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Abstract The purpose of this study was to examine the validity
of two Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills
(DIBELS) early literacymeasures with first-gradeKorean speak-
ing English Learners (ELs). A total of 30 first-grade Korean ELs
were screened three times during the year using early literacy
measures from DIBELS. A sample of students was provided an
empirically supported phonological awareness (PA) intervention
to determine whether DIBELS measures were sensitive to
growth caused by an intervention. Results suggest screening
measures of phoneme segmentation fluency (phoneme segmen-
tation fluency, PSF) were not predictive of reading performance
at the middle and end of first grade. Measures of alphabetics
(nonsense word fluency, NWF) were predictive of reading skills
for this sample of first-grade Korean ELs. PSF and NWF were
sensitive to change caused by an intervention, and appear to be
able to be used to monitor the impact of a PA intervention.
Implications and recommendations for the use of DIBELS with
Korean speaking ELs are provided.
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Validity of DIBELS Early LiteracyMeasures with Korean
English Language Learners

The population of English learners (ELs) has grown dramat-
ically over the last decade, representing approximately 5.1
million students, or 10 % of the total public school enrollment
(National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition
2007). ELs represent more than 350 native languages and

come from diverse cultures and educational backgrounds
(Hopstock and Stephenson 2003). According to data from
2000 to 2001, Kindler (2002) reported that Spanish and
Asian languages were the most common languages spoken
by ELs, with 79% of students claiming Spanish as their native
language, followed by Vietnamese (2.0 %), Hmong (1.6 %),
Chinese (1.0 %), Korean (1.0 %), and other languages
(15.4 %). Recent data from the National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES 2009) suggests there are over
165,000 U.S. K-12 students who speak Korean at home.
California currently has the largest population of Koreans in
the U.S., with approximately one third of U.S. Koreans resid-
ing in this state (Korean American Coalition-Census
Information Center 2003). Yet, there is very little research that
provides guidance on the best way to prevent reading prob-
lems for this group. The purpose of this study is to evaluate
early literacy assessment tools with a Korean speaking EL
population to provide evidence regarding whether these tools
should be used for the purposes of screening and progress
monitoring.

A critical factor for academic success is a solid foundation
in literacy skills in the early grades, but learning to read can be
a challenging process for many students. Acquiring the skills
and knowledge to read in a second language can be especially
difficult for ELs (Snow et al. 1998). Past studies have found
that many ELs are failing to meet state education standards
(Kindler 2002), with 76 % of third-grade ELs performing
below grade level in English reading (Zehler et al. 2003).

Given the importance of literacy skills, several authors
suggest that school districts use a response to intervention
(RtI) approach with ELs to more accurately identify and
provide services to students in need of support (Klingner
and Edwards 2006; Vanderwood and Nam 2008). Although
there is a substantial amount of research supporting the use of
an RtI approach when addressing reading difficulties with
monolingual students (e.g., Vellutino et al. 1998; Wagner
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et al. 1993), there is significantly less evidence regarding the
effectiveness of this approach with ELs (Vanderwood and
Nam 2008).

Evaluating Screening and Progress Monitoring Measures

An important starting point in determining the appropriateness
of using RtI with ELs is to ensure that the assessment tools
used in the process are valid. As outlined in the Standards for
Educational and Psychological Testing (American
Educational Research Association, American Psychological
Association, & National Council on Measurement in
Education [AERA, APA, and NCME] 1999), for constructs
that could be influenced by language (e.g., cognitive ability
and academic skills), it is not appropriate to use assessment
tools with ELs based on studies that only included native
English speakers. Using tests that have not been validated
with ELs could lead to inaccurate or psychometrically biased
conclusions. Therefore, it is necessary to provide separate
validity evidence for groups in which certain identifying as-
pects (e.g., English language proficiency and home language)
could possibly affect the reliability and validity of a measure.
In addition, before assessments are used to make important
decisions within an RtI approach, the tools should: (a) be
psychometrically sound, (b) have the capacity to show growth
over time, (c) be sensitive to change during the intervention,
(d) be independent of specific instructional techniques, (e)
have the capacity to inform teaching, and (f) be feasible to
allow for frequent data collection on a large number of stu-
dents (Fuchs and Fuchs 1999).

One major challenge with the RtI approach has been the
development of screening decision rules for identifying stu-
dents who are most in need of tier 2 services. In order to
determine whether a student may be at-risk and in need of
secondary-level reading intervention, educators using an RtI
approach have typically relied on measuring skills related to
literacy development and have applied a specific cutoff to
classify these students. Recent reviews of EL literacy research
have found that many of the same early literacy screening
tools and predictors (e.g., phonological awareness, letter
knowledge, alphabetic principle, and reading fluency) that
are used with native English speakers can be used to screen
for reading difficulties with ELs (Gersten et al. 2007).
Unfortunately, the recommendations by Gersten and col-
leagues were mostly based on research that treated ELs as a
homogenous group and did not examine whether there were
differences in decision rules for different primary languages
(e.g., Korean). Yet, there is substantial reason to believe the
constructs to be assessed will be similar across primary lan-
guages for all students learning to read English (Vanderwood
and Nam 2008).

Phonological Awareness (PA) PA is a critical reading skill
across all languages and is considered to be the understanding
that spoken words and syllables can be divided into smaller
components (e.g., Stanovich et al. 1984). Cho and McBride-
Chang (2005) found Korean measures of PA were uniquely
associated with word recognition for beginning readers of
Korean. Similarly, studies found Spanish measures of phono-
logical awareness were predictive of Spanish pseudoword and
real word reading (Durgunoglu et al. 1993; Quiroga et al.
2002). There is also evidence that once PA is developed in
the child’s native language, these skills may be applied when
learning to read in a second language. Durgunoglu et al.
(1993) found first-grade Spanish-speaking ELs who displayed
strong Spanish PA and word-decoding ability were better at
decoding English words and pseudowords than students with
poor native-language skills.

Results from intervention studies conducted with ELs sug-
gest that many of the principles of instruction associated with
improved outcomes for native English-speaking students can
be applied to ELs. In a meta-analysis of PA instruction with
English-speaking children, Ehri et al. (2001) found that PA
interventions are most effective when conducted with small
groups of two to seven students. They also found that effective
interventions can be relatively short in duration, ranging from
approximately 300 to 600 min.

Letter Knowledge Letter knowledge, specifically the ability to
accurately and fluently name the letters of the alphabet, has been
found to be predictive of reading outcomes (e.g., Kaminski and
Good 1996; O’Connor and Jenkins 1999). In the study by
O’Connor and Jenkins, measures of PA and rapid letter naming
were the strongest predictors of reading difficulty in kindergarten
and first grade. Unfortunately, one serious limitation of the rapid
letter naming task is that ceiling effects have often been observed
with this measure when administered to students at the end of
kindergarten and first grade (Schatschneider et al. 2004).

Alphabetic Principle The alphabetic principle represents the
knowledge of how letters correspond to sounds and the ability
to blend these sounds to form words (National Reading Panel
2000). One measure of alphabetics, pseudoword reading, has
been found to be strongly correlated with real-word reading
for both monolinguals and ELs (Fien et al. 2008; Lesaux and
Siegel 2003; Vanderwood et al. 2008). Vanderwood and col-
leagues examined the relationship between nonsense word
fluency (NWF), a measure of pseudoword reading, and the
reading performance of 134 first-grade ELs. First-grade NWF
scores were significantly correlated with third-grade outcome
measures, including oral reading fluency (r=.65), Maze
(r=.54), and the California Achievement Test (r=.39). In
addition, Lesaux and Siegel (2003) found that a measure of
pseudoword reading in kindergarten was the best predictor of
word reading and comprehension for second-grade ELs.
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Oral Reading Fluency An assessment of oral reading fluency
(ORF) can be used to make inferences about a student’s
decoding skills and can also serve as a reliable and valid index
of general reading achievement, including reading compre-
hension (Shinn et al. 1992). A number of past studies have
found moderate to strong correlations between ORF and mea-
sures of reading comprehension for both native English
speakers and ELs (e.g., Baker and Good 1995; Good and
Kaminski 2002; Shinn, et al. 1992). Baker and Good (1995)
found ORF to be sensitive to growth over periods as short as
2 weeks and predictive of performance on second-grade state-
wide reading assessments for bilingual Latino students.
Similarly, Wiley and Deno (2005) found ORF to be signifi-
cantly correlated with reading performance on a statewide
reading assessment for third (r= .61) and fifth-grade ELs
(r= .69). Past studies have also demonstrated that ORF is
superior to other, more “direct” assessments of comprehen-
sion, including oral and written retell of stories, cloze pas-
sages, Maze, and question answering (Fuchs and Fuchs 1992;
Wiley and Deno 2005).

Purpose

The purpose of this study is to provide validity data to guide
the use of DIBELS with Korean English Learners. Using the
Fuchs’ (1999) guidelines about the evidence that should be
provided for screening and progress monitoring tools as the
structure for our study, we addressed four questions designed
to address the question of whether DIBELS is appropriate for
first-grade Korean ELs:

1. To what extent are DIBELS early literacy measures psy-
chometrically sound for Korean ELs?

2. Are early literacy screening measures capable of showing
growth for Korean ELs over the course of the year?

3. To what extent are early literacy progress monitoring
measures sensitive to growth during a 6-week targeted
PA intervention?

4. Do teachers value the data received from the DIBELS
assessments for Korean ELs?

Method

Participants

A school with a large Korean EL population in Southern
California volunteered to participate in the study. The school
operated on a year-round schedule and served approximately
1,333 students in grades K–5 with approximately 84 % of the

students receiving free or reduced-price lunch. The ethnic
distribution of the school was 64 % Hispanic, 29 % Asian,
5 % Filipino, and 2%African American. Seventy-five percent
of the school population consisted of ELs, with 24 % listing
Korean as their home language. Two out of the six first-grade
classrooms provided dual immersion instruction in Korean
and English and volunteered to participate in the study.
These classrooms were primarily comprised of Korean ELs
(36/41=88 %), but were open to all children, regardless of
language proficiency or ethnicity.

Regardless of ethnicity, all students from the two Korean
dual-immersion classrooms participated in the initial screen-
ing. Participants who spoke a primary language other than
Korean at home and participants who were classified as native
or fluent English speakers were excluded from the analysis
(n=5). Six children moved during the study, and their scores
were also excluded from the analysis. Of the final screening
data sample (N=30), 17 (57 %) of the participants were
females and 13 (43 %) were males. All of the participants
were between 6 to 7 years of age. As described more
completely below, a second sample was produced by selecting
the 10 lowest performing Korean ELs from the fall screening
sample. These students were nominated to participate in the
intervention that was designed to determine whether the prog-
ress monitoring tools were sensitive to change caused by an
intervention. The teachers reviewed the data and agreed the
scores represented current performance, and these students
would benefit from a phonological awareness intervention.
This sample of intervention students included six female and
four male participants, and none of them were receiving
special education services.

Procedures

Participants were screened three times during the school (i.e.,
fall, winter, spring) year using measures from DIBELS 6.1
(Good and Kaminski 2002) and a reading comprehension
measure (i.e., Maze; AIMSweb, Shinn and Shinn 2002).
After the fall screening, a review of the data suggested a
phonological awareness intervention was appropriate for the
l0 students with the lowest performing scores. All 10 students
were in the “at risk” level on the DIBELS measure of phono-
logical awareness. Ten students were selected based on the
amount of resources available for intervention, and due to the
recommendation to provide intervention to nomore than 25%
of students in a grade (Vanderwood and Nam 2008). (For the
purposes of this study, the phonological awareness interven-
tion was implemented to determine whether DIBELS
6.1 progress monitoring measures were sensitive to
growth for this population and were not used to evalu-
ate the intervention.)

The PA intervention (Vanderwood 2004), described below,
was provided two times per week for 30 min per session for
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6 weeks during the fall. Consistent with recommendations by
Ehri et al. (2001), the intervention was provided in small
groups, with five participants per group. Each session
consisted of one lesson from the scripted intervention until
all 12 lessons were completed. A baseline score was generated
for each student using the initial screening data as well as two
additional data points collected prior to the start of the inter-
vention. Phoneme segmentation fluency (PSF) and nonsense
word fluency (NWF) were used to monitor students’ progress
once per week using DIBELS Benchmarks as the goals for
each measure. The progress monitoring sessions took approx-
imately 5min per student, and alternate forms of eachmeasure
were used each week. All students in the group received the
same first-grade alternate form of PSF and NWF each week,
and the probes were given in the order provided in the prog-
ress monitoring booklet for each measure.

Measures

Letter Naming Fluency (LNF) Letter Naming Fluency (LNF)
is an individually administered test that assesses a child’s
ability to name upper and lower case letters of the alphabet.
The 1-month, alternate-form reliability of LNF is .88 and the
median criterion-related validity of LNF with the Woodcock-
Johnson Psycho-Educational Battery-Revised Readiness
Cluster is .70 (Good and Kaminski 2002). LNF was adminis-
tered to all students in the fall of first grade.

Phoneme Segmentation Fluency (PSF) Phoneme segmenta-
tion fluency (PSF) is an individually administered test of PA.
The alternate-form reliability of PSF is .88 for 2 weeks and .79
for 1 month (Kaminski and Good 1996). Good et al. (2002)
report criterion validity of PSF with the Woodcock-Johnson
Psycho-Educational Battery to be between .54 and .68. PSF
was administered to all students in the fall, winter, and spring
of first grade. The measure takes 1 min to administer.

Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF) Nonsense Word Fluency
(NWF) is an individually administered test that assesses a child’s
ability to identify letter–sound correspondences and blend letters
into pseudowords. The 1-month, alternate-form reliability of
NWF in first grade is .83 (Good and Kaminski 2002). The
predictive validity of NWF in January of first grade with ORF
in May of first grade is .82 (Good and Kaminski). NWF was
administered to all students in the fall, winter, and spring of first
grade. The measure takes 1 min to administer.

Oral Reading Fluency (ORF) Oral Reading Fluency (ORF) is
an individually administered measure of reading fluency and
overall reading performance. Test–retest reliabilities for ele-
mentary students range from .92 to .97, and alternate-form
reliabilities range from .89 to .94 (Good and Kaminski 2002).
In the present study, ORF was administered to all students in

the winter and spring of first grade. For screening, three 1-min
probes are administered and the median score is used.

Maze AIMSweb Maze is a multiple-choice cloze task that
students complete while reading silently. This is a group or
individually administered measure of reading comprehension
and overall reading achievement (Shinn and Shinn 2002).
Alternate-form reliability is reported to be .81, with 1- to 3-
month intervals between testing (Shin et al. 2000). Criterion-
related validity with published, norm-referenced tests of com-
prehension ranges from .77 to .85 (Fuchs and Fuchs 1992).
Maze was administered to all students in a group format in the
winter and spring of first grade and took approximately 5 min
to administer. (Note: Maze was used to directly assess com-
prehension because DIBELS 6.1 did not include a compre-
hension measure.)

Inter-observer Agreement Inter-observer agreement was cal-
culated for 20 % of the probes administered per screening
period by having one person observe the examiner adminis-
tering the measures. Total percentage agreement was calculat-
ed by dividing the number of agreements by the number of
agreements plus disagreements, multiplied by 100. Inter-
observer agreement for LNF ranged from 97 to 100 %, with
an average combined agreement of 99 %. PSF ranged from 87
to 100 %, with an average combined agreement of 92 %.
NWF ranged from 92 to 100 %, with an average combined
agreement of 97 %. ORF ranged from 92 to 100 %, with an
average combined agreement of 99 % and inter-observer
agreement for Maze was 100 %.

Intervention Materials

This study utilized a PA intervention (Vanderwood 2004) that
was previously validated with Spanish-speaking first-grade
ELs (Healy et al. 2005). There were 12 scripted lessons based
on a model-lead-test format: (a) the procedures were first
modeled to the students, (b) the interventionist led the re-
sponses with the students, and then (c) students were asked
to independently answer. Every 30-min lesson included a
vocabulary section and five PA activities, including: phoneme
production/replication, phoneme segmentation and counting,
phoneme blending, phoneme isolation, and rhyming.
Intervention fidelity checklists and observations were used
to determine the degree to which the intervention was imple-
mented in a manner consistent with the intervention protocol.
The intervention was implemented with 100 % integrity dur-
ing all 12 sessions.

Social Validity

A social validity survey was created to assess the teachers’
views on the importance of the assessment tools and
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intervention process and was given at the end of the interven-
tion. The acceptability survey consisted of four Likert-scale
questions regarding the intervention, with 1 being “strongly
disagree” and 7 being “strongly agree”.

Results

The purpose of this study was to produce validity data that can
be used to guide the use of DIBELS with first-grade Korean
ELs. The first research question addressed the extent to which
DIBELS is psychometrically sound when used with first-
grade Korean ELs. Inter-rater reliability data varied slightly
across measures with PSF having the lowest average reliabil-
ity of .92. Although there is no agreement about what is
considered adequate reliability, at least one set of authors
suggest reliability should be above .90 whenmaking decisions
for individuals (Salvia et al. 2010). To provide evidence of
validity of the measures, we conducted analyses to determine
whether early literacy measures used for screening are related
to future reading outcomes for this population of students. The
strength of association between early literacy measures ad-
ministered in the fall and reading achievement in the winter
and spring are presented in Table 1. Fall LNF scores were
significantly correlated with winter and spring ORF (r=.50
and .47, respectively; p<.01) and Maze (r=.45 and .56, re-
spectively, p<.05). Significant correlations were not found
between fall PSF and any of the other fall, winter, or spring
measures. Fall NWF scores were significantly correlated with
winter and spring ORF (r=.62 and .47, respectively, p<.01)
and spring Maze (r=.44, p<.05). Spring NWF was also
significantly correlated with spring ORF and Maze (r=.76

and .66, respectively, ps<.01). ORF in the winter was strongly
correlated with ORF and Maze in the spring. Finally, a signif-
icant correlation was also found between spring ORF and
Maze (r=.70, p<.01).

Growth on Screening Measures

The second research question addressed the extent to which
the screening data were sensitive to growth for all Korean ELs
over the course of the year. Descriptive statistics for the
screening measures for the full sample are summarized in
Table 2. All data were normally distributed and were below
1.0 on skewness and kurtosis. Based on the DIBELS LNF
benchmarks for the beginning of first grade (Good and
Kaminski 2002), 25 out of the 30 total students scored in the
low-risk category (LNF≥37) and five students scored in the
some-risk category (25≤LNF<37) in the fall. Performance on
fall PSF indicated that 10 students scored in the established
category (PSF≥35), 15 students scored in the emerging cate-
gory (10≤PSF<35), and five students scored in the deficit
category (PSF <10). Results for fall NWF indicated that all but
one student performed well above the at-risk category for this
measure (NWF≥24).

Group averages for the fall, winter, and spring measures
(see Table 2) suggested that the students made substantial
growth between the screening periods. The mean ORF score
indicated that the students were reading an average of 85.70
(SD=27.71) words per minute in the winter and 109.23 (SD=
25.12) words per minute in the spring. Based on the DIBELS
ORF 6.1 benchmarks for the middle and end of first grade
(Good and Kaminski 2002), all of the students in this sample
were in the low-risk range for this measure during the winter
and spring screenings. Interestingly, although all students

Table 1 Correlations between screening variables across screening periods

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1 LNF, T1 –

2 PSF, T1 .29 –

3 NWF, T1 .58** −.02 –

4 PSF, T2 −.22 .22 −.22 –

5 NWF, T2 .34 −.16 .62** −.15 –

6 ORF, T2 .50** −.15 .61** −.17 .47** –

7 Maze, T2 .45* .01 .35 −.42* .30 .33 –

8 PSF, T3 −.19 .35 −.12 .81** −.06 .07 −.29 –

9 NWF, T3 .24 −.13 .53** −.04 .33 .72** .26 .21 –

10 ORF, T3 .47** .02 .47** −.05 .22 .80** .25 .21 .76** –

11 Maze, T3 .56** .04 .44* −.27 .37* .68** .58** −.10 .66** .70** –

Note: LNF letter naming fluency, NWF nonsense word fluency, ORF oral reading fluency, PSF phoneme segmentation fluency, T1 fall screening, T2
winter screening, T3 spring screening

*p<.05; **p<.01
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achieved fluent word decoding skills in the winter and
spring, as indicated by their ORF scores, 10 students
continued to score in the emerging range for PSF in the
winter, and seven students scored in the emerging range
for PSF in the spring.

On the Maze measure, percentile ranks from AIMSweb
norm-referenced tables (Edformation 2007) were used to
compare the performance of these students to other first-
grade students in the normative sample. In the winter of first
grade, four students scored within the 25–50th percentile, nine
students scored within the 50–75th percentile, and 17 students
scored above the 75th percentile. By the spring of first grade,
29 students scored above the 75th percentile and one student
scored within the 50–75th percentile. Average performance of
the students in the winter (M=8.30, SD=4.60) and spring
(M=16.50, SD=5.91) of first grade indicated that the students
made growth in reading comprehension.

Sensitivity to Intervention

Another way to determine whether the screening measures are
sensitive to growth is to compare intervention with non-
intervention students (Fuchs and Fuchs 1999). Students re-
ceiving intervention should close the gap on measures if the
tools are sensitive to intervention effects. As presented in
Table 3, the results indicated that the intervention students
performed lower than the non-intervention students during the
fall screening on all of the measures. By the winter screening,
the intervention students outperformed the non-intervention
students on both PSF and NWF, but not on ORF orMaze. The
spring screening results indicated that the intervention and
non-intervention students performed at a similar level on
PSF, but the intervention group performed lower than the
non-intervention group on NWF, ORF, and Maze. It is impor-
tant to note that the average performance of both intervention
and non-intervention students for each of the spring screening
measures was in the established range.

Growth on Progress Monitoring Measures

PSF and NWF progress monitoring data collected during the
6-week intervention for 10 students were used to examine the
ability of the early literacy measures to monitor growth and
goal attainment for Korean ELs. (Note: it was not the purpose
of this study to validate the PA intervention. We selected this
intervention because evidence indicated it worked with other
ELs and it was based on sound literacy principles.) Initial PSF
scores for the intervention students indicated that five students
were performing in the deficit range and five were performing
in the emerging range. By the end of the intervention, all of the
students met their individual goals and performed within the
DIBELS 6.1 established range for PSF. The average growth
rate on PSF for individuals who received the intervention was
3.1 sounds per minute per week.

Initial NWF scores for the intervention students indicated
that one student was performing in the at-risk range, one was
in the some-risk range, and eight met benchmark criteria. In
different circumstances, the students with established NWF
scores would most likely not have been included in a PA
intervention. In this case, we were attempting to validate the
measures and the teachers indicated they believed that the
students who were selected needed additional phonological
awareness support. Progress monitoring data for NWF indi-
cated that 9 out of 10 students were performing at benchmark
by the end of the intervention. The average growth rate on
NWF for students who received the intervention was 1.6

Table 2 Means and standard deviations for screening measures by
screening period

Fall screening Winter screening Spring screening

Variable M SD M SD M SD

LNF 56.13 16.44

PSF 28.62 15.28 41.97 29.45 45.41 15.89

NWF 70.67 35.03 95.00 45.99 111.26 57.59

ORF 85.70 27.71 109.23 25.12

MAZE 8.30 4.60 16.50 5.91

Note: LNF letter naming fluency, PSF phoneme segmentation fluency,
NWF nonsense word fluency, ORF oral reading fluency

Table 3 Means and standard deviations for screening measures by group
and screening period

Variable Intervention students
(N=10)

Non-intervention students
(N=20)

M SD M SD

Fall screening

LNF 43.78 15.64 61.43 13.99

PSF 14.67 11.86 34.14 12.47

NWF 57.33 33.47 76.38 34.89

Winter screening

PSF 45.44 18.15 40.48 9.49

NWF 99.33 40.10 93.14 49.11

ORF 77.44 20.72 89.24 29.97

Maze 6.0 5.98 9.29 3.61

Spring screening

PSF 45.10 21.67 45.54 13.35

NWF 101.81 47.67 115.31 61.99

ORF 99.67 21.31 113.33 25.97

Maze 14.56 5.10 17.33 6.14

Note: LNF letter naming fluency, NWF nonsense word fluency, ORF oral
reading fluency, PSF phoneme segmentation fluency
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sounds per minute per week. The level of growth demonstrat-
ed on NWF and on PSF were slightly above the average
growth demonstrated when this intervention was used with
Spanish speaking ELs (Healy et al. 2005).

Social Validity

The results of the social validity survey indicated that the two
teachers found the intervention and the assessment tools to be
highly acceptable. The teachers strongly agreed that the as-
sessment focused on important reading skills, did not take too
much of the student’s time away from class, and could be used
to improve a student’s overall performance. All ratings ranged
from 6 to 7 on a 7-point scale.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to gather evidence about the
validity of DIBELS with a Korean speaking English Learner
population. In some districts throughout the USA, Korean
speaking students represent a substantial proportion of the
overall EL population (Korean American Coalition-Census
Information Center 2003). To appropriately identify who
needs additional reading skills support, many school districts
are employing tools like DIBELS with all their students,
including ELs. Yet, at this point, there is only a small amount
of evidence that these tools can work with students who have
different language backgrounds than those who were part of
the tests’ development.

Psychometric Properties

Using inter-rater reliability as an index, all the DIBELS 6.1
measures meet guidelines for the level of reliability to feel
confident about making individual decisions (Salvia et al.
2010). PSF was the least reliable early literacy measure,
although an inter-rater reliability of .92 should be sufficient
for most type of decisions. These results are consistent with
other studies that examined the use of DIBELS with Spanish
speaking ELs (e.g., Vanderwood et al. 2008).

To provide initial evidence of the tools’ validity with
Korean ELs, the measures’ ability to predict future perfor-
mance was obtained by correlating the early literacy, fluency
and comprehension measures across the three time periods.
Consistent with past studies examining native English
speakers and Spanish-speaking students, LNF and NWF in
the fall were found to be significantly correlated with end-of-
the-year reading achievement, as measured by ORF and
Maze. In recent years, there has been increasing support for
the use of NWF with both ELs and native English speakers to
determine risk status. For example, Vanderwood et al. (2008)

examined the relationship between first-grade NWF and third-
grade reading outcomes with a sample of ELs primarily com-
posed of Latinos and Asians. Significant correlations were
found between first-grade NWF scores and third-grade ORF
(r=.65), Maze (r=.54), and the California Achievement Test
Reading Composite score (r=.39). Fien et al. (2008) also
found NWF in kindergarten to be a strong predictor of first-
and second-grade reading outcomes, including ORF and SAT-
10 (r=.51–.65). It is important to note the relationship of
NWF to ORF grew over time as would be expected in normal
reading development. The results of the present study with
Korean ELs are consistent with current research, providing
further support for the use of NWF in first grade to predict
future reading outcomes.

In contrast, fall PSF was not significantly correlated with
any of the fall, winter, or spring measures. While there is
consensus that PA is a prerequisite to reading acquisition
(e.g., Cunningham and Stanovich 1997; Stanovich 1986;
Wagner and Torgesen 1987), relatively weak correlations
between PSF and later reading outcome measures have been
found in previous studies. For example, a study by Kaminski
and Good (1996), conducted with primarily native English
speakers, did not find PSF to be significantly correlated with
the Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test or the Metropolitan
Readiness Test.

It is also important to note the winter measures of ORF and
Maze were strongly correlated with the spring measures of the
same test. In addition, ORF and Maze were also strongly
correlated within and across time periods. This result is sig-
nificant because it suggests both ORF and Maze are sensitive
enough to be used with Korean ELs as early as the winter of
first grade. It is not surprising that a strong relationship was
found between spring ORF and Maze. ORF can be used to
make inferences about a student’s decoding skills and also
serve as a reliable and valid index of general reading achieve-
ment, including reading comprehension (Shinn et al. 1992).
The results of this study are consistent with Perfetti’s Verbal
Efficiency Theory (1985) which states that fluent readers are
able to read text quickly and accurately, allowing them to
expend less cognitive resources on decoding and have a
higher capacity for comprehension.

Ability to Show Growth

Performance during the fall, winter, and spring of first grade
suggested that DIBELS 6.1 measures and AIMSweb Maze
were sensitive to growth for this sample of first-grade Korean
ELs. Students exhibited growth in PA and alphabetic knowl-
edge, as reflected by the increase in their PSF and NWF scores
between the fall and spring. Average ORF and Maze scores in
the spring indicated that the students achieved high levels of
English word recognition and comprehension skills by the end
of first grade.
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Despite their EL status and limited English vocabulary, the
students in our sample showed growth in reading fluency and
comprehension throughout the year that was comparable to
results with native English speakers (Fien et al. 2008). By the
spring of first grade, all of the students in our sample met the
DIBELS 6.1 benchmark goal for ORF and were performing
above the AIMSweb 50th percentile for Maze.

One possible reason why students in this study reached
high levels of reading fluency and comprehension despite low
scores on phoneme segmentation is that the development of
English PA may have been affected by native language skills.
Although several of the phonemes represented in Korean are
similar to those in English (e.g., /m/ and /n/), there are many
phonemes in English that are not represented in Korean. For
example, Korean lacks the sounds /f/, /v/, initial /l/, and the /th/
sounds as in think and this (Taylor and Taylor 1995). As a
result, the students in the present study may have encountered
difficulties in distinguishing the sounds during the PA task,
resulting in lower performance.

Limitations

The most significant limitation of this study was the small
number of participants. As a result, it is difficult to generalize
findings and eliminate all alternative hypotheses about the
relationships among the variables. However, given the scarci-
ty of research with Korean speaking ELs, these results can be
used to support future research and practice in providing
assessment-driven services. In fact, it is clear from our study
there is a need to further understand the validity of using PSF
with first-grade Korean ELs.

The purpose of the intervention in this study was to deter-
mine whether DIBELS 6.1 early literacy tools were sensitive
to change caused by an intervention focused on phonological
awareness. The data were not used to modify the intervention
nor determine the intervention’s overall effectiveness. An
empirically supported intervention previously used with
Spanish speaking ELs was implemented with the expectation
it would have a positive impact on the phonological awareness
skills of Korean ELs. The intervention did have a positive
effect, but given the lack of use of a design that can appropri-
ately measure intervention effects (e.g., randomized control
trial, regression discontinuity), conclusions about intervention
effectiveness based on this study should not be made.

Implications

Although past studies have reported that many of the same
tools and strategies that have been used to screen native
English speakers can be used to improve outcomes for ELs
(e.g., Baker and Good 1995; Haager and Windmueller 2001),
there is clearly a need for further research and continued
development of assessment tools and strategies that are

sensitive to the language proficiency and unique cultural
background of ELs. The results of this study and others
(e.g., Riedel 2007) suggest educators should use caution when
interpreting the results of PSF with first-grade ELs. It is quite
possible a student’s PSF score will not be predictive of future
reading outcomes. Yet, this study and others (e.g.,
Vanderwood, et al. 2008) do support the use of NWF and
ORF with ELs. Besides evidence of positive psychometric
validity for all measures except PSF for screening, the teachers
who completed the social validity measures agreed the tests
were appropriate for Korean ELs. It is important to note these
conclusions are only focused on first-grade students and are
similar to the results obtained with native English speakers
(Riedel 2007). In fact, in the most recent version of DIBELS
(DIBELSNext), the use of PSF was scaled down significantly
in first grade and is only used in the fall. It appears for all
students, including ELs, a student’s skill in the alphabetic
principle during first grade is more predictive of future reading
skills than performance on phonological awareness tasks.
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