The development of the SNAP diagnostic probes

A small number of the matrix questions could clearly not be answered on the basis of observation and existing knowledge, and supplementary diagnostic probes were developed for each of these. Each comprises a short and simple activity, with availability announced on-screen as the user reaches the relevant questions, along with a graded recommendation about its use (i.e. ‘available/recommended/strongly recommended’) depending upon the likelihood of this information already being known to the user. It is not expected that every probe would be used for every child – it may be that an experienced teacher who knows a child well will not need to use any of them. 

The development of the probes ran in parallel with the development and refinement of the main matrix. It was decided to call them ‘probes’ rather than ‘tests’ specifically to reduce user expectations of their precision. Each one provides no more than an approximate clinical insight – they do not aim to rank or make fine discriminations between levels of performance, and have not been piloted and standardised in a way that would allow this. 

Version 1 of SNAP contains fifteen such probes. They are:

· Backward Span 

· Balancing Task

· Bilateral Integration

· Common Sequences & Counting Back 

· Figure Copying 

· Non-word Reading

· Phonological Awareness

· Picture Naming 

· Timed Reading 

· Timed Spelling 

· Timed Text Copying 

· Vergence & Visual Tracking

· Visual Discrimination

· Visual Memory

· Word Finding & Verbal Fluency

Each probe is intended to provide swift and simple insight into a skill which features on an SpLD diagnostic checklist, but about which the teacher may be uncertain for an individual pupil. Clearly, some probes are more likely to be used than others. A teacher is more likely to feel competent to judge a pupil’s reading or spelling, or have other sources of evidence for these skills, than to judge, for example, their sequencing ability or bilateral integration.

Initial versions of the probes were generated by the authors, and trialled initially with primary-age children in one of the authors’ school, with whole classes and with selected known SpLD pupils. 

Formal statistical procedures for test construction were not used. Discrimination indices and facility values for each item were not calculated, nor were coefficients of internal reliability derived. In the context of the whole SNAP package, this degree of precision would serve little purpose: only 16 of the questions out of 140 are supported by probes, and where the other 124 depend upon subjective judgement, it is enough for the probe scores to offer an approximate clinical insight. Probe items were amended or rejected continuously throughout the early trials, and new items prepared, to achieve adequate discrimination and appropriate facility levels. In some cases, whole probes were dropped – for example, one seeking to explore cerebral dominance. This probe was retained throughout pilot trials, but exposure to a full ability range during standardisation trials suggested that cerebral dominance was not clearly established for many children, particularly younger ones, and that no valid diagnostic information would be gained by retaining it as a probe. In other cases, whole sections of probes were omitted. For example, earlier versions of the phonological awareness probe included sections of sound insertion and identification of non-rhyming non-words. These were found to be insufficiently discriminatory, and were dropped.

While the probes were constructed to offer each user a gradient of challenge, they were not intended to discriminate among the whole population, or to discriminate finely. They needed do no more than indicate whether there was a difficulty with that skill (i.e. whether or not a pupil’s score on a probe was below average for age), and, if the data appeared to support a finer judgement, the extent to which it was below average. 

On this website, the raw data from the standardisation trials for each probe is presented to the user as a scattergram, showing as well the derived lines of best fit. 

SPSS11 was used to process the trials data. For each probe, the data was split into half-year age bands. Then, for each age band, percentiles were calculated. To gain the best estimate for a percentile line (for example, the 25th %ile), a 25%ile line was plotted using regression analyses (linear, logarithmic, quadratic and exponential). This, for each set of data, provided a number of quite closely grouped curves, from which a line of best fit was derived. These 25th and 50th %ile lines are those shown on the graph for each probe.

The data is reproduced in the User’s Kit as shaded areas, without the underlying raw data. This allows the user to compare a child’s score and age with the range of scores obtained from the standardisation population.

While formal test construction procedures were not applied, standardisation trials did seek an appropriate sample of age, ability and catchment. Standardisation data was obtained from trials in primary and secondary schools, carried out between January and September 2002. While these schools were all urban schools in southern Scotland, efforts were made to cover a range of catchments and the full range of ability in the classes used. Numbers for each trial can be seen on the relevant scattergram. Although it is appreciated that such arrangements would not be adequate for the development of a full psychometric test, it is felt that they were more than sufficient for these purposes, and that successful cross-validation to date has confirmed this belief.

