
Nickola Wolf Nelson, Ph.D., CCC-SLP 
Western Michigan University 

December 10, 2015 



 Nelson, N. W., Plante, E., Helm-Estabrooks, N.,& Hotz, G. 
(2016).  Test of Integrated Language and Literacy Skills 
(TILLS). Baltimore, MD: Paul H. Brookes Publishing, Inc.  
 

 Grant R324A100354 from the U.S. Department of Education, 
Institute of Education Sciences to Western Michigan 
University. Note that opinions in this presentation are those 
of the authors and not the U.S. government.  
 

 Many graduate students, colleagues, test administrators, 
teachers, parents and students, who contributed to this 
research, as well as Dr. Michele Anderson, who coordinated 
the data gathering efforts. 

 
 As co-author of the Test of Integrated Language and Literacy 

Skills (TILLS), Nickola Nelson expects to receive royalties 
from the TILLS. 
 



1. Form a mental model of the constructs being 
assessed 

2. Administer the 15 TILLS subtests with awareness of 
what they require 

3. Interpret the results for 3 validated purposes 
 Identify language/literacy disorder 
 Profile strengths and weaknesses 
 Track change over time (6 month intervals or longer) 

4. Consider teacher, parent, and student input on the 
Student Language Scale (SLS) 

5. Collaborate with others to decide what to do next 

 



Form a mental model of 
constructs being assessed 1 



Relationships of Disorders of Oral & 
Written Language 

• Two dimensions may 
explain dyslexia and 
specific language 
impairment (SLI) 
– Phonological skills  
     (sound/word level) 
– Nonphonological skills 

(sentence/discourse level)  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

(Bishop & Snowling, 2004; Catts,  Adlof,  Hogan, & Weismer, 2005) 
 



D 

Word 
Recognition 

C 

Oral Language 
Comprehension 

R 

Reading 
Comprehension 

Pattern of Dyslexia 
Listening comprehension > Reading comprehension 

(Badian, 1999; Stanovich, 1994) 

Vocabulary 
Part of C 

Simple View of Reading (SVR; Gough & Tunmer, 1986) 
Simple View of Reading Redux (Tunmer & Chapman, 2012) 



Applying the Quadrant Model 

Good listening comp + 
sentence formulation 

when talking 
Low reading decoding + 

fluency + spelling + 
word inflection when 

writing 

Average in both 

Low Reading + Low Oral 
Language 

High sound/word skills 
and surface reading 

Good Reading Decoding 
+ Poor Comprehension 

Sentence/Discourse Ability 

Sound/Word Ability 

Dyslexia 
(Spoken > Written) 

Specific 
Comprehension Deficit 
(Written > Spoken) 

Spoken + Written 
Disorder 



Administer TILLS Subtests with 
awareness of what they require 2 
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Language Levels X Modalities Model 

 



1.  Vocabulary Awareness 

“Here are three words. 
Let’s read them together.”  
“dog–cat–bone” 
 
Say, “Tell me two words 
that go together.”  
Then ask, “Why?” 

 
 



2. Phonemic Awareness 

“If the word is bip, and we take away the first sound, the word 
becomes[hesitate]… ip.”  
“If the word is stig, and we take away the first sound, the word 
becomes… tig.” 

 



3. Story Retelling 

Select the age-appropriate 
story and say, “I’m going to 
read you a story. Listen 
carefully. Your job is to tell 
the story back to me just 
like I tell it to you.”  



4. Nonword Repetition 

Say, “I am going to play 
a voice recording for 
you.  The person on the 
recording will say a 
pretend word that is not 
a real word. You will 
only hear the word 
once. Listen carefully so 
you can say the word 
just like the person you 
hear.”  
Start the recording. 



5. Nonword Spelling 

Administer immediately 
after Nonword Repetition. 
Say, “I am going to play 
another voice recording 
of pretend words. These 
are the same words you 
said before. This time 
your job is to spell the 
words.”  
“Remember, these are 
not real words, but they 
are like real words…” 



6. Listening Comprehension 

Say, “I’m going to read some very short stories. Your job is 
to listen and pay careful attention. Then I’ll ask you some 
questions about the story. Tell me ‘yes’ if you are sure the 
answer is ‘yes.’ Tell me ‘no’ if you are sure the answer is 
‘no.’ If the story doesn’t clearly tell you the answer, tell me 
‘maybe.’ 



7. Reading Comprehension 

Administer immediately following Listening Comprehension: 
“Now, it’s your turn to read some short stories and answer 
the questions in your Student Book. Circle yes if you are sure 
the answer is yes. Circle no if you are sure the answer is no. If 
the story doesn’t clearly tell you the answer, circle maybe.”  



8. Following Directions 

“I’m going to give you some directions to follow with your 
pencil in your Student Book. Listen carefully because I can 
only say them once. When I say ‘Go,’ move the card and 
use your pencil to follow the directions.” 



9. Delayed Story Retelling 
Turn to the age-appropriate story and say, “Remember the story 
[Tommy the Trickster/The Rubber Raft]? Tell me the story 
again. Try to remember as much as you can. Start now.” 



10. Nonword Reading 
Say, “These are pretend words that are not real words, but they 
are like real words. Your job is to read these words out loud.” 



11. Reading Fluency 
Say, “Here are some facts that tell a story. First, read the title 
out loud.”  
“Now read the facts.” If the student is an emergent reader, you 
may say, “Just read the words you know.” 



12. Written Expression – Discourse,  
Sentence, and Word Scores 

“Here’s another story. It has facts about a little dog. It’s okay, but it sounds 
choppy. Here is an example of how you could put the facts together to make 
it sound less choppy and more interesting.” 
“Now it’s your turn to put the facts for your story together in a way that 
sounds better.” 



Discourse Score: 18/20 
content units = 90%  
WE-Disc 10 
Sentence Score: 18 
content/7 T-units =2.57 
WE-Sent 11  
Word Score: 74/88 wds 
without error = 84% 
WE-Word 0 
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13. Social Communication 
“This activity is about acting a scene, like from a show on TV or a movie. Your 
job is to be an actor.”  
Say, “I’ll give you a really short scene. Then I’ll ask you to tell me what one of 
the people would say. This is important—you should say it how the person 
would say it in the scene. Remember, you’re the actor! Let’s try one. I’ll do the 
first one to show you.” 

“It is red. It is my favorite color, 
and I will kiss you if you buy it.”     



14. Digit Span Forward 
15. Digit Span Backward 

14. Say, “I am going to say some numbers. Listen to the numbers, 
and when I finish, you say them back to me exactly the same 
way.” 
15. “This time, when I read the numbers to you, I want you to 
listen carefully and say them back to me in backward order.” 



Scientific evidence for the two 
dimensions of the quadrant model 

 

 Factor Reference 
Structure  

(Semipartial Correlations) 

Final 
Communality 

Estimate 
 Factor 1 Factor 2  
Phonemic  Awareness 0.547 0.074 0.550 
Non-word Spelling  0.600 0.067 0.642 
Non-word Reading 0.734 -0.058 0.786 
Reading Fluency  0.406 0.077 0.325 
Written Expression Word Score  0.409 0.009 0.267 
Story Retelling -0.052 0.500 0.345 
Vocabulary Awareness 0.229 0.472 0.629 
Listening Comprehension  0.009 0.548 0.476 
Reading Comprehension  0.264 0.420 0.589 
Following Directions 0.153 0.409 0.412 
Social Communications   0.075 0.476 0.428 
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Language Levels X Modalities Model 

 



Interpret TILLS results for 3 
validated purposes 3 



Purpose 1. 
Identify 
language/literacy 
disorder 



Identification Core Subtests, Cut 
Scores, and Sensitivity/Specificity 

• Core subtests 
– Vocab 

Aware 
– NW Spell 
– NW Read 
– WE-

Discourse 
• Sensitivity 88% 
• Specificity  85% 

 

6-7 year olds 8-11 year olds 

• Core subtests 
– Phoneme Aw 
– NW Spell 
– Rdg Comp 
– Reading 

Fluency 
– WE-Word 

• Sensitivity   86% 
• Specificity   90% 

• Core subtests 
– Vocab 

Aware 
– Phoneme 

Aw 
– NW Rep 

• Sensitivity 84% 
• Specificity 84% 

12-18 year olds 





Purpose 2. 
Profile strengths 
and weaknesses 



Purpose 3. 
Track change 
over time 



Consider teacher, parent, and 
student input on the SLS 4 



Consider teacher, 
parent, and student 
input on the SLS 
Multiple sources 
Co-norming Student Rating Scale 
 



Teacher’s ratings on the first 8 items-- 

• Are 2 or more ratings <5? 
 
 
 High sensitivity 
93% of 69 students with LLD 
identified accurately as having 
problems 

 

• Are all (but 1) ratings >5?  
 
 
High specificity 
 90% of 206 students with NL 
identified accurately as not 
having problems 

 



Collaborate with others to decide 
what to do next 5 



 History of difficulty learning to read and 
write 

 Tested for special ed in Grade 3 (not with 
the TILLS), but did not qualify 

 Classroom teacher reported strength in 
math “if story problems are read aloud” 



Gen Ed. Teacher SLS in 3rd Grade Parent SLS in 3rd Grade 

January January 





Age 
Band 

Identification 
Composite 

Standard Score 

Cut 
Score 

Sensitivity Specificity Decision: 
Is the identification composite less than the cut score? 
□ Yes 
This score is consistent with the presence of a language/ 
literacy disorder. 
□ No 
This score is not consistent with the presence of a language/ 
literacy disorder. 

   6-7 years   24 84 84 

  8-11 years  22 34 88 85 

12-18 years   42 86 90 

 Core subtests 
 Vocab Aware 
 NW Spell 
 NW Read 
 WE-Discourse 

Good listening 
comp & sentence 

formulation 

Low reading 
decoding & fluency 

& spelling 

High in both? 

Low in both? 

High sound/word 
skills and surface 

reading? 

Low 
comprehension  in 

listening and 
reading? 

Sd/Word 
Composite 

Sent/Disc 
Composite 

50 75 
311603 



Gen Ed. Teacher SLS in 4th Grade Parent SLS in 4th Grade 
A Little More than One Year Later 

May May 



 Hx of prematurity; born at 26 weeks, in hospital for 
5 months 

 Primary eligibility speech/language impairment on 
basis of language 

 Goals in multiple areas of language and math 
 Verbal expression 
 Language content 
 Reading comprehension 
 Math calculation 
 Math reasoning 

 





Age 
Band 

Identification 
Composite 

Standard Score 

Cut 
Score 

Sensitivity Specificity Decision: 
Is the identification composite less than the cut score? 
□ Yes 
This score is consistent with the presence of a language/ 
literacy disorder. 
□ No 
This score is not consistent with the presence of a language/ 
literacy disorder. 

   6-7 years   24 84 84 

  8-11 years  27 34 88 85 

12-18 years   42 86 90 

 Core subtests 
 Vocab Aware 
 NW Spell 
 NW Read 
 WE-Discourse 

Good listening 
comp & sentence 

formulation 

Low reading 
decoding & fluency 

& spelling 

High in both? 

Low in both? 

High sound/word 
skills and surface 

reading? 

Low 
comprehension  in 

listening and 
reading? 

Sd/Word 
Composite 

Sent/Disc 
Composite 

92 57 
360122 



 Hispanic; had been learning English 
since birth 

 History of speech/language impairment 
on basis of language 
 Syntax goals 
 Morphology goals 

 SLI primary and SLD secondary on IEP 





Gen Ed. Teacher SLS in 10th Grade Parent SLS in 10th Grade 

June June 



Age 
Band 

Identification 
Composite 

Standard Score 

Cut 
Score 

Sensitivity Specificity Decision: 
Is the identification composite less than the cut score? 
□ Yes 
This score is consistent with the presence of a language/ 
literacy disorder. 
□ No 
This score is not consistent with the presence of a language/ 
literacy disorder. 

   6-7 years   24 84 84 

  8-11 years 34 88 85 

12-18 years   2 
 

42 86 90 

 Core subtests 
 Phoneme Aw 
 NW Spelling 
 Reading Comp 
 Reading Fluency 
 WE-Word 

Good listening 
comp & sentence 

formulation 

Low reading 
decoding & fluency 

& spelling 

High in both? 

Low in both? 

High sound/word 
skills and surface 

reading? 

Low 
comprehension  in 

listening and 
reading? 

Sd/Word 
Composite 

Sent/Disc 
Composite 

8 58 
450219 



 Conceptualize language/literacy model with sound/word and 
sentence/discourse levels 
 

 Consider what each TILLS subtest tells you 
 

 Interpret TILLS results using validated methods 
 Identification core: Identify disorder 
 Composite scores: Relationship across language levels 
 Change scores: As a measure of change relative to norms 
 

 Consider teacher, parent, and student input on the SLS 
 
 Collaborate to individualize intervention 
 Sound/word level: Teach word structure skills using direct and explicit 

methods 
 Sentence/discourse level: Teach comprehension and formulation skills using 

language of the curriculum 



Comments & Questions 



Additional Questions 
• brookeswebmeeting@brookespublishing.com 

 
 

For More Information on TILLS  
• www.brookespublishing.com/tills 
• www.facebook.com/tillstest 
• www.pinterest.com/brookespubco/tills 
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