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ABSTRACT

This book chapter takes a close look at two well-known reading assessments – running records and 
miscue analysis - that are often not put in conversation with the other when evaluating a reader’s pro-
cess. In order to explore what happens when using these assessments in tandem, we designed a single 
student case study involving a fifth grade girl and eight sessions of interviews, running records and mis-
cue analysis. Our findings highlight selected themes that emerged from the analyses to reveal patterns 
the reader used across the sessions and showcase different aspects of the reader’s reading processes 
from the perspectives of both assessments. We argue that understanding the theoretical and empirical 
contributions of both reading assessments contributes to the development of teacher expertise about 
readers and their reading processes.
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INTRODUCTION

Formative assessments are designed to inform teaching and suggest learning opportunities for students 
(Flippo, 2014). Reading educators have long argued that the best way to assess emerging readers is to 
listen to them read. Since the 1940s, reading experts have proposed a vast range of assessments designed 
to not only assess children’s abilities as readers, but also to inform teaching (Johns & Lunn, 1983). These 
efforts have assumed three primary forms: Informal Reading Inventories (Johns, 2005; Leslie & Caldwell, 
1995; Wheelock, Silvaroli & Campbell, 2011), Running Records (Clay, 1993/2002), and Miscue Analysis 
(K. Goodman, 1969; Y. Goodman, Watson & Burke, 2005). While on the surface these assessments may 
seem similar, when analyzed they are grounded in differing understandings of the reading process and 
offer different insights into emerging readers and their processing of text.

This chapter will explore the affordances of two formative assessments – running records and miscue 
analysis. Our goal is not to prove that one assessment is superior to the other. In short, we argue that each 
assessment has a valuable place in literacy programs; thus, teachers must consider which assessment is 
most useful for particular children, particular learning challenges, and children at particular ages. Fur-
thermore, we believe that understanding the theoretical foundations of both assessments contributes to 
teacher expertise and the ability of teachers to reflect on children’s reading to help all children develop as 
capable and confident readers. In this chapter, we review these assessments, identify their contributions, 
and consider their instructional affordances. We then present the case of Cailyn – whom Yang and Cathy 
worked with over a six-week period and is a daughter of Lenny. We use Cailyn’s case to consider the 
different lenses offered by running records and miscue analysis and how these analyses position Cailyn 
as a reader and inform instructional responses.

HISTORICAL PRECEDENTS: INFORMAL READING INVENTORIES

While informal reading inventories appeared on the reading scene in the early 1940s (Betts, 1941), the 
roots of reading inventories emerged more than 25 years earlier. Influential reading scholars, including 
Waldo (1915) and Gray (1916), described various informal measures designed to track the rate of stu-
dents’ oral and silent reading, as well as students’ abilities to decode words and understand what they 
read. These early assessments involved administration by trained reading educators, students reading 
paragraphs that gradually increased in difficulty, marking of student reading errors, and the use of com-
prehension questions (Johns & Lunn, 1983). These informal assessments shared many characteristics of 
what would become the informal reading inventories used extensively between 1940 and 1980.

During the early 1940s, these efforts were codified in the “subjective reading inventory” (Betts, 
1941), which led to various commercially produced reading inventories that became available in the 
1960s (Botel, 1966; McCracken, 1966; Silvaroli, 1969). These reading assessments generally featured 
graded word lists, lists of nonsense words, reading passages, and comprehension assessments. The goals 
of these reading inventories were to identify students’ reading levels, monitor students’ abilities to decode 
and comprehend text, and, thus, inform instruction.

While informal reading inventories provided a useful lens on children’s reading processes and invited 
teachers to attend to what children did as they read, critiques of these assessments included difficulty 
in controlling for students’ prior knowledge, the differing demands presented by informational versus 
narrative texts, and the complexities that accompany the assessment of comprehension (Caldwell, 1985; 
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