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Abstract
Reading screenings are an essential element of a preventative model of education. 
Early language and literacy screenings can identify students at risk of later reading 
difficulties. This pilot study investigated the feasibility and impact of a community-
based organization providing free language and literacy screenings using an applica-
tion based screening with largely automated scoring. The community organization 
paired screening results with parent education on language and literacy acquisition 
and evidence-based instructional practices tailored to the students’ identified risks. 
The mixed methods utilized survey data from parents/caregivers (n = 19) and vol-
unteer screeners (n = 8) and interviews of community partners (n = 2), volunteers 
(n  =  2), and parents (n =  2). Results of the pilot met the feasibility and impact 
goals. Community partners felt it was important to provide access to screening, and 
volunteers found the screening application easy to administer. Volunteer screen-
ers reported the screening application was easy to administer, and children were 
engaged throughout the screening. Parents reported that the screening results and 
parent education significantly impacted their decision-making for their child(ren).

Keywords dyslexia · identification · response to intervention · universal screening

While reading has always been a critical skill, the demands of today’s information 
society exponentially increase the need for all adults to have language and literacy 
skills. Students who experience reading difficulties are at higher risk for several 
negative outcomes, including academic failure and various adverse mental health 
outcomes (Arnold et al., 2005). Despite the powerful outcome data, United States 
reading proficiency rates as measured by the National Assessments of Educational 
Progress (NAEP), indicate about 65% of fourth and eighth-grade readers fall “at 
Basic” or “Below Basic” (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2019, 
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2022). Current approaches to reform have produced little change since data collec-
tion began (NCES, 1992).

Reading disabilities account for 75% of all students classified under the Individu-
als with Disabilities Education Act’s (IDEA)’s Specific Learning Disability cate-
gory, which made up 32% of all students in special education in 2021–2022 (NCES, 
2023). Wide variance in the definition of dyslexia has long persisted (Shaywitz & 
Shaywitz, 2020), and this variability has impacted operationalization and iden-
tification efforts (Miciak & Fletcher, 2020). Dyslexia initially appeared in federal 
legislation in Education For All Handicapped Children, 1975 under the umbrella 
term of “Learning Disabilities”. Other definitions of dyslexia, such as those in the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (5th ed.; DSM–5; American 
Psychiatric Association, 2013) and the United States Individuals with Disabilities 
Act of 2004 [IDEA] (2004), have been criticized for several reasons, including bias 
in identification of minority students (Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2020) and conflating 
dyslexia with difficulties in comprehension despite strong evidence to the contrary 
(Nation & Snowling, 1998). More recently, dyslexia was codified into United States 
federal legislation in the First Step Act of 2018 (P.L. 115–391, 2018). This definition 
includes the unexpected nature of dyslexia and its presence despite normal aptitude 
for reading that impairs one’s reading and spelling abilities and stems from difficulty 
in phonological processing (Lyon et al., 2003; P.L. 115–391, 2018).

Estimated to affect 5% to 17% of the population (Grigorenko et al., 2020), dys-
lexia is believed to have a multifactorial casual nature based on a confluence of 
neurological, behavioral, and environmental factors (van Bergen et al., 2014). The 
interaction and combination of these factors and the resulting heterogeneity of pres-
entation have led some to argue that the term dyslexia should be thought of not as 
an underlying condition of a specific category of reading disabilities but rather as a 
synonym for reading disability (Elliott, 2020; Lopes et al., 2020; Protopapas, 2019).

Identification of Reading Difficulties

Based on operational guidance following the inclusion of dyslexia as a learning dis-
ability in 1975, reading disabilities, including dyslexia, have used a discrepancy 
model. This qualification method suggested that students qualify based in part on a 
“severe discrepancy between the achievement and intellectual ability” (Assistance 
to states for education for handicapped children: Procedures for evaluating specific 
learning disabilities, 1977, p. 65082). This approach, though widely used (Lopes 
et al., 2020; Mercer et al., 1996), left specification of the eligibility criteria and pro-
cedures for identification arbitrarily to the states and resulted in wide rates of vari-
ability in identification prevalence (Frankenberger & Harper, 1985), often between 1 
and 2 standard deviations (Ozernov-Palchik et al., 2017). This approach has received 
growing criticism over its validity (see Francis et al., 2005 for a review) as well as 
its reliability (Shaywitz et al., 1992). Critically, this approach, known as the “wait-
to-fail” method (Flowers et al., 2001), does not reliably identify younger students, 
specifically those in kindergarten and first grade. Identification frequently occurs in 
second grade and beyond (Ozernov-Palchik & Gaab, 2016), which is problematic 
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for a number of reasons. Intervention for reading have been documented to be maxi-
mally effective in kindergarten and first grade, likely due to the heightened plasticity 
of the brain (Stanley et al., 2018; Wanzek et al., 2018). Delays in the implementa-
tion of instruction, both explicit core instruction and remedial instruction, have led 
to additional time required to close the gap relative to age-appropriate reading skills 
(Connor et al., 2013; Lovett et al., 2017). Students who are weak readers at the age 
of nine are unlikely to catch up to their same-age peers (Shaywitz et al., 1999) and 
experience compounding effects of diminished vocabulary and knowledge acquisi-
tion (Quinn et  al., 2020). Ozernov-Paloichik and Gaab (2016) identified this phe-
nomenon of dyslexia identification occurring during the window for most effec-
tive intervention as the “Dyslexia Paradox.” In addition to academic impact, these 
students endure negative emotional strain as a result of delayed identification and 
effective instructional remediation (Gibson & Kendall, 2010). In response to extant 
research and calls from the field, the 2004 reauthorization of IDEA mandated that 
schools may not require the use of a “severe discrepancy” between intellectual abil-
ity and achievement as part of identification and must permit the use of a response to 
intervention (IDEA, 2004).

The Response to Intervention and Instruction (RTII) model is a preventative 
model also known as Multi-tiered System of Supports (MTSS). RTII and MTSS are 
frameworks that incorporate evidence-based class-wide literacy instructional pro-
grams, universal screening to identify later reading difficulties, tiers of instruction 
and intervention with increasing intensity, as well as frequent progress monitoring 
(Otaiba & Kim, 2022). Universal screening is advised to occur minimally twice 
a year for all students (Gersten et  al., 2008). The scope of data collection needed 
within universal screening necessitates measurement tools that are efficient, relia-
ble, repeatable, and cost effective. While screening measures alone are not adequate 
for a diagnosis of dyslexia, the use of rapid, reliable, and valid screening measures 
has wide support among literacy experts as it potentially reduces the time students 
wait for intervention (Petscher et al., 2019). The early identification of reading dif-
ficulty has been demonstrated to reduce the incidence of reading disability from 
12%  to 18% to 1.4% to 5.4% (Foorman et al., 1998).

Reading Screening

Screening is a brief evaluation to identify the risk of performing below a specific 
threshold at a specific time (Petscher et al., 2019). Screening for dyslexia has a long 
history dating back over 50 years (Jansky & De Hirsch, 1972) and was encouraged 
by Senate Resolution 680 in 2018 (S Res 680, 115 Cong, 2018). Screening is both 
time-efficient and inexpensive and is meant to assess all students (Petscher et  al., 
2019). Screening measures often focus on identified risk factors, including phono-
logical awareness, letter knowledge, rapid naming, oral language, and family his-
tory. Given the reduced effectiveness of reading intervention at later ages and the 
extensive negative outcomes associated with reading disabilities, early screening is 
widely supported (Petscher et al., 2019; Torgesen et al., 1999). Experts recommend 
that screening occurs at a minimum in kindergarten through third grade. Ideally, 
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screening would begin in preschool and continue into middle and high school 
(Petscher et  al., 2019). Early language and literacy screenings have an explicit 
connection to the science of behavior by examining human behavior through data 
collection on targeted tasks such as curriculum-based measures (Deno & Mirkin, 
1977). This is echoed in a Science of Reading-aligned approach to literacy where it 
has been shown that targeted, explicit, and systematic instruction of specific foun-
dational skills has a critical role in improving literacy achievement (Castles et al., 
2018).

Challenges to Screening

Any screening before kindergarten presents the challenge of both reaching students 
who have not yet entered the K–12 public school system and locating and training 
adults to conduct the screenings (as students may or may not be enrolled in schools). 
Some children ages 3–5 years attend preschools in a variety of settings (e.g., public, 
private, Head Start) that are funded by a variety of entities (e.g., state and federal 
departments of education and private pay). Furthermore, these programs follow the 
guidelines of diverse accrediting bodies, including state and federal agencies and 
professional organizations such as National Association for the Education of Young 
Children (NAEYC). Educators working in these settings vary in their training and 
expertise (NAEYC, 2020).

A secondary issue is the variation in how stakeholders interpret and enact state-
wide policies, resulting in variable outcomes. As a result, programs adopt and imple-
ment (or do not implement) different strategies and tools to effectively screen and 
properly identify students with detectable concerns (Odegard et  al., 2020). With-
out adherence to an evidence-based framework implemented with fidelity, educa-
tors are at risk of promoting practices that have negative outcomes for children (Van 
Norman et al,, 2020). Furthermore, educators require professional development to 
understand assessment tools and data-based decision making. For screening to be 
effective, districts need to ensure that the tools have acceptable reliability, validity, 
and classification accuracy (Petscher et al., 2019). Finally, not all states require uni-
versal screening for language and literacy delays (Heubeck, 2023; National Center 
on Improving Literacy, 2023).

Parent Involvement: Advocacy and Engagement

Recently, the persistence of low proficiency rates (NAEP, 2019, 2022), along with a 
growing movement to address instructional inadequacies for early reading instruc-
tion and parent advocacy (Hanford, 2017; The Reading League [TRL], 2023) has led 
to a flurry of state and federal legislation focused on improving literacy outcomes 
and dyslexia identification. As a result of parent advocacy, a host of dyslexia-spe-
cific legislation has been passed in 48 states (National Center on Improving Liter-
acy [NCIL], 2023). At the time this paper was written, nine states, including Penn-
sylvania, where the current study is situated, do not require dyslexia screening in 
the educational code (Heubeck, 2023; NCIL, 2023). The rapid increase of dyslexia 
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legislation is attributed to grassroots parent advocacy efforts resulting from the dif-
ficulties parents experienced while advocating for services for their own child(ren) 
(Ward-Lonergan & Duthie, 2018; Youman & Mather, 2015).

Active Parent Engagement

Traditional parent involvement typically includes activities parents and families 
can engage in that support the schools’ agenda and priorities or, as Ferlazzo (2011) 
describes schools “telling parents how they can contribute” (p. 12). In contrast to 
parent involvement, parental engagement is characterized by an equitable relation-
ship that “enables parents to actively contribute their experiences, insights, and 
knowledge in ways that benefit children’s learning” (Baxter & Kilderry, 2022, p. 2). 
Parental engagement, mandated in the 2015 reauthorization P.L. 114-95 (Every Stu-
dent Succeeds Act), extends parental participation beyond the limited role of school 
supporter, home tutor, and audience (Williams & Chavkin, 1984). The dimension 
of community organizing in parent engagement focuses on developing community 
capacity alongside and interconnected with school improvement through public 
accountability (Gold et al., 2004). Engaged parents and caregivers, leveraging social 
and cultural capital, can be effective in advocating for legislation but also in collabo-
rating with educators on designing and implementing interventions.

Our Context: Community‑Based Literacy Reform

Members of a community-based organization sought to meet the need for early lan-
guage and literacy screeners in Pennsylvania. The organization was formed in 2017 
as a response to the experience of parents whose efforts to advocate for their child’s 
language and literacy needs were unmet by their school district. The organization 
initially focused on a single suburban district with the mission of “all students read-
ing to the best of their potential with as little emotional impact as possible” (Every-
one Reads PA, 2023, https:// www. parea ds. org/).

Early initiatives focused on identifying evidence-based professional development 
for the local school district and family-specific advocacy for identifying reading def-
icits and evidence-based instruction. Quickly, the need spread beyond the confines 
of the school district, and a sharp increase in need arose during the instructional 
disruptions of COVID-19. As a result, the group expanded its reach across the state 
and established 501c3 status. The priorities of the group were (a) increasing par-
ent knowledge of resources of evidence-based reading acquisition, development, 
and instructional resources, (b) effective advocacy strategy for the identification of 
reading deficits, and (c) implementation of evidence-based instruction and interven-
tion. During the summer of 2021, the community-based organization provided lit-
eracy screeners to families using an adaptive gamified mobile app-based screener. 
The screening application (Gaab & Petscher, 2021) is based on consensus reports of 
predictors of reading success, including phonemic awareness (National Institute of 
Child Health and Human Development [NICHD], 2000; Rayner et al., 2001). The 

https://www.pareads.org/
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screening application is designed to be self-guided with supervision. The student 
engages with an interactive character who leads them through a series of eight tasks 
related to early literacy skills that identify students at risk for reading challenges 
or dyslexia. The administration time takes between 20–50 minutes per child. The 
scoring of the screening application is largely automated, alleviating the need for 
knowledgeable administrators. The screening application assessed established risk 
domains for later reading difficulties, including phonological and phonemic aware-
ness, oral language, sound–symbol knowledge, and rapid automatized naming. The 
published technical manual for the screening application reports high marginal reli-
ability ranging from .85 (Letter Naming) to .99 (Phonological Awareness Blend-
ing) (Gaab & Petscher, 2021). Predictive validity scores, reported in the technical 
manual, were acceptable ranging from .61 (Dyslexia Risk) to .67 (Word Reading 
Success) (Gaab & Petscher, 2021). Additionally, the tool reports high classification 
accuracy ranging from .85 (Fall to Winter) to .88 (Spring) (Gaab & Petscher, 2021).

Over the course of the 2021–22 school year, the organization administered 65 
kindergarten screeners. Community volunteers, after administering the literacy 
screenings using the application, met with 46 families to discuss results and edu-
cate parents and families on evidence-based reading acquisition and development, 
their child’s literacy profile using the screening application’s results, and resources 
for home-based instruction as well as contacts and next steps for families whose 
child was identified as “at risk” for either moderate word-level reading difficulties or 
dyslexia. A total of 26 students were identified as at risk for reading failure and 11 
children as “at risk” for dyslexia.

The Current Study

The current pilot study investigated the community-based organization’s (501c3) 
efforts to provide free language and literacy screenings through the Early Language 
and Literacy Screening (ELLS) initiative to communities and to use the results to 
foster active parent participation and advocacy for students at risk for language and 
literacy disabilities. To support this effort, the community-based organization pur-
chased and donated licenses for the literacy screening to the community partners. 
The research questions guiding the study were: (1) What is the feasibility of a com-
munity-based organization’s initiative to provide language and literacy screenings at 
no cost to the community? and (2) Did the screenings and initiative education efforts 
impact participants?

Method

Evaluation Design

After securing IRB approval, we utilized a mixed-method design to answer the 
two research questions (Greene et al., 1989). “In a complementarity mixed-method 
study, qualitative and quantitative methods are used to measure overlapping of a 
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phenomenon, yielding an enriched, elaborated understanding of that phenomenon” 
(Greene et al., 1989; p. 257). We collected three forms of data, including survey data 
(quantitative) and interview data (qualitative). We also collected and analyzed pro-
grammatic data focused on the implementation timeline and program expansion for 
context (see Fig. 1).

Participants

Working with a community-based organization who sponsored the Early Language 
and Literacy Screening (ELLS) initiative, we targeted participants from three key 
stakeholder groups receiving or participating in ELLS: Parents and Caregivers, Vol-
unteer Screeners and Community Partners. Parents/Caregivers (P/C) were individ-
uals whose children had been screened using the screening application. Volunteer 
Screeners (VS) were individuals who had administered the screenings. Community 
Partners (CP) were defined as individuals who represented larger organizations, 

Fig. 1  Flowchart of participants and tools
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specifically early childhood programs, who committed to adopting the program and 
serving as a community-based site for screenings and parent education.

All P/Cs, VSs, and CPs were known to authors 1 and 3. We used purposive sam-
pling and reached out to participants representing each of these stakeholder groups 
who had direct, and in many cases extensive, experience with the community-based 
organization’s ELLS initiative (Palinkas et al., 2015).

Survey Participants

Author 3 emailed the specific survey link to each PC who registered for a screening 
for their child (N = 77) and each VS (N = 8) who had participated in the program. 
Of the PCs’ group, 31 people did not open the email when it was sent originally, so a 
second email was sent to that group. After a follow-up email was sent the next week, 
19 P/C surveys were completed, with a 25% response rate (Hoyle, 1999). Of the VS 
group, all eight recipients opened and completed the surveys.

Of the P/C participants (n = 19), all had children who had been screened at least 
once (six children had more than one screening). All P/Cs had completed at least a 
bachelor’s degree, eight (42.1%) had completed a master’s degree, and one (5.3%) 
had completed a doctoral degree (see Table 2). Most (84%) of the participants had 
children enrolled in public schools, while 16% had children enrolled in private 
schools. All survey participants were from or served children in suburban school 
districts.

Interview Participants

All survey participants answered a final survey question indicating if they would 
be willing to participate in an interview and supplied their contact information if 

Table 1  Interview table Participant interviews n

Community partners interviewees 2
Volunteer screener interviewees 2
Parent/caregiver interviewees 2

Table 2  Sociodemographic 
characteristics of parent survey 
participants

Demographic characteristic n %

Highest education level
  Bachelor’s degree 10 52.6
  Master’s degree 8 42.1
  Doctoral degree 1 5.3

Type of school child is enrolled in
  Public 16 84.3
  Private 3 15.7
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they were willing. Author 1 emailed and/or called to survey respondents from the 
parents/caregivers and community volunteers who indicated that they would be will-
ing to do a follow-up interview. As the program had two community partners at the 
time, Author 1 contacted those organizations to request interview participants. She 
conducted interviews with two members of each participant group (I = 6) (Table 1). 
It should be noted that one of the VSs also qualified as a P/C since their child had 
been screened through the program. This person completed the survey and discussed 
the screening application and education efforts from both perspectives.

Tools

Survey

We designed two brief surveys, one for P/Cs and one for VSs, using the Qualtrics 
platform. The P/C survey collected demographic data and asked five closed and 
three open-ended questions to determine reasons for seeking out the screening, the 
impact of the screening results, and how P/Cs had or planned to use the results. 
An example of an open-ended question was: How would you describe your child’s 
school or district’s use/reaction to your concerns/information? An example of 
a question with a Likert response option was: To what degree did the information 
you learned about reading acquisition and your child’s reading profile impact your 
family?

The survey for VSs also assessed participant demographics as well as partici-
pants’ perceptions of administering the screener. Nine of the questions were closed 
(either Likert response or multiple choice) and three were open-ended. The open-
ended questions focused on the administration of the screening and the likelihood 
of using the screening tool in the future. An example of a question with a Likert 
response option was: How likely are you to recommend that other community organ-
izations provide EarlyBird Screeners? An example of an open-ended question was: 
What would you recommend to improve this initiative?

Interviews

Similar to the survey, we developed separate interview protocols for each of the dif-
ferent stakeholder groups. Each protocol was intended to collect data on the same 
topics as the survey, but our goal was to gather more detailed and comprehensive 
data. Examples of questions asked included:

For P/C interviews: Did the information and screening results impact how you 
approached your child’s school or district regarding their risk for reading or lan-
guage concerns?

For VS interviews: What do you see as the potential for using this screening 
application in the children that you’re using it with and in the community that you’re 
working in?
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For CP interviews: Were there any obstacles that you would identify for other 
communities to utilize the screening application to help their communities identify 
students at risk for language and learning difficulties?

Data collection

Author 1 conducted all of the interviews. The interviews were semi-structured and 
guided by the respective protocols. Each interview was conducted via phone  and 
lasted approximately 30 minutes. Each was audio recorded in full. She also took 
notes during each interview. The author was able to ask participants to extend and 
elaborate on their responses in order to add depth to our understanding of the screen-
ing process and ways to improve and/or expand its use.

Data Analysis

We used sequential mixed method data analysis and examined the quantitative data 
prior to analyzing the qualitative analysis (Palinkas et al., 2015).

Survey Data

Survey data were compiled and analyzed both separately and in the context of the 
qualitative analysis. Survey data were primarily nominal, so we generated means 
and examined trends (see Table  2). Survey open-question responses were used to 
identify potential follow-up questions for the interviews.

Interview Data

Each interview was transcribed verbatim by the first author. These transcripts were 
sent to the participants to check for accuracy, then shared (with any identifying 
information removed) with the other authors. We utilized thematic analysis to deter-
mine themes and codes for the qualitative data. In the first round of deductive cod-
ing, we used the research questions as a guide to identify the frequency of trends 
in the interview transcripts (Roberts et al., 2019). We worked together to refine the 
preliminary codes and develop a primary and secondary code book. No transcripts 
would be described as outliers. Using these refined codes, we each analyzed the 
transcripts a second time. During the second round of coding, we independently 
used an inductive approach to determine themes (both expected and unexpected) 
and developed a code book (Roberts et al., 2019). We discussed our findings, and we 
reached consensus when discrepancies or differences arose (Campbell et al., 2013).

Trustworthiness

All of the participants were known to Authors 1 and 3 and all interviews were con-
ducted by Author 1. It can be assumed that the familiarity of the participants with 
the authors affected the trustworthiness in two ways. On one hand, the level of 
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trust between Author 1 and the participants could possibly result in more in-depth 
responses and more ability to probe the responses during the interviews. On the 
other hand, participant responses may have leaned more positively in an effort to 
please Authors 1 and 3 who have a vested interest in the success of the program.

In an effort to maintain trustworthiness several measures were taken. First, all of 
the authors were involved in developing the survey and interview protocol to help 
limit bias. Two of the authors did not participate in the interviews which, it can be 
assumed, resulted in more fidelity to the transcripts as written and a more objec-
tive orientation to the data. In addition, each transcript was emailed to the interview 
participants to check for accuracy. Finally, the codes were examined in the context 
of the survey data and programmatic information to determine commonalities and 
identify any outliers.

Researcher Positionality

The first and third authors are both experts in literacy interventions for young chil-
dren. They worked with the community to develop and launch the Early Language 
and Literacy Screening Initiative (ELLSI) as a way of addressing what they saw as 
a need for the early detection of reading difficulties. Author 3 recruited and trained 
the initial volunteer screeners (after the initial group, a snowball process was used 
for recruitment and training). Author 2’s expertise is in the areas of early childhood 
special education, parent outreach, and inter-professional collaboration.

Findings

Findings are presented for the multi-year program development and for the impact 
of use of the EarlyBird screening application as a community-based intervention.

The Development of a Community‑Based Screening Model

As shown in Table  3, planning for a community-based screening initiative began 
prior to 2021. Over the next two years, community-based intervention activities 
expanded to reach more children and families as the initiative grew in size and scope. 
As part of program evaluation activities, survey and/or interview data were collected 
from all three stakeholder groups (P/Cs, VSs, CPs) to determine the feasibility of the 
model and to gather information about the screening tool and its usefulness.

Community Partners

Two CPs were interviewed. Results from the thematic analysis show that CPs 
focused on the importance of early screening and identification, the value of having 
a centralized place-based screening model, the ease of use of the screening applica-
tion, and the challenges of the model in terms of cost, educators exhibiting resist-
ance to change and new resources, and access to technology. Both CPs stressed the 
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importance of early detection and early intervention and highlighted the benefits of 
being able to centralize these efforts. One CP stated,

I just believe that getting early detection, just having all the information you can 
about kids and reading is really, really important. I really believe that all people 
should be able to read. When we started the kindergarten, it was me and [volunteer 
screener] who helped with it, but it was me and then the [program] that backed what 
we were doing. I think we could find kids that had any markers or any red flags for 
any learning or any reading issue.

CPs also expressed an appreciation for the ease of use of the screening applica-
tion. Though participants were neither experts in literacy nor the screening applica-
tion, both shared that children were engaged while using the screening application 
and that the results were relatively easy to interpret and share with families. Finally, 
while cost was a challenge in that it required financial support, both CPs stated that 
being able to screen such a large number of children was ultimately cost-effective. 
According to a CP,

It is extremely easy to administer, and the results are really clear and easy to 
understand. I’m not an expert at all in this kind of stuff and I was able to help kids 
take the screener, and then also, you know, after looking at it several times… even I 
could understand the results. It also wasn’t terrifically expensive, …we were able to 
screen a lot of kids and get a lot of information for those parents for a relatively low 
cost. So, I think it was a very efficient way to… get parents [the] information they 
need to help their kids.

While both CPs also noted educator resistance to trying/trusting the new screen-
ing application and equitable access to technology, specifically iPads and stable 
internet, as additional challenges, they indicated that the ELLS model undoubtedly 
benefited children and families.

Volunteer Screeners

The ELLS model relied almost entirely on VSs, a group that has expanded via a 
train-the-trainer training model. Both survey (n = 8) and interview (n = 2) data were 
collected from this group of participants. Survey data show that all VS participants 
would (a) recommend use of the screening application to other community-based 
organizations, (b) would recommend schools and districts adopt the screening appli-
cation, and (c) would be somewhat (n = 1) or very likely (n = 7) to recommend to 
other VSs. In terms of administering the screener, all participants (n = 8) indicated 
it was easy to learn administration. Finally, all participants (n = 8) stated that they 
would volunteer their time again to administer the screening application.

During follow-up interviews with two VSs, they echoed the same themes as CPs 
with two additional themes emerging. First, both VSs spoke about their eagerness 
to share the screening application with those who worked in the same or similar 
spaces to generate awareness about the initiative through a grassroots-type move-
ment. According to one of the VSs,

I shared it with our reading specialists and actually, I even shared it with … 
we have a team of …eight to 10 reading specialists in the district that I’m in and 
I shared it with them, showing them the reports that it populates. Another reading 
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specialist had even tried it with her own child to be able to kind of speak to it. We 
definitely talked about it.

VSs were not explicitly instructed to share information about the ELLS model 
with colleagues or peers outside of the initiative; however, it was interesting to note 
that both participants highlighted their excitement about sharing the resource with 
others.

VSs also added an additional challenge, stating that while the screening applica-
tion itself was easy to administer and results were easy to interpret, the process of 
conducting the screening application with individual children then engaging fami-
lies in one-on-one conversations about results, next steps, and advocacy was time-
consuming. A VS shared,

One of the things that I questioned, [though] I did not get to this point because I 
didn’t give it to a whole group, would be finding the time… [you] need to be able 
to actually record each kiddo [for one of the screening application measures]. [It] 
would be [hard] finding the time and being able to facilitate doing a whole class, 
unless you have the manpower for someone to pull the kids out or do it in a quiet 
spot…I kind of was thinking that that would be an obstacle.

Due to the age of the children being screened, VSs needed to spend time over-
seeing the screening process. VSs also expressed concern over the time-consuming 
nature of sharing results and offering parent education to individual families. This 
feedback led to a programmatic change during Stage 2 of the initiative, at which 
time VSs began holding group meetings to conduct parent education on literacy 
acquisition and interpreting screening results (see Table 3).

The Impact of the Screening Application on Children and Families

To determine the impact of the screening application on children and families and 
to better understand how families moved forward with the information provided in 
the parent education piece of the initiative, survey (n = 19) and interview (n = 5) 
data were collected from this stakeholder group. A thematic analysis shows that the 
initiative validated the concerns of parents, led to an increase in knowledge around 
screening results and early literacy strategies, and helped parents better understand 
how to navigate early intervention systems and advocate for their children with local 
districts.

Concerns Are Validated

Survey data show that most families sought out language and literacy screenings due 
to concerns related to “child(ren’s) language or reading acquisition or present levels” 
(n = 13). Children having “a family history of language or reading difficulties” was 
the second most cited reason (n = 11), while the screening application being free 
and easy was third (n = 10). Follow-up interviews supported these findings. One 
parent, for example, stated:

With my daughter… I knew at a really early age that she had delayed speech. I 
want to say even when she was three, [her speech] wasn’t very clear. I took her to a 
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speech pathologist because I could see how hard she was struggling with her word 
finding. When COVID hit, I was trying to work with her on our letters so that I knew 
she wouldn’t fall behind… We worked every day and she could not remember her 
letters and then I was noticing she was constantly confusing [them]… But with her, 
I saw the signs so early just because I was like, ‘Oh my god, this is what my [older] 
son was like!’ The same exact symptoms...that’s why I was able to catch it early.

Other interviewees shared that though they believed something was “off” or “dif-
ferent” about their children’s early language and literacy development, they were 
unable to get confirmation of their concerns through other avenues they previously 
sought out. It was not until children were screened via the EarlyBird screening appli-
cation that parents had concrete evidence of and specific information about gaps in 
language and literacy acquisition.

Families Experience an Increase in Knowledge

In terms of the impact of the model, specifically the part where VSs worked with 
families either individually or in a group setting to explain screening results and 
offer parent education, survey data showed that the majority of P/Cs (n = 15) indi-
cated these measures as having a “significant” impact. In response to an open-ended 
question on how participating in the initiative helped them, parents offered responses 
like, “It gave us direction on how to help our child at home,” and “We have learned 
a lot about how children learn to read. We are using this knowledge to ensure our 
youngest is learning to read in the right way.” All P/Cs surveyed gave the experience 
a five-star rating and shared that they either had, or would, recommend participating 
in future ELLS events to other families.

Families Are Supported Through Advocacy Work

P/Cs represented 11 different school districts within a large metropolitan region. Of 
the P/Cs surveyed, 16 children attended local public schools while three attended 
private school. All P/Cs indicated that they had either used, or planned to use, their 
child(ren)’s screening results to advocate on behalf of their child(ren). In follow-
up interviews, participants explained how the screening results and parent educa-
tion had helped them approach or interact with their local schools and districts. For 
example, one P/C shared, “It has helped us bridge the gap in communicating better 
with our school. This year, I was able to present a series of screener results to our 
new kindergarten teacher to jumpstart a conversation on ways to approach reading 
with my daughter.” Both survey and interview data support that parents shared their 
children’s screening results with classroom teachers and school-based personnel in 
order to educate teachers on each child’s specific needs (Table 4).

At the district-level, interviewees expressed frustration that their children were 
not receiving what the family perceived to be the proper services and support. The 
screening application’s results bolstered the family’s case for intervention, while the 
parent education provided by the community volunteers supported families as they 
navigated these key conversations with their districts. According to a parent:
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She did not qualify for early intervention. However, the screening application 
showed significant discrepancies in my daughter’s learning profile and the need for 
intervention. It was explained to me [by community volunteers] why she needed 
more intensive services, which, when discussing with the school, they agreed 
upon…[The community-based organization provided me with] resources….to learn 
more about the science of reading, and also other services such as OT, which my 
daughter also qualified for, [and] gave me a better understanding of her needs. It is 
fair to say she would not be receiving the level of support [she is now] if not for the 
help from [the initiative].

Both survey and interview data show that the parent education offered by CVs 
included an extensive amount of support that gave families information on and tips 
for how to best advocate for their children with districts in order to secure additional 
services and/or specialized interventions.

Discussion

It is well documented that early language and literacy screenings are a critical com-
ponent to addressing the inadequate reading proficiency (Gersten et al., 2008; Janu-
ary & Klingbeil, 2020; Lonigan & Shanahan, 2009) scores that have persisted for 
nearly 30 years (NAEP, 2022). Despite broad consensus on this and widespread 
attention, additional work needs to occur to increase equitable access to early iden-
tification of reading difficulties. As a result of the variability of implementation 
among and within the 41 states that have enacted screening initiatives (Heubeck, 
2023; NCIL 2023), early evaluations of these efforts have not resulted in identifi-
cation rates commensurate with researchers’ expectations (Dellinger, 2021; NCIL, 
2023; Phillips & Odegard., 2017). Though early language and literacy screenings 
are only the first step of a complex and varied process for identification, the value of 
identifying risk for later reading difficulties (see Catts & Petscher, 2022) and earlier 
provision of educational support underscores screening importance.

Table 4  Impact of screening and education (parent participants)

Subsequent events as a result of screenings n

Reading tutoring 11
Reading tutoring through a recommendation from community organization 3
Private Speech and Language Evaluation 5
IU or District Evaluation 6
You requested programming informed by what you learned 3
You were better able to advocate for your child with their school 11
School/District identified your child in need of language or reading services and an IEP was or is 

being developed
5

You/family member used resources provided to support your child(ren)’s language and literacy 
development at home

11
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The lower than expected identification rates are attributable to definitional and 
operational variability in screening targets, tools, time frames, and parent notifi-
cation among other factors (Gearin et  al., 2022). Furthermore, state mandates are 
often left to district leadership to interpret, creating further variability. Studies have 
reported that school officials, including leadership, school psychologists, and teach-
ers, would benefit from additional professional development on screening and iden-
tification and evidence-based responses to screening outcomes (Otaiba et al., 2019; 
Sanfilippo et al., 2020; Schelbe et al., 2022).

As a result of the obstacles of school-based screening models, students’ reading 
deficits are not identified until after the window of maximally impactful instruction, 
meaning that these students are likely to remain poor readers at graduation (Wanzek 
& Vaughn, 2007). Reading difficulties continue to remain misdiagnosed, underdi-
agnosed, or left untreated, with minorities and students from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds disproportionately impacted (Gaab & Petscher, 2022).

Implementing a preventative approach effectively is highly complex and requires 
systemic efforts that include collaboration, awareness of contextual barriers, and 
targeted strategies to overcome these barriers (Goldstein & Olszewski, 2015). The 
research questions for this study investigated (1) the feasibility of a community-
based organization’s initiative to provide language and literacy screenings at no cost 
to the community and (2) the screenings and initiative’s education efforts impact 
on participants. The results of this pilot study were supportive of the feasibility 
and impact of leveraging community-based organizations to provide reliable, valid, 
and accurate language and literacy screenings to kindergarten-age students in their 
communities.

Feasibility of Community‑Based Screening

The CPs who participated in the study indicated that the provision of the screenings 
was both valuable and important to the communities they served. CPs highlighted 
the early identification of language and literacy difficulties as central to enabling 
community members to equitably access proficient reading. The results of the study 
met the feasibility goals of the initiative by providing a total of 65 screeners with 
eight VSs who did not possess specialized knowledge of language, literacy, or edu-
cation. While the cost of the screening was a concern from a CP who works within a 
school district, another CP felt the $16.50 per screening was a “relatively low cost” 
and well worth the value of the results and impact to children. Schools and school 
districts may seek to ameliorate the costs of screening by partnering with commu-
nity-based organization’s and exploring funding opportunities through state grants 
and private foundations targeting literacy.

The VSs reported that learning how to administer the screenings and the admin-
istration itself was “easy” and indicated they would volunteer to administer them 
again. Additionally, the VSs reported that they found the screener to be engag-
ing and “kid friendly.” However, the length of the administration, particularly in 
the classroom context as one VS stated, may be an obstacle. Furthermore, parent 
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education and individual discussions of student results and potential next steps were 
also found to be time-consuming.

Impact of Screening and Parent Education

While time-consuming, the impact of the screening results and education on lan-
guage and literacy acquisition had a “significant” impact, and P/Cs reported that the 
education and information they were given from the community organization helped 
guide next steps. As a result of the screening, P/Cs reported that their concerns 
regarding their child’s language and literacy development had been validated, which 
is consistent with other studies showing that parents become aware of their child’s 
difficulties as early as age four (Denton et al., 2022). Parents have also reported neg-
ative mental health outcomes as they experience self-doubt, anxiety, and stress when 
they are waiting for identification through traditional pathways (Leitão et al., 2017).

P/Cs reported taking the next steps if their child was found to be at risk by finding 
tutoring, providing evidence-based activities to foster language and literacy at home 
or seeking additional evaluations. Research has indicated that parents can have a 
positive impact when utilizing direct and explicit teaching strategies with their chil-
dren (Mitchell & Begeny, 2014). P/Cs also reported either using or planning to use 
the screening results in their advocacy for their child’s needs. This aligns with previ-
ous research that supports parent education and empowerment strategies to mitigate 
feelings of despair and pressure to acquire specialized knowledge (Trainor, 2010). 
Overall, the early identification of risk for later reading difficulties enabled P/Cs to 
address the problem and mitigate the negative later outcomes. The results of this 
study served as a useful basis for continuing and expanding the initiative to a variety 
of communities, including urban districts and minoritized communities.

Implications

The results of this pilot study are important as it offers a viable pathway to equi-
table provision of reliable, valid, and accurate language and literacy screenings at 
an early age. This pathway overcomes barriers that hamper the present screening 
efforts in school-based settings. The results of this study suggest that community-
based screenings are a viable pathway in a multipronged approach to a preventative 
education model. While the sample size was small and highly educated, the commu-
nity organization education and screening results made P/Cs feel better equipped to 
navigate their child’s language and literacy needs and advocate for them in complex 
school processes.

Meeting Families Where They Are

Additionally, the parent education element through a community-based organiza-
tion leverages sources of capital (Bourdieu, 1986) that have been valuable in school 
improvement initiatives that engage parents. Community-based organizations may 
be a viable resource to access intimate knowledge of school contexts (cultural 
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capital) (Bourdieu, 1986). Using local contexts to provide the screening also has 
benefits in that it may offer opportunities to leverage social capital in the communi-
ties. Screenings in familiar community settings such as libraries or local community 
centers may also foster local community awareness and closer connection with com-
munity-based literacy initiatives. Situating screeners in community settings also pro-
vides additional benefits for parents of young children. Parents may distrust schools 
from their own educational experiences (which may be likely given the high degree 
of heritability of dyslexia and other reading disabilities) and feel more comfortable 
seeking a screening outside of the school setting.

Increasing Social Support Through Capital

Additionally, with the adoption of a parent education model, community organiza-
tions can offer both social support as well as critical navigational capital of their 
child (Bourdieu, 1986). Parents in this study were provided with education on lan-
guage and literacy development and evidence-based practices and resources that 
could be utilized at home. The community organization also provided specific 
advocacy recommendations if their child was identified as at risk for later reading 
difficulties.

While it is emphasized that screening is not enough to diagnose any disability, 
it is meant to ideally prevent the manifestation of reading disabilities or enable 
improved outcomes as a result of evidence-based instruction within the timeframe of 
the brain’s heightened plasticity (Gaab & Petscher, 2022). The protective factors of 
early identification, identifying appropriate evidence-based instruction, and expand-
ing supports outside the school setting act as protective and promotive factors in 
risk-resiliency models (Barnes & Peltier, 2022; Catts & Petscher, 2022).

Limitations

As this was a pilot study, several limitations were present that are important to note. 
First, the sample size was small, and limited participant demographic data were col-
lected. Increasing the sample size and including varied demographic data would 
offer more insight into the representativeness for the wider population. Furthermore, 
the locations served by these communities were limited to primarily suburban dis-
tricts, which are known to be less diverse both racially and ethnically. Expanding 
future studies to include urban districts, which are more diverse, as well as rural dis-
tricts, would offer more insight. Additionally, the population included in this study 
included CVs who admitted access to social capital, including knowledge and other 
resources which may not be accessible in other populations.

Next Steps

Following the successful pilot study, the initiative plans to expand community part-
nerships in minoritized communities. In future implementations of this initiative, 
the data collection tools will be refined to include additional demographic variables, 
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among other elements. Given that identifying reading disabilities (Odegard et  al., 
2020) and parent involvement (Berthelsen & Walker, 2008; Daniel, 2015) are 
decreased in minoritized communities, the outcomes of this initiative in these con-
texts will be critical.
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