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Outline 

1. Review the language and literacy skills that are predictive of skilled reading; discuss 

special considerations for bilinguals (20 mins) 

2. Describe possible follow-up measures and summary data (30 mins) 

3. Putting it all together (15 mins) 

4. Questions and disuccion (10 mins) 
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dyslexia x ELs 



 

  
   

 

  

                                

Scarborough’s Rope 

Individual strands of 
rope represent the 
skills that 

(a) develop in 
early 
childhood 

(b) Are predictive 
of reading 
success vs. 
difficulty 

PreK 3rd grade 
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… and predict how well kids 
will READ in 3rd grade! 

Scarborough’ ope 
We can measure THESE 

SKILLS in kindergarten… 

Individual strands of 
rope represent the 
skills that 

(a) develop in 
early 
childhood 

(b) Are predictive 
of reading 
success vs. 
difficulty 

PreK 3rd grade 



 

 

  
 

 

Reading dis-ability 

Two broad types of 
skills: 

1. Language-based 
skills 

2. Code-based     
skills 

Struggle with 
letter-sound 

correspondence 
(dyslexia) 

Struggle with 
comprehension 
(language disorder) 



   

      
       

     
       

       
 

     
  

 

         
                                         

                                            

Dyslexia 

From Ohio (ORC 3323.25): 

“A specific learning disorder that is 
neurological in origin and that is characterized 
by unexpected difficulties with accurate or 
fluent word recognition and by poor spelling 
and decoding abilities not consistent with the 
person’s intelligence, motivation, and sensory 
capabilities, which difficulties typically result 
from a deficit in the phonological component 
of language.” 

~ 15% prevalence; 

~ 3 kids in a class of 20 students 

(IDA, 2012; Odegard et al., 2020) 



     

  

    
 

 
 

 

       
 
        

    
      

  

    

Characteristics of Tier 1 Dyslexia Screening 

• Administered in English 

• Focus on early code-based literacy skills 
• Phonemic awareness 
• Letter naming 
• Letter-sound correspondence 
• Real and non-word reading 

• These are skills that require explicit and 
systematic instruction 

o i.e., just being around text is not enough for most child
to learn to read 

o Reading is a relatively new human skill 

• Heavily experience-dependent 

From Ohio’s Dyslexia Guidebook, p. 26 



 WHAT ABOUT ENGLISH 
LEARNERS? 



      
  

   

    
  

      
   

        
    

English Learners in Ohio 

English Learners in Ohio are identified
using 2-step process: 

Step 1: Language Usage Survey 

Step 2: Ohio English Language
Proficiency Screener (OELPS) 

Ohio public schools serve over 80,000
students who are ELs 

Less than 2% of Ohio’s ELs are on IEPs for 
Specific Learning Disability or
Speech/Language 



     

  

    
 

 

 

       
 
       

  
      

  

    

Characteristics of Tier 1 Dyslexia Screening 

• Administered in English 

• Focus on early code-based literacy skills 
• Phonemic awareness 
• Letter naming 
• Letter-sound correspondence 
• Real and non-word reading 

• These are skills that require explicit and 
systematic instruction 

o i.e., just being around text is not enough for most child 
to learn to read 

o Reading is a relatively new human skill 

• Heavily experience-dependent 

From Ohio’s Dyslexia Guidebook, p. 26 



 

   

    

    

      

  
    

   

    

    

Let’s reflect… 

M d i C 

s a P k 

V r T o 

Why might these test items be 
difficult for ELs? 

Heavily influenced by: 
o Language exposure (Farver et al., 2013) 

o Classroom instruction (Galloway & Lesaux, 2017) 

o Home environment (Samuelsson et al., 2005) 

o Socioeconomic status (Bojczyk et al., 2019) 



 

          

            

                

 
     

   

Let’s reflect… 

M d i C 

s a P k 

V r T o 

Beingmultilingual doesNOT put you atgreater risk fordyslexia! 



      
    

      
      

      

ELs x Literacy 

• ELs’ language- and code-based skills will be divided across 
their languages—but often not in a balanced way! 

Science-related vocabulary may be stronger in English; 
Home-related vocabulary may be stronger in Spanish. 

Letter names may be stronger in English; 
Phonological awareness may be stronger in Spanish. 



   Scarborough’s Rope with bilinguals 

English Spanish 



         
 

    
    

    
      

  

       
  

 
    

 
 

        
    

    
  

ELs x Disability 

• ELs are NOT more likely (or less likely!) to have a
neurodevelopmental disorder than a monolingual
child 

• Socioeconomic (low SES, low parental
education) and geopolitical factors
(limited access to formal education, 
limited support) that often co-exist with
EL status may influence test performance 

• If a multilingual student has a disorder, that
disorder will be present in all the languages the
student uses 

• However, it may manifest differently
depending on the characteristics of the
two languages 

• Reducing the number of languages a student is
exposed to will NOT cure their disability 

SourcE: fMRI images published in Peyrin et al. 
(2011) in Brain Lang. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0093934X10001264?casa_token=yFhMY816DzgAAAAA:9EaZ3bEJLUpUqWeARN21yPeEvgQ9KaxJ39G3th-3WtPSt1rqKb_OKBIJr6DihnMzBvhHf7B2v0A


                                                                              

          
     

   
   

  
  

  
   

  
 

     
  

    
    

  

   
  
   

 
 

 

  
   
    

  
  
   

Accurate identification Over-identification

Dyslexia in ELs 
Being exposed to more than one language should not impact the prevalence of dyslexia 

o But…what do we see in practice? 

0.3% of ELs in 
Ohio are on IEPs 
for specific 
learning disability 
and 1.7% of ELs in 
Ohio are on IEPs 
for speech and 
language 

(Source: U.S. Department of 
Education, EDFacts Data 
Warehouse (EDW): “IDEA Part 
B Child Count and Educational 
Environments Collection,” 
2020-21) 

Ideally, 15% of ELs 
in Ohio who 
struggle to learn to 
read would be 
accurately 
diagnosed with 
dyslexia 

Our preliminary 
data shows that 
88% of the ~150 
ELs we tested in 
Ohio scored “at 
risk” on Tier 1 
screeners 

Under-identification 
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Tier 1 Screening Results 

Data collected in Fall/Winter 2023-24 

2 public school districts in OH 
ELs in grades K-3rd 

The red line signifies the cut point for reading risk 

>80% of ELs scored in the “at risk” range 



   

  

  
 

 
 

  
 

   

    

        

       

Tier 1 Screening Results 

• Data collected in Fall/Winter 2023-24 

• 2 public school districts in OH 

• ELs in grades K-3rd 

• The red line signifies the cut point for reading 

risk 

• >80% of ELs scored in the “at risk” range 

Our challenge is: 

How can we 
disentangle which 
of the at-risk 
children actually 
have dyslexia versus 
which have been 
over-identified? 



 

Strategies for 
disentangling dyslexia 

within language 
difference 



STEP 1: 
Gather information about language and literacy opportunities

• When was the student first exposed to English?
• What language(s) does the student currently hear in their 

environment?
• How much of each?

• How much literacy instruction has the student received in English? 
• Was that instruction scaffolded so that the student could access 

it?
• How much literacy instruction has the student had in their home 

language?
• What opportunities for literacy are there in the home? 

• Home inventory of books, media, etc.
• What do I know about mom/dad’s level of formal education? Free online, research-backed questionnaires in English and Spanish via Developing Language 

and Literacy Lab (DLL-Lab) Hammer et al., 2015. 

https://www.tc.columbia.edu/dll-lab/cecer/ 

https://www.tc.columbia.edu/dll-lab/cecer/


Steps:

1. Gather information about language and literacy-learning 
opportunities

2. Consider student’s reading skills in the home language
3. Consider the code-based skills that underlie reading
4. Consider the language-based skills that underlie reading



STEPS 2-4: 
Consider which follow-up assessments to administer

English Spanish



STEP 2: 
Consider students’ reading skills in the home language

Students completed a self-administered computer-adaptive test that measures early decoding 
skills in Spanish.

“¿Qué letra dice /t/ como taco?

The correct response is T.

”Encuentra la silába que dice /de/ como in la 
palabra dedo? 

The correct response is de.



Diagnostic Assessment Histograms
N
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Score on test

10075

Test says: TYPICAL

Test says: DISABILITY

85

Sensitivity = 100% 
The percentage of children with a 
disability that the test accurately 
identifies as having a disability

Specificity = 100% 
The percentage of children with TD that 
the test accurately identifies as having 
TD

cut-score

75-85%15-25%



Results: Spanish Decoding 

We have to interpret these 
findings in light of the child’s 
language and literacy history.

Why might EL students 
without dyslexia score poorly 
on tests of Spanish decoding?

Mean  = .39 
Mode  = 0
% below -1 SD = 53% 



STEP 3: 
Consider the code-based skills that underlie decoding

English Spanish



3a. Sound Matching

Sound matching measures the ability to 
match initial and final sounds

“Which of these picture words starts with the /s/ 
sound like sock: sun or bear?” 

The correct response is sun.

“¿Qué palabra empieza con el sonido /s/ como 
sofa: siete o ratón? 

The correct response is siete.



English Sound Matching

Mean  = 24 
Mode  = 19
% below -1 SD = 63% 



Spanish Sound Matching

Mean  = 44 
Mode  = 45
% below -1 SD = 26% 



Interpret ELs’ scores cross-linguistically

• “Best Language” approach

• Look at child’s score in English and their score in home language

• Is the student capable of completing the task in any language?

Yes No
ü I am less worried about a 

neurodevelopmental phonological 
deficit

Continue to consider reasons why they 
may not have scored WNL:

q Unfamiliar with PA tasks in either 
language

q Other reason
q Dyslexia



BEST LANGUAGE analysis
CHILD A - English CHILD B - English

Score: 1 / 10 Score: 0 / 10



BEST LANGUAGE analysis
CHILD A - Spanish CHILD B - Spanish

Score: 2 / 10 Score: 9 / 10



Best Language Sound Matching

Mean  = 45 
Mode  = 45
% below -1 SD = 25% 



3b. Blending Words

Blending Words measures the ability to synthesize sounds to form 
words. 

“¿Qué palabra se forma con estos sonidos?”

    dul     ce

Correct response: dulce

“What word do these sounds make?”

 cow    boy

Correct response: cowboy



English Blending Words

Mean  = 31 
Mode  = 0
% below -1 SD = 54% 



Spanish Blending Words

Mean  = 37 
Mode  = 55
% below -1 SD = 50% 



Best Language Blending Words

Mean  = 46 
Mode  = 63
% below -1 SD = 25% 



3c. Elision

Elision measures the ability to remove phonological segments from spoken words to 
form other words.

“Say toothbrush.” 

“Now say toothbrush without saying tooth.”  

The correct response is brush.

“Di saltamontes.” 

“Ahora di saltamontes sin decir salta”.

The correct response is montes.



English Elision

Mean  = 13 
Mode  = 0
% below -1 SD = NA



Spanish Elision

Mean  = 15 
Mode  = 0
% below -1 SD = NA



“Best Language” Elision

Mean  = 18
Mode  = 0
% below -1 SD = NA



3d. Nonword Repetition

Nonword repetition measures the ability to repeat nonwords that 
range in length from 3 to 15 sounds.

“Quiero que escuches algunas palabras inventadas. 
Después de escucharlas quiero que las repitas tal y

como las oigas.”

Recording plays: dalán

“I want you to listen to some made-up words. After 
you hear each made-up word, I want you to say it 
exactly as you heard it and as clearly as you can.” 

Recording plays: ballop



English Nonword Repetition

Mean  = 20 
Mode  = 0
% below -1 SD = 72%



Spanish Nonword Repetition

Mean  = 39 
Mode  = 56
% below -1 SD = 25%



“Best Language” Nonword Repetition

Mean  = 39 
Mode  = 56
% below -1 SD = 25%



Phonological Awareness Takeaways!

• Phonological awareness is predictive of reading because it shows that kids are 
tuning in to the sounds of language which they will eventually need to map onto 
letters to decode

• For diagnostic purposes, we are less concerned about which language the child 
can perform the skill in --- rather, we care that they are capable of performing it 
in any language! 

• Not all PA measures are the same! 
• Elision is difficult in both languages – maybe not be the best choice for young learners
• Sound matching and blending words are good candidates
• Nonword repetition is less directly related to reading, but can tell us about underlying ability 



Go back to the Science of Reading…

Struggle with 
letter-sound 

correspondence
(dyslexia)

Lot of overlap in language and reading 
difficulties: 

Among children with IEPs for language:
ü 80% scored below average on 

standardized reading assessments
ü 51% fit diagnostic criteria for 

dyslexia

Among children with IEPs for reading: 
ü 90% scored below average on 

standardized language assessments
ü 55% fit diagnostic criteria for 

language disorder

 

Struggle with 
comprehension
(language disorder)

Struggle with 
comprehension

+

decoding



STEP 4: 
Consider the language strands of the rope

• Experience-expectant

• Typically-developing children are 
evolutionarily programmed to acquire 
language by being exposed to speakers of that 
language

• We can explicitly teach vocabulary, sentence 
frames, etc. to speed up acquisition 
(especially true for emerging bilinguals!)

• If a child can not use the language(s) in their 
environment, it’s a strong indicator of a 
neurodevelopmental disability



Bilingual English Spanish Oral Screener (BESOS)

“Everyday these dogs drink water. This dog 
does it, too. What does he do everyday? 
Everyday the dog…”

Correct response: drinks water

“What is different about these 
pants?”

Correct response: Some are 
short and some are long; 
different lengths/sizes

Morphosyntax / Grammar:Semantics:



English Semantics

Mean  = 75
Mode  = 41
% below 80 = 60% 



Spanish Semantics

Mean  = 80
Mode  = 41
% below 80 = 52% 



“Best Language” Semantics

Mean  = 92
Mode  = 84
% below 80 = 23% 



English Grammar

Mean  = 65
Mode  = 41
% below 80 = 81% 



Spanish Grammar

Mean  = 62
Mode  = 41
% below 80 = 87% 



“Best Language” Grammar

Mean  = 82
Mode  = 93
% below 80 = 46% 



Putting it all together



Converging evidence approach

We re-classified ELs at “at 
risk” if they scored low 
on 4 of 5 follow-up 
measures in both of their 
languages

(i.e., students could not 
perform tasks in either 
language)



Converging evidence approach

We re-classified ELs at “at 
risk” if they scored low 
on 4 of 5 follow-up 
measures in both of their 
languages

(i.e., students could not 
perform tasks in either 
language)



Big takeaways



Caution interpreting code-based skills:

Consider the 
home

• What is the home language environment?
• What home literacy activities does the family engage in (and in what languages)? 

Consider the 
school

• Does the child have enough English knowledge to access classroom instruction? 
• Is the assessment sensitive enough to capture emerging skills that are still in process of 

developing / solidifying?

Consider a 
disorder

• Does the child have typically-developing language skills in both langauges?
• Could the child have a neurodevelopmental disorder, like dyslexia?



Main takeaways

Consider the child’s 
language and literacy-
learning opportunities

01
Consider the child’s 
exposure to explicit and 
systematic teaching of the 
skill (and in what language)
• Spanish decoding may not tell us 

everything, either

02
Expand to the language 
strands of the rope! And 
consider the child’s entire 
linguistic repertoire --- 
English only gives us part of 
what they can do!

03



Questions? Comments? Thoughts?



Thank you! 

PrattAT@uc.edu

twitter: @PRATTAS




