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INTRODUCTION 
This professional learning module is designed to supplement, not replace, a careful 
reading of Marie M. Clay’s book, An Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement, 
third edition published in 2013. Marie Clay, a New Zealand developmental psycholo-
gist, constructed the tasks in research studies that established their initial reliability 
and validity. The Observation Survey is a tool for planned systematic observation to 
capture evidence of early progress in literacy learning.

All tasks of the Observation Survey are based on sensitive and systematic observa-
tions that require objective recording of exactly what a child does on each task. 
The individual tasks are not designed to predict literacy performance or establish 
some arbitrary criteria for whether a child is ready to begin literacy learning. Unlike 
standardized tests that assess the outcomes of instruction, Observation Survey tasks 
provide information about a child’s current performance — information needed to 
design effective instruction.

The Observation Survey is particularly useful for observing young children up to 
8 years of age. Because each child begins literacy learning with unique personal 
knowledge, teachers must assess literacy behaviors across several dimensions of 
learning.

The tasks are like the ones a child is actually undertaking in the classroom and 
uncover what a child already knows and can do — and what he or she might need 
to learn next. Survey tasks yield rich information for screening, intervening, and 
monitoring a child’s progress over time.

Training should precede use of the Observation Survey in order to ensure standard 
administrations by teachers, pre-service teachers, administrators, and researchers. 
Collectively, the six tasks of the survey provide comprehensive information about 
what a child can do. 

— Concepts About Print
— Letter Identification
— Word Reading
— Writing Vocabulary
— Hearing and Recording Sounds in Words
— Running Records of Text Reading (see note at end of page 2)

Individual tasks typically assess only one aspect of literacy learning and should  
not be used in isolation. Running records of text reading are an exception and  
can be used on a regular basis to monitor changes in the ways that children use 
information while reading.

An Observation  
Survey of Early  
Literacy Achievement

You will need the book, An  
Observation Survey of Early  
Literacy Achievement, preferably 
the 2013 third edition, to engage 
in this learning activity.

Reference:
Clay, M. M. (2013). An observation  
survey of early literacy achievement 
(3rd ed.).  Portsmouth, NH:  
Heinemann. (U.S. imprint) 

Permission to include pages  
from the 2013 edition granted by  
The Marie Clay Literacy Trust,  
copyright holder of all Marie Clay  
titles. Published by Pearson New Zealand, 
the book is distributed in the U.S. by  
Heinemann and in Canada by Pearson.
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About the Learning Module 
This leader-directed professional learning module begins with a brief overview of  
each task followed by videos of two administrations. The module also includes a brief 
discussion of scoring and analyzing the results in order to write an Observation Survey 
Summary. Suggested opportunities for discussion with colleagues and follow-up  
experiences further extend the module.

You will enhance your experience with the module by first reading the Introduction and 
Chapters 1, 2, and 3 of the 2013 Observation Survey book. The DVD videos will be helpful 
as you explore Chapters 4–11. 

As you give the Observation Survey to more children and discuss the results with  
colleagues, you will become proficient in observing the rapid changes in early literacy 
learning reflected in these tasks. You can observe how children differ from one another 
and how individuals transition into literacy learning in different ways. You will observe 
change over time in a child’s literacy learning. These tasks may also reveal strengths in 
classroom programs and areas that may need additional attention. 

About the Participant Guide 
This Participant Guide supplements your experience with the professional learning  
module. 

• Introduction 
•  Brief overview of each task with comments about administrations  

with Mironna and Candra
•  Mironna’s score sheets for each task
•  Mironna’s Observation Survey Summary Sheet
•  Candra’s score sheets for each task
•  Candra’s Observation Survey Summary Sheet

Your leader will support your use of this guide and encourage discussions among  
participants.

Please keep in mind that no administration is perfect, but can stimulate discussion and careful 
study of the procedures in the book. 

Note: Detailed procedures for taking Running Records of Text Reading are beyond the 
scope of this module. A three-part professional learning package is available from the 
Reading Recovery Council of North America to accompany Marie Clay’s book, Running 
Records for Classroom Teachers, and the 2005 edition of An Observation Survey of Early 
Literacy Achievement. The learning package may also be used with the 2013 edition of 
the Observation Survey book, although page references may not match. The package 
focuses on procedures for taking and scoring running records, analyzing the records, and 
using running records to make teaching decisions. A minimum of three training sessions 
are recommended before beginning to use running records for assessment purposes.

Resources
Clay, M. M. (2000). Running records  
for classroom teachers. Portsmouth, 
NH: Heinemann.

Concepts About Print testing booklets

Clay, M. M. (1985) Sand.  
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Clay, M. M. (1985). Stones.  
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Clay, M. M. (2000). Follow me, moon. 
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Clay, M. M. (2000). No shoes. 
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
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General comments about administering and scoring

Choose any one of four Concepts About Print story booklets as a test booklet to learn 
what children already know about print. Become very familiar with the story, the 
Concepts About Print score sheet (page 46), and the administration procedures (pages 
44–45). This task requires prior practice because there is much to coordinate during 
administration.

Always read precisely from the administration procedures on pages 44–45. Read the  
text with continuity so the child gets the meaning and flow of the text. Avoid additional 
comments. Use instructions for recording and scoring on pages 44–48 and the score 
sheet on page 46 to record the child’s responses. Record the raw score and stanine at 
the top of the score sheet after referring to the appropriate table for either U.S. stanines 
(page 160) or Canadian stanines (page 155) and locating the appropriate testing period: 
fall, mid-year, or year-end.

Tina and Mironna

Tina read the book as naturally as possible to maintain the meaning and the flow while 
she recorded Mironna’s responses on the score sheet. It would have been helpful if Tina 
had kept the book out of sight before asking the first question about the front of the 
book. If you listen carefully, you will notice a few minor variations in Tina’s instructions 
to Mironna. Try to avoid deviations from the instructions. Even though Mironna did not 
respond appropriately to item 10, Tina chose the option to administer items 12, 13, and 
14 to see if Mironna noticed changes in word or letter order. 

Betsy and Candra

Betsy did not reveal the booklet before she began in order to avoid influencing Candra’s 
decision about item 1. She read with expression and recorded Candra’s responses on the 
score sheet. One or two minor alterations were made to the instructions. Take care to 
avoid varying the language. Betsy chose not to include questions for items 12, 13, and  
14 after Candra did not respond appropriately to item 10 about line sequence — an 
administration option on page 43. Observation of Candra’s responses on the last page  
of the booklet was limited in the video; she demonstrated correct responses to all 
instructions with the exception of locating the capital letter.

Purpose:
to observe what a child has 
learned about the way we 
print language

Concepts About Print
An Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement

Third edition 2013, pages 39–50
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General comments about administering and scoring

Using the large print alphabet on page 87 in the book, assess all upper case and lower 
case letters as the child reads across the lines. Follow the administration procedures 
beginning on page 85 while recording responses on the Letter Identification score 
sheet on page 88. If a child does not respond, use the questions on page 86, avoiding 
bias toward any one of them. Acceptable responses include letter name, sound, or word 
beginning. Record the raw score and stanine at the top of the score sheet after referring 
to the appropriate table for either U.S. stanines (page 160) or Canadian stanines (page 
155) and locating the appropriate testing period: fall, mid-year, or year-end.

Tina and Mironna

Mironna did not respond to the question “What do you call these?” She nodded after the 
question “Can you find some that you know?” Tina then proceeded to point to the first 
letter and asked, “What is this one?” Mironna responded quickly to the task, identifying 
the letters by name. She self-corrected one error quickly. When Mironna failed to give a 
response for the print g, Tina asked, “Do you know its name?”

Betsy and Candra

When asked, “What do you call these?” (page 87), Candra said “letters.” When Candra did 
not respond to a letter, Betsy asked one or more of these questions:

• Do you know its name? 

• What sound does it make? 

• Do you know a word that starts like that?

On the score sheet, Betsy indicated which question(s) she asked in the appropriate  
column.

Purpose: 
to discover what letters 
a child knows and the 
preferred mode of  
identification (letter name, 
letter sound, or a word 
beginning with the letter)

Letter Identification
An Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement

Third edition 2013, pages 84–92
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General comments about administering and scoring

The Clay Word Reading Test (pages 95–96) is used in Canada and the Ohio Word Test 
(pages 195–196) in the U.S. Administration and scoring procedures are the same for each 
test (see pages 93–94). Record the raw score and stanine at the top of the score sheet 
after referring to the appropriate table for either U.S. stanines (page 160) or Canadian 
stanines (page 155) and locating the appropriate testing period: fall, mid-year, or year-
end. Other word reading tests are described on pages 98–100.

NOTE: This test was administered prior to the final revision of the 2013 edition of the 
Observation Survey. In previous editions, no language was provided for teacher  
instructions. Read the administration instructions beginning on page 93 in the 2013  
edition for specific language.

Tina and Mironna

Tina used List A of the Ohio Word Test. Mironna responded quickly to known words and 
did not attempt unknown words. For children who do make attempts, responses should 
be carefully recorded beside the word.

Betsy and Candra

Betsy also used List A of the Ohio Word Test. It was necessary to tell Candra the practice 
word. Candra made no attempts for unknown words. She was able to read some words 
at the end of the list, demonstrating the importance of continuing the task to the last 
word.

Purpose:
to discover the extent 
to which a child is 
accumulating a 
reading vocabulary of 
high-frequency words

Word Reading
An Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement

Third edition 2013, pages 93–100
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General comments about administering and scoring

The child is given 10 minutes to write as many words as he knows how to write using  
the Writing Vocabulary Observation Sheet on page 111. Follow the administration  
directions on pages 107–108. Read the scoring procedures on page 108 carefully and 
add comments to capture writing strengths. Add comments about observed behaviors. 
Record the raw score and stanine at the top of the score sheet after referring to the 
appropriate table for either U.S. stanines (page 160) or Canadian stanines (page 155) and 
locating the appropriate testing period: fall, mid-year, or year-end.

NOTE: This task was administered prior to the final revision of the 2013 edition of the 
Observation Survey. You may, therefore, notice some slight variations in the teachers’ 
language of administration beginning on page 107 in the 2013 edition.

Tina and Mironna

Mironna began the task by writing her name and six high frequency words before  
pausing. Tina then prompted for specific words that Mironna may know and for  
categories of words. Mironna responded to categories when Tina suggested examples. 
Tina sometimes prompted for words that Mironna had already written; this is easy to do 
but should be avoided as much as possible. Mironna seemed to know she had already  
written the words and proceeded to write her own choices. She also showed some 
understanding of generating when she wrote, is, it, and in.

Betsy and Candra

Candra wrote her name and a few words before Betsy began to prompt. Betsy was  
making notes on a separate sheet of paper to help with later analysis. Although Candra 
thought of only a few words on her own, Betsy repeatedly referred to the Observation 
Survey book to assist with prompting as she thought about words Candra might know 
how to write. This action demonstrates the value of encouraging a child to write all the 
words he or she might know.

Purpose:
to provide ‘a screen upon 
which a child can project 
what he knows’ when 
encouraged to write all 
the words he knows how 
to write

Writing Vocabulary
An Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement

Third edition 2013, pages 101–115
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General comments about administering and scoring

Select one of five alternative forms on page 118. After telling the child the short one- or 
two-sentence story to be written, dictate the story word-by-word as the child writes the 
words using the Hearing and Recording Sounds in Words Observation Sheet on page 
124. Carefully follow the administration procedures on page 118. Use the directions for 
recording and scoring the child’s responses on pages 119–125. Although no set of rules 
for scoring will cover the possible attempts, be conservative when applying the scoring  
criteria. Record the raw score and stanine at the top of the score sheet after referring to 
the appropriate table for either U.S. stanines (page 160) or Canadian stanines (page 155) 
and locating the appropriate testing period: fall, mid-year, or year-end. Add comments 
about observed behaviors.

Tina and Mironna

Tina chose Form D for Mironna. Mironna approached the task independently, silently 
moving her mouth to subvocalize the sounds without prompting from Tina. Tina 
took notes on a separate sheet of paper; she added comments at the bottom of the 
Observation Sheet about what Mironna was able to do on this task. 

Betsy and Candra

Betsy also selected Form D for Candra to write. When she prompted Candra to say a 
word slowly, Candra simply repeated the word. Betsy supported Candra with questions 
and comments from page 118 to keep her working at the task. Betsy carefully used the 
scoring procedures beginning on page 119 to arrive at a score on this task, remembering 
there can be no set of rules “to cover the ingenuity found in children’s attempts.” 

Purpose:
to capture a child’s  
control of sound-to-letter 
links

Hearing and Recording Sounds in Words
An Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement

Third edition 2013, pages 116–125
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General comments about administering and scoring

Learning to administer, score, and interpret running records takes days of training and 
practice with students. This is beyond the scope of this learning module. A three-part 
professional learning package is available from the Reading Recovery Council of North 
America to accompany Marie Clay’s book, Running Records for Classroom Teachers, and  
the 2005 edition of An Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement. The learning  
package may also be used with the 2013 edition of the Observation Survey book, 
although page references may not match. The package focuses on procedures for taking 
and scoring running records, analyzing the records, and using running records to make 
teaching decisions.

NOTE: In Reading Recovery, teacher leaders provide extensive training to ensure  
reliable administration, scoring, and interpretation of running records for assessment 
purposes and for daily records to monitor each child’s progress over time. When  
running records are used to assess text reading in Reading Recovery, the texts used 
and some administration procedures differ in the U.S. and Canada. Reading Recovery 
teacher leaders will provide procedural guidance in areas such as introducing books 
and reading seen or unseen texts.

Tina and Mironna

Tina selected a book that she thought Mironna could read well, and Mironna read the 
text with 100% accuracy. Tina then asked Mironna to read more-complex texts moving 
up a gradient of difficulty as she used the conventions in An Observation Survey of Early 
Literacy Achievement to record Mironna’s reading of each text. Although the DVD does 
not include the reading of each text, the running record sheets for Mironna are included 
in the Participant Guide for you and your colleagues to discuss. Notice that Tina provided 
the text level beside the title of the book. She used the Reading Recovery level and  
guided reading level. Use levels that correspond to those used in your school or district.

Betsy and Candra

Betsy began by asking Candra to read a book she expected her to read well. She  
continued by selecting texts moving up a gradient of difficulty. Again, the DVD does not 
show the subsequent readings, but Candra’s running record sheets are included at the 
end of this Participant Guide for you to use in preparing an Observation Survey Summary 
Sheet. Betsy also provided the text level beside the title of the book. She used the 
Reading Recovery level and guided reading level. You will want to use a book leveling 
system appropriate to your context such as Reading Recovery, guided reading, or district 
benchmark levels. Because there was no evidence of directional movement on earlier 
records, Betsy used a procedure on page 62 (#12) in the Observation Survey book and 
asked Candra to point on a few pages to get more information. [SPECIAL NOTE: On the 
video, Candra’s reading of the first two pages of Zoo Animals is missing. Use the running 
record sheet for analysis of the complete record.]

Purpose:
to capture what a child 
says and does while 
reading continuous text, 
to assess text difficulty, 
to monitor progress 
(including analysis of 
errors and self corrections, 
fluent reading, and 
patterns of responses)

Running Records of Text Reading
An Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement

Third edition 2013, pages 51–83
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Mironna
Central Tina

Climbing (2; B) 0 48 -- 100 --
Princess Pig and Marvin (3; C) 4 45 11 91 5
The Bumper Cars (4; C) 11 94 9 89 12

intermittent pointing gave evidence of correct directional movement

no errors
on errors used meaning, structure, and visual information; used visual information  
to self-correct
errors show use of meaning, structure, and frequently visual information; one  
self-correction using visual information

evidence of use of visual information to cross-check with meaning and structure

word-by-word reading
mostly word-by-word; some grouping; dropped voice at end of sentences

slow word-by-word reading; expressive at end of pages 14 and 16

quick responses for letter names; one rapid self-correction
Confusion: ‘q’ for print ‘g’

controls early behaviors, first/last, left before right, 
punctuation, capital and lower case letters
does not control: line, word, letter order; reversible words; concept of word & letter

responses to known were fast; did not attempt unknown words
KNOWN: and, the, down, here, am, little, one, like, yes

wrote her name and 25 high-frequency words fairly quickly, many without 
prompting; KNOWN: Mironna, here, up, do, Dog, he, cat, I, like, love, we, 
the, can, am, on, no, go, A, look, Book, mom, DAD, it, is , in

recorded responses fairly quickly; articulated words slowly, 
sub-vocalizing sounds as she wrote; attending to the sequence of sounds in words; 
recorded almost all consonants and most vowels

Ohio Word Test

Sept. 8 6 6

53 7

17 6

9 5

26 6

32 6
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An Analysis of the Child’s Strategic Activity

Useful strategic activity on text:

Problem strategic activity on text:

Useful strategic activity with words:

Problem strategic activity with words:

Useful strategic activity with letters:

Problem strategic activity with letters:

Summary statement:      

Signature      

    Mironna controls early reading behaviors. She appears to be using the 
meaning of the text, language structures, known words, and some visual information as she reads. At 
the point of errors, she uses meaning and structure consistently; some substitutions also make use 
of initial letters. Some cross-checking behavior is evident when she uses visual information to check 
with meaning and structure. There is evidence that self-correcting behavior may be emerging.

      Mironna sometimes stops at difficulty, specifically with proper names, 
without making an attempt and waits for the teacher to tell her the word. Slow, word-by-word  
reading limits Mironna’s use of phrasing in fast and fluent reading.

         Mironna is building a core of useful reading vocabulary and writing  
vocabulary, including a number of high-frequency words. During text reading, most of her  
substitutions indicate the use of initial letters. When writing, Mironna articulates words slowly and 
records sounds in sequence. She showed some evidence of writing words based on other known words 
(it, is, in; look, Book). Spacing in Mironna’s writing indicates attention to word boundaries.

           On C.A.P., Mironna did not recognize line, word, or letter  
rearrangement. Her difficulty in identifying reversible words (e.g., ‘on’ for ‘no’) suggests confusion 
with appropriate directional scanning when reading words. Although responses were inconsistent, she 
had some difficulty with the concept of word.

         Mironna can identify all but one letter by name and writes letters 
easily. She often uses initial letters in text reading attempts. Mironna uses sound analysis when 
writing and is generally successful in producing letters to match the sounds she hears. 

            On C.A.P., Mironna revealed confusion with the concepts of letter 
and word. She had one letter confusion (‘q’ for print ‘g’) and reversed the letter ‘g’ in writing.

   Mironna read a Reading Recovery text level 3 (guided reading level C) at the 
instructional level. She consistently uses meaning, language structures, and known reading vocabulary 
words when reading continuous text. Errors indicate that she also frequently attends to  
visual information, generally the initial letter(s). She is beginning to cross-check on information, 
checking meaning and structure with visual information. Mironna’s reading is slow and usually word-
by-word. She knows almost all letters by name and is building a reading and writing vocabulary of 
high frequency words that she can read and write fairly quickly. She uses sound analysis to write new 
words in messages, saying words slowly and attending to sounds in sequence.
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An Analysis of the Child’s Strategic Activity

Useful strategic activity on text:

Problem strategic activity on text:

Useful strategic activity with words:

Problem strategic activity with words:

Useful strategic activity with letters:

Problem strategic activity with letters:

Summary statement:      

Signature      



© 2013 Reading Recovery Council of North America Observation Survey Participant Guide: page 31

Candra
Hamilton Betsy

Zoo Animals (1; A) 0 24 -- 100 --
Climbing (2; B) 3 48 16 93 --
Tiger, Tiger (3; C) 9 55 6 83 --

insufficient evidence; did not seem to look at print consistently

no errors
all substitutions reflect use of meaning and structure; one also reflects use of first 
letter; no self-corrections
all substitutions indicate use of meaning and structure; some indicate the possible 
use of visual information (first letter or part of the word); no self-corrections

no evidence of cross-checking on information

word-by-word reading
slow at first, then smoothly paced

word-by-word through most of the book
identified letters by name; most confusions were visually similar
UNKNOWN: U, u, j, t
CONFUSIONS: L/I, D/G, Y/V, r/f, v/z, i/l, d/q, n/m, k/x, l/print g, w/v, d/g

knows print contains message, left-to-right movement on one line 
of print, first and last, left page before right, meaning of period  
and quotation marks, locates lower case letters, concept of letter and word

made 4 attempts; each was correct; and, the, like, yes

wrote first and last name and several high-frequency words:  
on, no, my, Mom, to, is, up, can

recorded some words in full: the, to, on
heard and recorded dominant consonants in some words:
no evidence of slow articulation 
mix of upper and lower case letters

Ohio Word Test

Sept. 3 6 0

38 1

13 3

4 4

10 4

13 2
 B    K,M H       L
bus  coming  here   let
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An Analysis of the Child’s Strategic Activity

Useful strategic activity on text:

Problem strategic activity on text:

Useful strategic activity with words:

Problem strategic activity with words:

Useful strategic activity with letters:

Problem strategic activity with letters:

Summary statement:      

Signature      

    Candra seems to control left-to-right movement across text and  
demonstrates some control of return sweep. She appears to be using language structures,  
meaning, and her memory for patterned text as she reads. At difficulty, she quickly provides  
substitutions that indicate use of meaning and structure.

      Candra does not consistently attend to the print, often looking at 
the pictures rather than words on simple, patterned text. She is inconsistent with one-to-one 
matching. There is little evidence of her use of visual information and no use of cross-checking on 
information or self-correcting. 

         Candra can identify some high-frequency words and can write a  
few words that are correct in every detail. She understands the concept of word. She can hear and 
record some dominant consonant sounds in new words she attempts to write.

           Candra does not notice a mismatch between what she says and the 
visual information in the printed word. She seems unable to use letter detail to help solve new words. 
On writing tasks, she does not articulate words slowly in order to hear and record sounds. On reading 
and writing tasks, her reading and writing vocabularies are limited.

         Candra knows the concept of letter and can identify 38 letters by 
name; several confusions are visually similar. In writing, she was able to identify and record several 
dominant consonants.

            Candra confuses several letters that are visually similar. She has 
difficulty producing several letters -- formation is difficult or the letter is reversed. She does not 
appear to attend to letters when reading and has some difficulty articulating and isolating sounds in 
words.

   Candra reads simple patterned texts and appears to draw primarily on meaning 
and structure. She rarely attends to visual information which hinders her ability to check on  
herself. Candra’s reading is generally slow and frequently word-by-word. She is beginning to build  
a core of reading and writing vocabulary. Candra writes a small number of high-frequency words. She 
can hear and record some dominant consonants sounds in new words. Although she does not appear to 
say words slowly, there is evidence of sequential sound analysis in several written attempts. 




