
Identifying children at risk of reading disorder

Dynamic Assessment of Reading Test 
(DART) project



How should we screen for reading difficulties?
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Why should we measure learning potential?
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• Opportunities to learn the spoken language foundations for reading in 
English vary greatly between children (EAL, disadvantaged children)

• Reducing the impact of learning inequalities

• Static assessments can be too difficult when used at or shortly after 
onset of formal reading instruction, resulting in floor effects (Catts et 
al., 2009)

• Dyslexia is a disorder of learning to read, so why not assess learning?



Learning to read and reading difficulties
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Decoding

Phonological awareness

Letter knowledge

Exception words

Sight word reading

Orthographic 
representations

Necessary for fluency

Reading comprehension

Understanding

Oral language skills –
vocabulary & grammar

Higher level processes –
eg inferencing

Dyslexic profile: inaccurate or slow, effortful 
word reading Poor comprehender profile: accurate 

word reading but difficulties 
understanding what has been read



Our reviews of the existing evidence

(Dixon et al., 2022a): How well can dynamic assessments of reading and reading-

related constructs accurately identify children who have, or who at risk of having, 

reading difficulties?

15 studies were included: Dynamic assessments can achieve good classification 

accuracy of reading difficulties, when used alone or when used in combination with 

traditional static tests. 

(Dixon et al., 2022b): How well can dynamic assessments of reading and reading-

related constructs accurately predict growth in reading?

18 studies were included: Dynamic assessments of phonological awareness and 

decoding explain unique variance (1-21%) associated with growth in reading accuracy. 
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DART project aims & overview

Research questions

1) Do dynamic assessments correlate less 
strongly with SES and English language 
proficiency?

2) Does learning in each dynamic task predict 
growth in reading ability over time?

3) Can dynamic assessments accurately screen 
for later reading difficulties?

a) How do they compare to static assessments?

b) Do they improve screening accuracy when added 
to static measures?
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Dynamic assessment of decoding
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Dynamic task
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DA of decoding: predicting growth in reading

• DA of decoding post test scores predicted an additional 6% of 

variance in word reading growth in the whole sample after the 

predictive value of the static assessments had been accounted for

• Monolingual children DA of decoding post test scores predicted an 

additional 6% of unique variance in word reading growth

• Children with EAL DA of decoding post test scores predicted 3% 

additional unique variance but to a lesser extent
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DA of decoding: screening accuracy
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47 children identified as at risk of developing the dyslexic reading profile

23 monolingual children and 24 children with EAL



Dynamic assessment of vocabulary
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Dynamic task
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Phonological factor

Semantic factor

At ceiling



DA of vocabulary: predicting growth in vocabulary

• Semantic and phonology scores both predicted additional variance 

(2% and 4% respectively) in vocabulary growth in the whole sample 

after the predictive value of the static tests had been accounted for

• Monolingual children DA of of vocabulary scores continued to 

predict an additional unique variance in vocabulary growth (semantic 

2%, phonology 3%)

• Children with EAL DA of vocabulary scores continued to predict an 

additional unique variance in vocabulary growth (semantic 2%, 

phonology 3%)
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DA of vocabulary: predicting growth in reading 
comprehension

• Semantic scores predicted additional variance (<1%) in reading 

comprehension growth in the whole sample after the predictive 

value of all the static tests had been accounted for (SES, nonverbal 

ability, vocabulary knowledge, reading accuracy)

• Monolingual children DA of of vocabulary scores did not predict 

unique variance in reading comprehension growth

• Children with EAL DA of vocabulary semantic scores predicted a 

small but significant amount of additional unique variance (1%) in 

reading comprehension growth after the predictive value of all the 

static tests had been accounted for
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DA of vocabulary: screening accuracy
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20 children were identified as having a poor comprehender reading profile, 

14 of these were children with EAL and 6 were monolingual



Key findings

Both dynamic assessments predicted unique growth in reading ability 

after controlling for demographic factors and traditional, static 

predictors:

✓ The dynamic assessment of decoding predicted growth in early word reading.

✓ The dynamic assessment of vocabulary learning predicted growth in reading  

comprehension.

Both dynamic assessments achieved excellent or outstanding levels of 

accuracy as screeners for later reading difficulties and showed potential 

to add value to a battery of static assessments for children with EAL
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Implications for practice

We have provided proof of concept: the 

computerised tasks have excellent accuracy and the 

potential to reduce inequalities in assessment 

We now need to work with educators to establish 

how the dynamic assessments fit within existing 

practice and with children to refine the presentation 

and delivery of the tasks on an accessible, stable 

and low-cost platform, suitable for use in schools
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https://dart.leeds.ac.uk
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