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Exploring Dynamic 
Assessment – an alternative 
approach to enhance our support 
for learners with dyslexia?
Jennifer Donovan MA, MDG reports on her current research investigating a dynamic 
approach to assessment which has the potential to offer detailed insights into the kind 
of instruction that is most likely to lead to stronger outcomes for children with dyslexia. 

Introduction
In the United Kingdom, assessments for dyslexia/SpLD 
are undertaken by qualified specialist teacher assessors 
who hold Membership of the Dyslexia Guild (MDG) and/or 
Associate Membership of the British Dyslexia Association 
(AMBDA), utilising standardised assessments. The aim of this 
assessment procedure is to provide a ‘diagnostic’ decision 
relating to developmental dyslexia, and perhaps more 
importantly, to identify individual strengths and weaknesses 
that underpin effective support (Jones & Kindersley 
2013). Standardised assessments compare the learner’s 
performance on a range of tasks against peers of the same 
age. By nature, these tests are uniformly administered with 
strict adherence to guidelines and scripted instructions to 
ensure that standardisation is maintained. These normative 
tests are identified in the literature as static tests (Feuerstein, 
Feuerstein & Falik 2010). 

Standardised assessments provide important comparative 
information however it could be argued that this is at the 
expense of understanding individual differences. While a 
specialist teacher assessment will most often incorporate 
information from a range of sources including observation 
and background information, there remains a focus on 
standardised testing procedures. Very often, specialist 
teachers express frustration that the assessments available 
to them do not allow a full exploration of the learner’s 
understanding and ability (Donovan 2014).

This aim of this article is to present an alternative, evidence-
based approach to standardised assessment that is designed 
to explore individual differences. Preliminary findings from an 
ongoing research project examining an interactive approach 
to spelling, one component of a diagnostic assessment, 
provides promising evidence that such a procedure may be a 
useful supplement to static assessments.

Dynamic Assessment
Static assessments do not allow additional interaction 
beyond the prescribed instructions, between the assessor 
and the learner. In a static procedure, the assessor presents 
an activity to be undertaken and then records the response, 
thereby producing a measure of what the learner can do at a 

particular moment. Such tests do not identify why a learner 
may be having difficulty or success with a task. As identified 
by Feuerstein et al. (2010), static tests do not examine 
approaches to a task, they only measure what the learner can 
or can’t do at a given time. 

By comparison, Dynamic Assessment (DA) is a procedure 
that has interaction at the centre of the assessment. The 
intention of DA is to understand how the individual learns 
best. Founded on the work of Vygotsky (1978) DA is based 
on the notion that in early development greater achievement 
is possible when a child learns through a collaborative 
approach (mediation), reflecting what Vygotsky termed 
the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’. In this approach, the 
assessor is not primarily concerned with what the learner 
may or may not know, but with the process used when 
considering their answer. During the assessment the 
learner is supported to identify strategies that they might 
use to facilitate change. Feuerstein termed this change 
‘modifiability’, arguing that it provides a more complete 
picture of the learner’s potential by revealing strengths 
and difficulties that may not otherwise be discovered. The 
differences observed in performance through the interaction 
can then be utilized to develop an individualised intervention 
programme. This approach may contribute to closing the gap 
between assessment and intervention (Lidz 2014).

Originally developed to explore the learning potential of 
individuals with substantial trauma, or difficulties where 
conventional procedures were inappropriate, the principles 
of DA have since been applied more broadly but have yet to 
be widely used (Elliot 2003). Most recently, there has been 
substantial interest in the approach in the field of speech 
and language therapy (e.g. Hasson & Botting 2010, Law 
& Camilleri 2007) and second language learning (Davin, 
Herazo & Sagre 2016). DA has also been used in areas of 
literacy typically assessed by specialist teachers such as 
early literacy and phonemic awareness (e.g. Cunningham & 
Carroll 2011). 

While DA can take many forms (see Grigorenko, 2009 for a 
detailed discussion) the defining criterion is that the learner 
is supported within the assessment in order to determine 

their full potential. In this way, instruction and assessment 
are blended together, providing important information to 
teachers to support them in devising targeted instructional 
approaches. The assessor works with the learner in an 
interactive session to measure the individual response to a 
given procedure. It therefore places an emphasis on how 
individuals learn, in comparison to what they have learned.

In addition, DA has the potential to measure response to 
intervention (RTI) by gaining more insight into the factors 
that might predict this. The advantage of this additional 
information is that it may reduce time, effort and resources 
on interventions that prove to be ineffective (Aravena, Tijms, 
Snellings & van der Molen 2016). RTI is identified as being 
one of the criteria used in the classification of individuals 
with dyslexia (Rose 2009) and therefore a DA approach 
has the potential to support the decision-making process 
when drawing diagnostic conclusions and providing 
recommendations for support. 

Dyslexia and Spelling 
While there remains no universally agreed definition of 
developmental dyslexia the most widely accepted definition 
used in specialist teacher assessment is that provided by 
the Rose report (2009)). While the primary feature of dyslexia 
is identified as a weakness in accurate and fluent word 
reading, spelling difficulties are also well documented (e.g. 
Berninger, Lee, Abbot & Breznitz 2013). Difficulties in spelling 
can hamper writing, particularly in beginning writers, and 
may result in children avoiding the writing process. While 
difficulties in reading may be resolved with appropriate 
support, spelling difficulties can persist into adulthood 
(Rose 2009). This can have substantial implications. It has 
been suggested that poor spelling and inadequate writing 
skills contribute to around 80% of employment application 
rejections (McCurdy, Clure, Beck & Schmitz 2016). 

Spelling is one area of assessment that may benefit from a 
DA approach. While there is a substantial body of evidence 
in the field of dyslexia relating to reading there remains 
less research on spelling. While partial clues may provide 
sufficient information for a word to be read and understood, 
accurate spelling is a more complex process requiring a 
complete knowledge of the orthographic representation of 
the word (Tainturier & Rapp, 2001). In an opaque orthography 
such as English, this can be a difficult skill to master, 
particularly for individuals with dyslexia.

Current assessment practices for spelling most often involve 
the administration of a standardised test with the answer 
scored as correct or incorrect. However,as discussed, these 
tests don’t necessarily help to develop instructional strategies 
(Ganske, 1999). Additional information is therefore often 
collected to supplement these scores such as error analysis 
and writing samples. In a survey of specialist teachers (all 
members of the Dyslexia Guild) respondents were asked 
to identify the sources of information that they used when 
developing individual support programmes (Donovan 2014). 
Less than half of the respondents identified that that they 
found scores from standardised spelling tests useful. In 
the same survey, more than three quarters of respondents 
identified that they found spelling error (miscue) analysis more 
useful than standard scores alone. 
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less research on spelling. While partial clues may provide 
sufficient information for a word to be read and understood, 
accurate spelling is a more complex process requiring a 
complete knowledge of the orthographic representation of 
the word (Tainturier & Rapp, 2001). In an opaque orthography 
such as English, this can be a difficult skill to master, 
particularly for individuals with dyslexia.

Current assessment practices for spelling most often involve 
the administration of a standardised test with the answer 
scored as correct or incorrect. However,as discussed, these 
tests don’t necessarily help to develop instructional strategies 
(Ganske, 1999). Additional information is therefore often 
collected to supplement these scores such as error analysis 
and writing samples. In a survey of specialist teachers (all 
members of the Dyslexia Guild) respondents were asked 
to identify the sources of information that they used when 
developing individual support programmes (Donovan 2014). 
Less than half of the respondents identified that that they 
found scores from standardised spelling tests useful. In 
the same survey, more than three quarters of respondents 
identified that they found spelling error (miscue) analysis more 
useful than standard scores alone. 

Although error analysis is a widely used approach, miscue 
analysis is not an exact science. Assessors must work 
from intuition when trying to account for student errors 
and the analysis will therefore be subjective (Bissaker 
& Westwood, 2006). It is possible that the same kind of 
error may be interpreted in numerous ways by different 
practitioners, resulting in different recommendations (Griffiths 
& Stuart 2013). 

Standardised assessment, error analysis and examining 
written performance will allow the assessor some insight in 
the ‘what’ a student can do, but not the ‘how’. They provide 
little understanding of how the learner arrives at their spelling 
choice or the strategies that they bring to the task. It could be 
argued that it is exactly this type of information that is most 
useful when developing support programmes or monitoring 
progress. 

Categorising strategy use from verbal self-report
Given the opaque nature of the English language, developing 
metacognitive strategies that can be successfully applied 
when spelling unknown words is important - good spellers 
approach an unknown word with the flexibility of strategy 
choice. Steffler and colleagues (1998) analysed the spelling 
strategies reported by typically developing children aged 
7-10 years. They identified four categories – retrieval, phonetic 
(sounding out), explicit rule and analogy. A strategy was 
described as retrieval where the child said they ‘knew’ how 
to spell the word; the phonetic category was applied where 
children reported ‘sounding it out’. The category of ‘explicit 
rule’ was applied where children explicitly stated a spelling 
rule (orthographic convention) and ‘analogy’ was applied 
when the child compared the word to other words with a 
similar spelling pattern. This categorisation was supported 
by a further study by Rittle-Johnson and Siegler (1999) 
who examined children’s spelling strategies and identified 
a further two strategies that included visual checking and a 
combined strategy of retrieve/sound out. Visual checking was 
applied where the word was written down, and determining 
if it ‘looked right’. Retrieve/sound out involved a combined 
strategy where part of the word could be sounded out, and 
the other part retrieved from memory. 

As a starting point in the exploration of a DA approach to 
spelling, Donovan and Marshall (2016) examined the ability of 
8-9 year-old children with dyslexia (Years 3 and 4) to identify 
the correct spelling of a presented word and self-report the 
strategies they used when approaching the task. This age 
group was identified for a number of reasons – by this age 
it was considered that the children would have had good 
exposure to teaching; they would have appropriate language 
to articulate their responses, and previous published studies 
using a similar procedure with typically developing children of 
a similar age provided a useful comparison. Building on the 
earlier studies described above, the purpose of the study was 
to investigate if children with dyslexia were able to verbally 
self-report how they approached the task of spelling both 
known and unknown words.

This has important implications to a DA spelling approach. 
If the children were unable to explain how they approached 
the task (for example, not replying or saying that they didn’t 
know) then a dynamic assessment approach would not add 
any useful information. The results identified that children 
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with dyslexia were able to explain how they approached the 
spelling task in the same way as typically developing children 
of the same age, suggesting that a dynamic approach to 
spelling was a possibility. Analysis of the data revealed that 
the children with dyslexia used the same range of strategies 
identified in previous studies. Because of the variation in the 
target words used in this study, two additional categories 
were included; retrieval using a specific strategy (e.g. 
mnemonics) and semantic knowledge (e.g. distinguishing 
between the spelling of homophones). 

While children with dyslexia used the same range of 
strategies as their typically developing peers they were more 
likely to use them in isolation. That is, typically developing 
children were often able to articulate a number of different 
strategies that they could use when spelling a particular 
word. By comparison, the children with dyslexia tended to 
rely on a phonological strategy (i.e. sounding out) even for 
irregular words. These children were therefore not always 
successful- they could identify the sounds but showed 
difficulty in recalling the exact letters and/or sequence of 
letters. This supports the findings of Fayol, Zorman & Lété, 
(2009) that poor spellers have difficulties remembering word 
specific information. One explanation for the emphasis on 
sounding out (phonetic strategy) may be the focus on quality 
phonics teaching in UK schools in recent years (Walker, 
Bartlett, Betts, Sainsbury & Mehta, 2013). It is possible that 
this has influenced the strategy choice. The data suggests 
however that while typically developing children are able to 
use this strategy as appropriate, and combine this with other 
strategies, children in the dyslexia group are more likely to 
persist with sounding out, even when unsuccessful, and 
appear to have a narrower choice of strategies available to 
them. 

The next step
Having established that children with dyslexia are able 
to report the spelling strategies they use, Donovan 
and colleagues have developed a spelling procedure 
incorporating a dynamic assessment approach. The 
procedure has recently been piloted in a number of primary 
schools to explore if the information collected provides 
additional information for support beyond that obtained from 
standardised assessment. A positive result will give some 
support to using an interactive approach to assessment on 
a wider basis. Data is currently being collated. A final step 
in the study will be to pilot the procedure with a number of 
specialist teachers.

One of the criticisms of DA as an explanation of why it has 
not received more widespread support, is that the procedure 
is time-consuming (although it could be argued that more 
time spent in developing an appropriate intervention will save 
time overall). However, in order to partially address this issue, 
the author and another UCL colleague, Rosanne Esposito, 
are currently analysing the data from a study in six inner 
London schools where a variation of the procedure has been 
used with small groups and as a whole class activity. Details 
of both studies should be available in 2017.

Conclusion
As argued by Lidz (2014) It ‘is not only helpful but also 
necessary to include Dynamic Assessment in our repertory 

as a relevant source for information …….. Dynamic 
Assessment provides unique information which allows 
us to address perhaps the most important portion of 
our consultations and reports: our recommendations for 
instruction and intervention.’ p 298.

A dynamic approach to assessment such as that explored by 
this research has the potential to offer detailed insights into 
the kind of instruction that is most likely to lead to stronger 
outcomes for children with dyslexia. As such, it has the 
potential to move beyond the assessment of spelling to wider 
areas of literacy assessment, to inform our understanding of 
not just what an individual knows, but the understanding and 
strategies they bring to the task. As an additional approach 
in the specialist assessor’s toolkit, dynamic assessment may 
provide important information to enhance our understanding 
of how individuals can best be supported.

Jennifer Donovan MA, MDG
is a doctoral researcher and SpLD Lecturer and AMBDA Lead 
Tutor at University College London, Institute of Education. 
Contact Jennifer at: jennifer.donovan.14@ucl.ac.uk
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Developing Numeracy Skills 
in Learners with 

Dyslexia and Dyscalculia
This CPD unit offered by Dyslexia Action Training examines the 
processes involved in mathematical thinking and how they link to 
aspects of memory and attention. 

The difficulties that learners with dyslexia and 
co-occurring difficulties can have with numeracy 
are explained. The association of ‘number 
sense’ (numerosity) with dyscalculia is 
also examined. 

The unit explores theory, offers some 
practical ideas and provides the practitioner 
with the fresh perspective necessary to effectively 
use structured, cumulative, multisensory teaching to 
promote numeracy development in learners where it is stalled 
or significantly delayed. 

Book now at:  
www.dyslexiaaction.org.uk/for-educators


