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After setbacks, dyslexia screening for young students
moves forward in California schools

FEBRUARY 3, 2022 | CAROLYN JONES

W ith a major push from Gov. Gavin Newsom, California is moving closer toward

screening all kindergartners and first graders for dyslexia — a reading disability that

affects up to 15% of the U.S. population, including Newsom himself.

Newsom’s proposed budget, unveiled earlier this month, includes $10 million for dyslexia

research at the University of California San Francisco, where scientists are studying the

neuroscience behind the condition and creating a free screening test that would signal if a

child is at risk for the disability.
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The $10 million follows $15.2 million in the current budget and $3.5 million the previous

year, for a total of $28.7 million. Also in the pipeline is a Senate billSenate billSenate billSenate billSenate bill that would require the

state to start screening all kindergartners, first graders and second graders for dyslexia

starting in the 2022-23 school year. These efforts are joined by a $4 million pilot program pilot program pilot program pilot program pilot program at

the Sacramento County Office of Education meant to improve the way schools across the

state identify and help children with dyslexia.

Dyslexia assessments vary by district, but usually schools don’t test students for reading

disabilities until third or fourth grade when they’re already lagging well behind their peers in

literacy skills. Typically, if a school identifies a student with dyslexia, they’ll either get a 504

plan (legal accommodation that allows them extra time on tests) or a special education plan

that provides anything from an hour or two a week with a reading specialist in a small group,

to several hours a day in a special education classroom.

But identifying dyslexia early, advocates say, can dramatically improve students’ outcomes.

Students who receive services at a young age can avert a slew of problems associated with

reading difficulties, such as low self-esteem and disengagement from school. And the sooner

they start, the easier it is for them to learn.

For children with dyslexia who don’t get help, the hurdles can be daunting and reach far

beyond the classroom. They’re less likely to succeed in school and more likely to engage in

risky behavior, research shows. Only 70% of students with learning disabilities graduate from

high school, compared with about 80% of their nondisabled peers, according to the NationalNationalNationalNationalNational

Center on Learning DisabilitiesCenter on Learning DisabilitiesCenter on Learning DisabilitiesCenter on Learning DisabilitiesCenter on Learning Disabilities. A 2000 studystudystudystudystudy of Texas inmates found that 48% had dyslexia,

more than twice the rate of the population at large.

Among those championing the new screening tool is Linda Darling-Hammond, chair of the

State Board of Education, whose two children have dyslexia.

“Screening can make a huge difference in the well-being of children,” Darling-Hammond

said. “We’re looking at an approach that’s unique and based on the new neuroscience of

dyslexia. … This kind of research will have effects that go beyond California and benefit

children nationally.”
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By getting the extra help they needed, Darling-Hammond’s children were both able to thrive

in school and even graduated from Ivy League colleges, she said.

California’s screening tool is a 20-minute digital test, called MultitudesMultitudesMultitudesMultitudesMultitudes, that measures how

well a student can recognize letters and sounds. It won’t diagnose dyslexia, but it will signal

that the child needs extra help learning to read, often with an approach based on phonics and

sounding out words instead of guessing words based on pictures or context.

Dozens of other states already test kindergartners for dyslexia, but California’s efforts have hit

a few roadblocks. In 2015, Assembly Bill 1369Assembly Bill 1369Assembly Bill 1369Assembly Bill 1369Assembly Bill 1369 would have mandated dyslexia screening for all

third graders, but the bill failed after the California School Boards Association, California

Teachers Association and Special Education Local Plan Area Administrators voiced their

opposition.

Their argument is that the screening test would over-identify English learners, who might be

able to recognize sounds and letters in their native language but not in English. Those

children would be funneled to special education whether they need it or not, they said,

creating an unnecessary stigma and costing school districts extra money.

Those groups do not appear to have changed their stance. The school boards association is

opposed to the current bill, as well, arguing that it’s unfair to English learners. Even though

UCSF scientists are creating dyslexia screening tests in multiple languages, tuned to the

cultural and phonetic nuances of each language, it still won’t be enough to ensure English

learners get the same benefits as children who speak English fluently, the association said.

Almost 60 languages are spoken in California schools, according to the Public Policy InstitutePublic Policy InstitutePublic Policy InstitutePublic Policy InstitutePublic Policy Institute

of Californiaof Californiaof Californiaof Californiaof California, far too many for researchers to address.

“California’s schools serve students from many language backgrounds. It is impossible to

provide assessments in every language,” the organization wrote in June to the bill’s author,

state Sen. Anthony Portantino, D-Glendale. “If only the language(s) mostly common at a

school site are provided, students could be left behind.”
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Should we screen all kids for dyslexia?

Renee Webster-Hawkins shares how her son went years without help for his dyslexia – still reading

at a kindergarten level in sixth grade.  
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But for parents like Renee Webster-Hawkins, not  pushing forward with dyslexia screening is a

greater equity concern. Her son struggled to read in elementary school, but the teachers and

specialists at his school in Sacramento never identified him as dyslexic. By sixth grade, he

was still reading at a kindergarten level and deeply despondent about school.

Webster-Hawkins eventually hired a private educational consultant who identified her son as

dyslexic, and she sent him to a private school that specialized in learning disabilities. Her son

learned how to read and quickly caught up to his peers academically, she said. Now an 11th-

grader in a traditional public school, he’s taking Advanced Placement classes and gets mostly

A’s, she said.

“He used to feel like a failure. He was afraid he’d end up in juvenile hall, that he wasn’t worth

anything,” she said. “Now we’re talking about colleges. Getting help for dyslexia was life-

changing for him, but it shouldn’t have gotten to that point. He should have been screened in

kindergarten.”

For families who can’t afford private consultants, tutors and schools, it’s crucial that

California’s public schools offer high-quality dyslexia screening and assistance for children

who need it, said Lori DePole, co-state director of Decoding Dyslexia California, which

pushes for improved dyslexia interventions in schools.
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For too long, California’s approach to learning disabilities has been inconsistent and, for most

students, inadequate, she said. The result is that thousands of students, particularly those who

are low-income, have fallen behind or dropped out because they didn’t receive the help they

need.

“More than 70% of kids who need help don’t get it,” she said, citing California Department of

Education special education data. “Unless a parent raises a red flag, we’re missing those kids.

They fall through the cracks, and that’s not acceptable.”

Screening should begin as soon as possible, she said, even if the assessments aren’t perfect.

The tests can be refined and improved over time, but waiting another year or two will only

endanger more students’ academic outcomes.

At UCSF, researchers are taking a comprehensive approach to the study of dyslexia, using

MRI scans, genetic tests and other tools to learn how the brain processes language. The

research is not limited to reading: They’re studying auditory processing, visual perception,

executive functioning, memory and other cognitive skills related to communication, language

and learning.

Equity is a focus of the research. Scientists are testing the assessment on students from a wide

array of racial, ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds to ensure it’s effective for all students.

“It’s a social justice issue. Literacy is a huge predictor of one’s outcome in life,” said Dr.

Marilu Gorno Tempini, co-director of the UCSF Dyslexia Center. This funding, she said, “is

such an opportunity. It’s a field that has been underfunded too long, with consequences that

can be catastrophic for low-income communities. To get to where we are now, it’s an exciting

moment.”

To get more reports like this one, click hereclick hereclick hereclick hereclick here to sign up for EdSource’s no-cost daily email on

latest developments in education.
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I'm so glad your son got help. Unfortunately, increasing testing for dyslexia won't do much to help children

but it will enrich many in the education arena who prey on children, enriching themselves by "treating"

learning disabilities. I too am mother of a "dyslexic" child, now adult with no disability. I have researched

this problem for the last 35 years. The vast majority of LD children, dyslexic or otherwise would never … 

Read More

2 weeks ago

 Carolyn Forte 

‘… extra help learning to read, often with an approach based on phonics and sounding out words instead

of guessing words based on pictures or context.’ Groundbreaking. $28 million to develop a screening test,

when we already have several?

2 weeks ago

Ann 

The source for the UCSF funding is here: https://www.ucsf.edu/news/2022/01/422216/ucsf-dyslexia-

researchers-develop-tool-flag-early-reading-challenges?

utm_source=ucsf_tw&utm_medium=tw&utm_campaign=2022_dyslexia_reading_tool

3 weeks ago

Carolyn Jones 

I am a 20+ year special education teacher and am frustrated that my school district is not providing a

researched-based, high-quality curriculum that I need, to help students who are identified as having

dyslexia. As a side note, because I am dyslexic, I did not learn to read until I was in my 30s. I don’t want

my students to have to wait that long to learn to read.

3 weeks ago

Jane SMith 

Please contact Susan Barton! She has all of the answers regarding dyslexia. She is the one who trains the

dyslexia screeners that parents pay for privately and the one who developed an Orton-Gillingham system

of dyslexia remediation. She has been advocating for early dyslexia screening and remediation for years.

The other biggest problem is that teachers aren’t taught anything about dyslexia in our teacher training

courses. I have a Master’s Degree in Curriculum and … Read More

3 weeks ago

 Stephanie 
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Ms. Jones - Can you please provide the source document for the state funding for UCSF Dyslexia Center

that you are citing in your article titled, "After setbacks, dyslexia screening for young students moves

forward in California schools”? Specifically, the amounts in the statement "The $10 million follows $15.2

million in the current budget and $3.5 million the previous year, for a total of $28.7 million.” Please provide

sources for the $15.2 million … Read More

3 weeks ago

 Rachel Hurd 

The SELPA Association of California respectfully requests that you amend your statement that the Special

Education Local Plan Area Administrators opposed AB1369 in 2015. The SELPA Administrators Association

wanted universal screening for all kindergarten students and opposed AB1369 unless it was amended to

reflect this. That did not happen. It is important to note the Association had a member participate in the

Dyslexia Workgroup that generated the guidelines for the state. … Read More

3 weeks ago

 Benay Loftus 

Benay, thanks for the comment. As reported, the association did oppose AB 1369 in 2015. Here is the

letter of opposition  that lists the reasons. EdSource will be reporting on the progress of SB 237 and the

position of various organizations as it progresses through the Legislature.

2 weeks ago

John Fensterwald 

As a member of the CA Dyslexia Guidelines committee, I think a element that is missing here, which is

crucial to student success, is training teachers to provide evidence-supported instruction related to

dyslexia. We can screen students, but the bigger issue is making sure we are providing targeted

instruction.

3 weeks ago

Amy Balmanno 

Education Beat Podcast — When students counsel other students — Listen Now!

https://edsource.org/2022/after-setbacks-dyslexia-screening-for-young-students-moves-forward-in-california-schools/666813?replytocom=99432#respond
https://edsource.org/2022/after-setbacks-dyslexia-screening-for-young-students-moves-forward-in-california-schools/666813?replytocom=99428#respond
https://kpbs.media.clients.ellingtoncms.com/news/documents/2015/04/20/AB_1369_SELPA_Opposition_1.pdf
https://edsource.org/2022/after-setbacks-dyslexia-screening-for-young-students-moves-forward-in-california-schools/666813?replytocom=99500#respond
https://edsource.org/2022/after-setbacks-dyslexia-screening-for-young-students-moves-forward-in-california-schools/666813?replytocom=99427#respond
https://edsource.org/podcast/when-students-counsel-other-students

