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Introduction

Good morning Chairman Mendelson, Chairman Grosso, and members of the Committee on
Education and Committee of the Whole. My name is Elizabeth Oquendo. I am a Policy Attorney at
Children’s Law Center.' I am testifying today on behalf of Children’s Law Center, which fights so
every DC child can grow up with a loving family, good health and a quality education. With almost
100 staff and hundreds of pro bono lawyers, Children’s Law Center reaches 1 out of every 9
children in DC’s poorest neighborhoods — more than 5,000 children and families each year. Many
of our clients have learning disabilities and special education needs.

Children’s Law Center supports the goals of B23-0150 - the Dyslexia and Other Reading
Disabilities Screening and Prevention Pilot Program Act of 2019 (“The Act”) because it will create a
universal screening for children in PreK through grade 3 to identify reading disabilities including
dyslexia, provide additional professional development for teachers, and allow intervention to begin
as early as possible. Dyslexia researchers estimate that 5-10% of school aged children may have
dyslexia or a related reading disorder.” Also, reading disabilities and dyslexia can impact more than
just a child’s academic performance. Issues with reading in first grade can create behavioral issues
by third grade™ and untreated reading disabilities and dyslexia can negatively impact a child’s social
and emotional health.” For children with dyslexia specifically, providing early intervention has
shown to reduce the symptoms of the disorder.” Therefore, it is of paramount importance that
children are universally screened for these disabilities as early as possible to ensure they have the
greatest chance to meet their educational goals.

Over 40 states have passed legislation that addresses dyslexia and reading disabilities."
Neighboring jurisdictions like Maryland, Virginia, and Pennsylvania have recognized the need for
additional screening, education, and services and have passed legislation that specifically addresses

dyslexia.”™ Locally, we also recognize the pressing need to ensure that children with reading



disabilities and dyslexia receive universal screening and evidence-based intervention. In the District,
although teachers use multiple evaluations and screening tools to evaluate student progress, our
experience at Children’s Law Center is that the current system fails to identify some of the children
with dyslexia and reading disabilities that public elementary schools seek to serve. We believe that
this Act will help to identify children with reading disabilities and dyslexia sooner by using universal
screening, provide additional supports for teachers through professional development, and improve

literacy for our public school students.

Holistic Universal Screening in All Elementary Schools is Key to Helping as Many Children
as Possible

We recommend that universal screening for dyslexia and reading disabilities also include a
parent questionnaire to ensure a complete evaluation of the students screened. Apart from an
academic evaluation to gauge student progress in key reading measures the universal screening
process should also gather information from parents.” Dyslexia is a heritable condition so
gathering information from parents and siblings about their family history of dyslexia is an
important step in differentiating dyslexia from other reading disorders.” Also, a child’s home
environment and environmental factors may have a predictive effect on a child’s ability to read.
Socioeconomic factors like lack of access to books and parents with low literacy could compound an
underlying diagnosis of dyslexia.* Gathering this information from parents at the screening stage
may be critical in helping to differentiate what type of intervention a student may need.

Second, we recommend that all public elementary schools be invited to submit a proposal to
participate in the pilot program. As written, the Act requires OSSE to only invite every DCPS
elementary school to submit a proposal to participate in the pilot program. We urge the Council to

consider allowing all public elementary schools to participate in the pilot program by requiring

OSSE to invite every public elementary school to participate.



This Pilot Supports DCPS’s Existing Investments in Evaluation Tools and Interventions
The District has already made significant investments in evaluation tools and interventions
that are effective and reliable. DCPS students are assessed for foundational reading skills using the
Dynamic Indicator of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) exam at the beginning, middle and end
of each school year in grades K-5." The newest version of the DIBELS instrument is validated,
peer reviewed, and sensitive enough to screen for Dyslexia specifically.™ There are many other
evidence-based and validated screening tools that can be used for PreK- grade 3, and in conjunction
with a parent screener may be able to serve as the pilot screener.™ DCPS has also invested in
evidence-based literacy interventions, including the Wilson Reading System which is appropriate for
students with dyslexia specifically.™ Only 19 DCPS schools have access to this particular literacy
intervention, therefore ensuring that all schools participating in the pilot have access to reading

interventions that can be used to address dyslexia will improve outcomes for students who screen

positively.

Providing Additional Professional Development and Training for Teachers Is Key
Universally screening students for reading disabilities and dyslexia must be followed up with
reading intervention provided by a teacher who has received specific dyslexia and reading disorder
intervention training.™ We support providing in-service training for public school educators
participating in the pilot that is specifically designed to promote evidence-based targeted reading
interventions for all children in the classroom as well as those struggling with reading disabilities and
dyslexia. Jurisdictions like Virginia have instituted a low-cost way to deliver dyslexia and reading

xvi

disability specific training using an online module.™ The online curriculum provides information

about screening and intervention in an easy to access format. This module is an example of baseline



training and instruction for teachers to ensure they can identify children with reading disabilities and
dyslexia and be knowledgeable about available interventions for those children. This Act will create
an opportunity for the District to design its own specialized professional development curriculum

that meets the needs of its teachers with the input of experts, educators and other key stakeholders.

The Act Should Require the Creation of a Task Force

We recommend the Act require OSSE to convene a Task Force to provide
recommendations on the design of the pilot program including a process for universal screening and
intervention, pilot program goals and endpoints, creation and dissemination of dyslexia and reading
disabilities related content for in-service educational curriculum, evaluation and monitoring plan
including collecting baseline data, and scalability.™ The Task Force should be charged with discrete
goals and given a specific timeline to accomplish its work. This will ensure that the pilot may be
implemented as soon as possible. A non-exhaustive list of potential Task Force participants may
include: representatives from OSSE, DCPS Learning and Teaching, Educators, Instructional
Coaches, School Psychologists, General Education Teachers, Special Education Teachers, Special
Education Teachers from Non-Public Schools, Speech Language Pathologists, Parents, and Experts
in Dyslexia and Reading Disorders, Evaluators, and Advocacy Groups. Other jurisdictions have
utilized a Task Force to assist with the development and implementation of dyslexia pilot programs.
Maryland created its Task Force to Create a Dyslexia Pilot Program whose final report gave
guidance on current practices state wide, best practices from other jurisdictions, recommendations
on the structure and implementation of the pilot program.™ We urge the Committee to consider

adding a Task Force to the Act in order to ensure that this pilot program is successfully developed

and implemented.



Conclusion

Early identification of children with dyslexia and reading disabilities creates life changing
opportunities for intervention. Children’s Law Center supports the goals of this Act however we
recommend that the Act require OSSE invite all public elementary schools to submit a proposal to
participate in the pilot program. Also, the universal screening process should be inclusive of the
needs of our local student population and include a parent questionnaire component. We support
the creation of evidenced-based teacher training on dyslexia and reading disorders to help to support
the Districts overall goal of improving literacy. Finally, we urge that the Committee consider the
addition of a Task Force to ensure that the pilot program is developed and implemented using best

practices and with input from key stakeholders. Thank you for the opportunity to testify before you.

! Children’s Law Center fights so every child in DC can grow up with a loving family, good health and a quality education. Judges,
pediatricians and families turn to us to advocate for children who are abused or neglected, who aren’t learning in school, or who have
health problems that can’t be solved by medicine alone. With almost 100 staff and hundreds of pro bono lawyers, we reach 1 out of
every 9 children in DC’s poorest neighborhoods — more than 5,000 children and families each year. And, we multiply this impact by
advocating for city-wide solutions that benefit all children.
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