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mproving literacy outcomes for all children remains a key policy priority in California. Universal 
reading screening is an important step towards addressing persistent gaps and deliver equitable 
support for students who demonstrate reading difficulties. Following the passage of the 2023 
Education Omnibus Budget Trailer Bill and codified by California Education Code § 53008, local 
educational agencies (LEAs) are required to administer universal screening for reading difficulties 
once per year in kindergarten through Grade 2. This policy brief responds to the mandate to adopt 
a reading difficulties risk screener by offering guidance to LEAs on the structures and processes 
needed to reduce implementation challenges. We then outline suggestions for local and state 
policymakers to build capacity and strengthen support to meet the infrastructural demands in 
districts across the state. 
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Introduction

Ensuring that all California students attain reading proficiency has increasingly become a 
policy priority for the state. Research has established how students learn to read and how those 
at risk for reading difficulties, including dyslexia, can be identified and supported.1 In response, 
California has taken steps to embed this evidence in policy by requiring public schools to adopt 
universal screening for reading difficulties in kindergarten through Grade 2.2 This statewide adoption 
gives local educational agencies (LEAs) funding and guidance to strengthen early identification and 
prevention of reading challenges. This brief outlines key considerations for implementing screening 
measures and for translating screening data into effective instructional support.

Key Ideas From California’s Policy on  
Universal Reading Difficulties Risk Screening

California’s adoption of universal reading difficulties risk screening advances literacy policy 
in California by mandating and funding early screening for all public school children  
in Grades K–2 by the 2025–26 school year. Specific highlights from the policy include:

•	 establishing the Reading Difficulties Risk Screener Selection Panel (RDRSSP)  
of experts to evaluate and vote to adopt a list of screening instruments for state 
approval using a review process approved by the State Board of Education 
(California Education Code § 53008(b));

•	 clarifying the definition, use, and research-based criteria of universal screeners for 
appropriate implementation in LEAs, including guidance for multilingual learners 
(MLLs), students receiving special education services, and exemptions;

•	 specifying universal screening as one aspect of a school’s overall approach to 
literacy instruction, assessment and data collection, intervention and support, and 
family communication;

•	 directing funding for LEAs as part of the Literacy Coaches and Reading Specialists 
Education Training (LCRSET) Grant through 2027 to develop literacy programs and 
interventions as well as to hire coaches and reading specialists;

•	 providing additional funding for LCRSET to a selected County Office of Education 
(COE) to develop training for literacy coaches and reading specialists; and

•	 allotting funding to support statewide implementation of evidence-based practices 
and curricula, data use, and professional development.

Together, these provisions mark a significant step towards aligning California’s literacy 
policy with research-based practices for identifying students in need of stronger early 
support for reading and providing evidence-based instruction and intervention.

http://edpolicyinca.org
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Motivation for Universal Reading Difficulties  
Risk Screening in California

California’s adoption of universal reading difficulties risk screening reflects a policy 
response to persistent disparities in literacy achievement across populations in the state. These 
discrepancies necessitate the need for earlier, more equitable, and more effective interventions 
that are culturally and linguistically responsive and are tailored to the diversity across the state. 
The policy aligns with research showing that early identification and support are critical for 
preventing long-term reading difficulties. It is well documented that underdeveloped literacy skills 
affect academic potential, mental health, and overall life outcomes,3 yet reading difficulties are 
widespread. 

Prevalence of Reading Difficulties

National and state data demonstrate the prevalence of students who do not meet  
grade-level literacy standards. Specifically, data in California indicate:4

•	 only 49 percent of all students met or exceeded proficiency in English language 
arts on the 2024–25 California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress 
(CAASPP);

•	 only 44 percent of all third graders and 15 percent of third graders identified as  
English learner (ELs) met or exceeded standards on the 2024–25 CAASPP; and

•	 despite marginal growth after the COVID-19 pandemic, California students’ scores 
remain below prepandemic levels.5

Reading difficulty is a broad term that may denote different conditions with different 
implications. Although universal screening targets only a risk for potential reading difficulties, 
advocates for children and families support screening as an important tool for identifying and 
tailoring proactive support for students who may be diagnosed with persistent word-reading 
disabilities like dyslexia. Diagnosed language-based learning disabilities are common and exist 
worldwide. Facts related to reading disabilities and dyslexia include the following:

•	 One in five children has a learning disability, and 34 percent of students receiving 
special education services in the United States are diagnosed with a specific learning 
disability related to reading, writing, and math.6

•	 Dyslexia, “a severe and persistent difficulty learning to read (and spell) words despite 
adequate opportunity and instruction”7 affects approximately 5–17 percent of children.8 

•	 About 85 percent of children with a learning disability have difficulty with reading and 
language.9 

http://edpolicyinca.org
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Importance of Early Screening

Reading difficulties reflect diverse factors and experiences. While universal screening 
detects the risk of reading difficulties at large, it also serves as a tool for targeting risks for reading 
disabilities such as dyslexia, which often go undetected until third grade, when the window for 
prevention has passed and remediation becomes more challenging.10 Although evidence-based 
intervention and support benefit students across grades, intervention is more effective in earlier 
elementary, such as in first grade, when the brain’s structure is more malleable and responsive.11 
Early remediation can also prevent more severe reading challenges as well as improve academic 
performance, mental health, and overall life outcomes. Furthermore, administering universal 
screenings to all students early in the school year helps identify those in need of targeted 
instructional support as soon as possible. The results not only guide differentiated instruction 
for individual students but also inform broader decisions about curriculum selection, staffing, 
resource allocation, and intervention planning across schools and districts.12 

Considerations for Multilingual Learners

The California system of public education serves the largest multilingual student 
population in the nation, with nearly 20 percent of public school students classified as ELs.13 
Research shows that MLLs develop literacy along trajectories in each of their languages that 
differ from their monolingual peers. Language exposure and proficiency in each language must 
be considered along with the language of instruction when developing screeners. To address 
this, the universal reading difficulties risk screening policy includes provisions for screening MLLs 
so that assessments more accurately capture the academic, cultural, and linguistic profiles of 
students, particularly native Spanish speakers.14 Screeners that are appropriate for MLLs require 
careful implementation and interpretation, with attention to how language development interacts 
with reading ability to ensure accurate identification and support. 

From Policy to Practice:  
How Universal Screening Works in Schools

As the first step in the Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS), universal screening initiates 
a systematic progression of assessment tools, data interpretation, and delivery of targeted 
instruction and intervention.15 

In December 2024, following a lengthy public review process, the RDRSSP approved four 
instruments (see Table 1) according to a detailed rubric approved by the State Board of Education. 
In its evaluation criteria, the RDRSSP emphasized the need for the approved tools to have been 
developed using data from a population representative of Californian primary school students 
as well as the possibility of screening in languages other than English.16 These screeners were 
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approved because the panel found them to (a) have sufficiently sound psychometric properties, 
(b) be brief and simple to administer, and (c) be easily usable by educators. Although the four 
instruments have many similarities, such as the skills they assess and their availability through a 
digital interface, there are some key differences to note: (a) grades and languages for which  
the screener was approved, (b) time required for administration, (c) setting of administration  
(i.e., individual vs. whole class), and (d) cost per student. By this time, most districts or schools  
will have already chosen one or more preferred screening tools.

Table 1. Key Characteristics of the Four State-Approved Universal Reading Screeners

Multitudes mCLASS and  
mCLASS Lectura

Amira Rapid Online 
Assessment of Reading 

(ROAR)

Developer/ 
publisher

Dyslexia Center at the 
University of California, 

San Francisco

Amplify Education, Inc. Amira Learning 
(Imagination Station, 

Inc., DBA Istation)

Stanford University 
Brain Development and 

Education Lab

Grades K–2 K–2 K–2 1–2

Languages English and Spanish English and Spanish English and Spanish English

Mode Digital Digital or  
pencil and paper

Digital or  
pencil and paper

Digital

Grouping One-on-one One-on-one Classroom Classroom

Time 10–13 minutes 3–8 minutes 16–17 minutes 10–13 minutes

Cost per student Free $5.00–$9.00 $4.99–$20.00 Free

Note. Mode, grouping, and time refer to the universal screening component; differences in mode, grouping, and time exist for 
recommended additional or follow-up measures. All information is from the information overview on the California Department of 
Education’s website.

Communicate screening logistics to teachers and families at the beginning of the school year

The bill requires schools to notify families at least 15 school days before commencing 
screening. The communication must be available in multiple languages spoken in the community, 
name the chosen screening instrument, explain the reasoning behind its selection, and mention 
the implications of screening on children’s educational experiences. This must include criteria and 
instructions for student exemption (e.g., ongoing or completed evaluation for reading difficulty, 
diagnosis, or special education eligibility).17 

Administer screeners to all (nonexempt) students at the beginning of the school year

Schools are required to administer the universal screening to all K–2 students once:  
at the beginning of the school year or within 45 days of a new student entering the school.  
For screeners requiring one-on-one administration, schools may either have substitute teachers 
cover while classroom teachers carry out the screening or use designated reading specialists, 
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instructional coaches, or other trained paraprofessionals (e.g., because of capacity or availability 
of resources) to screen students. Schools should account for space, noise, and access,  
so planning for additional areas for individual administration and availability of computers and 
headphones for digital assessments should be considered.

Whenever possible, literacy screeners—particularly those parts assessing language skills—
should be administered in both the language of instruction and the student’s home language(s), 
as reported by their parents upon initial enrollment. This allows educators to distinguish between 
difficulties rooted in English language acquisition (which may present only in English) and those 
stemming from underlying reading challenges (which typically appear across languages). Best 
practice is for screeners to be administered by an assessor fluent in the language of the test to 
ensure accurate pronunciation, student comfort, and valid results.18 

Communicate screening results and next steps (e.g., assessments and follow-up instruction) 
for all students

Schools must provide screening results within 45 school days of administration. These 
reports should be clear about what an “at risk” result means and explain in accessible language 
which skills were assessed as well as, if applicable, which benchmarks or normative comparisons 
were used. It is important to stress that universal screening results are not diagnostic. Rather, 
they are designed to provide a brief overview of whether a student is meeting expectations for 
foundational reading skills and is on track to learn to read well. Schools should also report additional 
considerations and qualifications of the results for MLLs and outline next steps, including planned  
or recommended follow-up assessments, progress monitoring, planned strategies for grade-level 
instruction at school, and resources for families to promote literacy development.19

Conduct follow-up assessments and progress monitoring that align with evidence-based 
instruction and intervention

Educators should continue to implement evidence-based Tier 1 (whole-class) literacy 
instruction that comprehensively addresses the multicomponent skills of reading and adjusts 
methods for intervention and support that align with the needs of students identified with reading 
difficulties. Follow-up diagnostic assessments should be administered to children flagged as “at 
risk” to identify specific areas where they need more support or intervention. Continued progress 
monitoring tracks whether a child is making progress because of the targeted intervention.20 
Evidence-based targeted intervention is explicit, structured, and systematic and provides students 
at risk with repetition, practice, and feedback on reading skills. It can occur in small groups or 
one-on-one.21 Ongoing progress monitoring may also inform whether children need more 
intensive intervention or whether a referral for evaluation is warranted.22 

http://edpolicyinca.org
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Considerations for Using and Interpreting Results of  
Universal Reading Difficulties Risk Screening

In this section, we present some considerations to help educators (a) make sense of the 
screener results and (b) interpret and use them in a fair and valid way. Most importantly, educators 
should be aware of what an “at risk” designation means and what it does not mean.

What does an “at risk” screening result mean?  
Universal screeners predict risk of developing reading difficulties; they do not  
diagnose disabilities.

Generally, screeners are designed to predict students’ risk of developing a general reading 
difficulty, not to identify specific underlying disabilities. While the legislation requires screening for 
“risk of reading difficulties [which is defined as] a barrier that impacts a pupil’s ability to learn to 
read or improve reading abilities, including dyslexia,”23 the specific way in which reading difficulty 
is measured differs from one screener to another. Therefore, educators should be familiar with 
the documentation of their chosen screener in order to draw appropriate conclusions and plan 
next steps. Broadly speaking, when a child is identified as “at risk,” it signals that the student may 
struggle to develop foundational literacy skills without additional support. This classification is an 
indicator—not a diagnosis—and it highlights the need for closer monitoring, further assessment, 
and if appropriate, timely intervention. 

What does universal screening capture and what does it miss?  
Results are binary or categorical indicators, which need to be interpreted alongside 
contextual information. 

Reading is complex and multifaceted, and it requires several underlying foundational skills,24 
spanning both language and literacy abilities, as well as broader cognitive functions. The skills best 
suited for screening also change quickly across K–2, reflecting the rapid development in language 
and literacy that children undergo at this age. This requires different skills to be assessed in the 
different grade levels.25 Therefore, acknowledging the complexity of reading, the policy specifically 
requires the RDRSSP to consider the following domains when making decisions about screeners:

•	 oral language,
•	 phonological and phonemic awareness, 
•	 decoding skills,
•	 knowledge of letter names and letter sounds,
•	 rapid automatized naming,
•	 visual attention,
•	 reading fluency,
•	 vocabulary, and
•	 language comprehension.

http://edpolicyinca.org
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Understandably, for practical and logistical reasons, none of the approved screeners taps 
into all these domains as part of its universal screening protocol (though many have tests of these 
domains as part of their overall offerings). Therefore, universal screening often yields binary results 
(e.g., risk/no risk), sometimes accompanied by percentile ranks or other norms. These results 
are obtained by comparing a student’s performance to established benchmarks or probability 
thresholds. Although this is very useful as a first indicator, it is important to consider students’ 
performance on other foundational reading skills as well as contextual information to get a fuller 
picture of their skills and reduce the number of false positive results. Therefore, it is beneficial 
to supplement the results from universal screening with domain-specific ability measures to 
understand students’ strengths and needs in reading comprehensively as well as to inform 
targeted instruction.26

How “accurate” are universal screeners?  
They tend to overidentify students as “at risk” to make sure no child who truly needs  
support is missed.

Screeners rely on a limited set of tasks—sometimes even a single highly predictive 
indicator of later reading outcomes. While this efficiency allows screening to be conducted 
widely and quickly, it comes at the cost of nuance. As such, universal screeners are designed 
to flag all students in need of additional monitoring and support, not to provide diagnostic 
information about the specific causes of difficulty.27 Consequently, screeners tend to prioritize 
sensitivity—correctly detecting children who really are at risk—over specificity—correctly avoiding 
the overidentification of children who are not at risk. Because the purpose of universal screening 
is to identify all students who may be at risk for reading difficulties as early as possible, some 
degree of overidentification is an expected outcome—that is, some children flagged as “at risk” 
will later be found not to require additional intervention. 

Do universal screeners work equally well for MLLs?  
They yield fair and informative outcomes only when developed and normed with a 
representative sample.

Many screening tools were originally developed and normed on monolingual English 
speakers.28 Tasks designed without attention to linguistic diversity often fail to capture the constructs 
they intend to measure when administered to students from other language backgrounds.29 
And if MLLs are compared to norms derived from samples comprising only monolingual English 
speakers, the results may be misleading.30 Bias can also arise from cultural differences, varying 
levels of English exposure, and unequal access to preliteracy experiences,31 all of which affect the 
validity of screening results. Moreover, reading difficulties may appear differently across languages. 
Therefore, two groups must be distinguished: students with underlying neurodevelopmental 
conditions, such as dyslexia, which affect reading across languages; and students struggling to 
read specifically in English. The latter group may perform poorly due to limited English exposure 
rather than a disability, hence requiring interventions geared at helping them improve their overall 
English language skills as opposed to those targeting specific cognitive skills.32

http://edpolicyinca.org
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California’s screener-approval process sought to address the risk of misidentification 
that arises when MLLs are compared against benchmarks normed only on monolingual English 
speakers. The RDRSSP required that all approved screeners demonstrate reliability and validity 
evidence for the use of their instrument with MLLs, including evidence from diverse norming 
samples and subgroup analyses. This makes California’s set of approved tools stronger for the 
diversity of California’s students than many used nationally. Nevertheless, practitioners should 
remain attentive to the difference between challenges with English language acquisition versus 
reading difficulty for MLLs, using screening results as one piece of evidence, not a stand-alone 
diagnosis. Students’ language exposure, cultural background, and access to literacy experiences 
should be considered when interpreting results. 

Lessons From Universal Screening Efforts in Other States

California is not the first state to adopt early reading screenings; rather, it joins a growing 
wave of states responding to a strong body of research showing that early, universal screening 
can help mitigate the risk of later reading difficulties and enable timely support for students, 
including those who may ultimately be diagnosed with disabilities like dyslexia. This policy 
direction reflects a growing national consensus that preventing reading difficulties early is far 
more effective and efficient than remediating them later.33 As lessons from the wave of reading 
legislation across the country emerge, one common challenge has been the implementation 
needs that arise from reforms in how schools approach screening, identification, curriculum, and 
professional development.34 Research has highlighted several barriers that can hinder effective 
implementation of universal screening requirements, including:35 

•	 time burdens for administering screeners, which reduce instructional time and may 
require substitute coverage;

•	 technical expertise demands, particularly for administering assessments accurately  
to MLLs;

•	 sustained professional development needs to ensure that educators can implement, 
score, and interpret screeners effectively;

•	 locating and training staff to administer assessments in languages other than English; 
and

•	 challenges associated with integrating screening results into existing instruction, 
intervention, and support systems.

Given the diversity of California’s education system and the prioritization of local control, 
implementation of statewide policies may not follow a single model. Nevertheless, these findings 
underscore two interrelated priorities for California: (a) district leaders must design and adapt 
district structures and processes to anticipate and minimize implementation challenges; and  
(b) policymakers at both the regional and the state levels must invest in capacity building  
and provide the support necessary to meet the infrastructural demands of those charged with 
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enacting new policies. District leaders can use the following lessons from universal screening 
efforts in other states to assess current progress of implementation and expand coordination of 
district structures to mitigate potential challenges.

Lesson 1: Identify a central team to lead screening administration

Lessons from research conducted across states show that scaling universal screening 
effectively districtwide requires dedicated technical expertise and coordination.36 This can 
be achieved either by creating a new district-level team focused specifically on screener 
implementation or by broadening the scope of an existing team, such as one focused on 
literacy or assessment, to take responsibility for screener implementation.37 A strong team 
would demonstrate three domains of expertise: (a) robust knowledge of literacy development, 
instruction, and intervention;38 (b) culturally and linguistically responsive and equitable screening 
practices; and (c) strategic planning and systems expertise.39 

To transform policy into action, the team would first evaluate existing district infrastructure 
and processes to support literacy (e.g., assessment, data, instruction, intervention, and 
professional development) using systematic tools like California’s Local Literacy Planning 
Toolkit. Then, the team would provide technical oversight to select and integrate new screening 
measures into existing systems and align ongoing professional development.40 A key role of 
this central team could be identifying ways to ease the capacity strain that often comes with 
introducing new assessments. One way to build capacity is to direct the responsibilities of 
instructional coaches and reading specialists for leading screening processes. Specialists could 
also add value to a schoolwide team, especially in coordinating screening, interpretation, and 
professional development support.41

In cases where schools face continued capacity or funding challenges, a central team 
could provide coaching and guidance to teachers who may need to administer screening in 
classrooms. Districts can think creatively about staffing for screening, involving paraprofessionals 
or school-based tutors with adequate training and support as part of the administration process.42 

An additional option could involve partnering with nearby teacher-preparation programs where 
teacher candidates administer screening as part of a practicum experience. 

Lesson 2: Prioritize targeted, strategic, and ongoing professional development for educators

Both research-based recommendations and early implementation studies converge 
on a central priority: Sustained professional development is critical to the success of universal 
screening policies.43 Educators encounter a high volume of offerings from external providers 
alongside state-sponsored options with varying modes of delivery and opportunities for 
interaction and sustained engagement. While this abundance reflects a diversity of options, it also 
means that individual teachers need to navigate, organize, and participate in these opportunities 
amid competing daily demands. To be more effective, professional learning must move beyond 
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ad hoc participation and be strategically planned, coherent with curriculum and instruction, and 
directly connected to classroom practice. Yet schools often fall short on creating the conditions 
necessary for systematically designed teacher learning. District leaders must create the time and 
conditions to sustain teacher learning and coherent school improvement.44 Lack of adequate 
training risks reducing screening fidelity, such as potential scoring errors that compromise 
accuracy of identification, misinterpretation of screening results, or inappropriate use of data to 
guide instruction and intervention using available curricula and programs.45

Even as schools and districts balance multiple initiatives, it is timely and critical for 
leaders to prioritize districtwide professional development with structured, ongoing training for 
designated staff during the initial rollout and follow up. This may first involve strategic leadership 
from the superintendent and school board as well as partnership with the local teacher’s union to 
proactively cultivate buy-in. Effective professional development is targeted, strategically planned, 
and ongoing, and it reflects the following key pillars46 that schools can use to tailor it for universal 
screening and follow-up instructional support.

•	 Targeted focus: Professional development should teach educators about (a) reading 
development and the multicomponent skills and knowledge (word reading, oral 
language, content knowledge, writing) that underlie it; (b) characteristics of reading 
difficulties like dyslexia; (c) how to approach screening MLLs; (d) the purpose and 
process of administering universal screening; (e) how to differentiate screening from 
diagnostic assessments and progress monitoring; (f) interpretation of results across 
populations; and (g) data-based decision-making for instruction and intervention.

•	 Ongoing, varied opportunities for professional development: Effective professional 
development integrates presentation of content, examples of effective models, active 
practice and collaboration, and instructional coaching. Since many schools may face 
challenges with time constraints and capacity, professional development may include 
asynchronous offerings on reading and screening, such as free modules developed by 
the UC|CSU Collaborative for Neuroscience, Diversity, and Learning; webinars offered 
by the California Department of Education, county offices, or other organizations 
offering research-based information. These asynchronous learning tools ideally would 
be followed by a model demonstration of screening a student, a practice session, and 
coaching. For schools with limited professional development time, it is important to 
prioritize live, active, hands-on learning.

•	 Extended learning with reviewed resources: A 2024 study conducted by the 
Science of Reading Center at State University of New York at New Paltz indicated 
that many teachers seek information about reading from a variety of external sources 
outside their structured professional development.47 Schools that support volunteer 
professional development or have funds for teachers to pursue learning could provide 
stipends for teacher leaders to curate websites of reviewed, context-specific resources 
for other teachers in the school or district community.48

http://edpolicyinca.org
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Lesson 3: Evaluate and strengthen the coherence of existing MTSS that involve in-depth 
assessments, literacy instruction, and intervention

To achieve its intended outcomes, universal screening must be embedded in a coherent, 
well-aligned MTSS, with frequent data collection, strong instructional practices, structured 
interventions, and reliable systems for using data-based decision-making. Recent survey research 
showed that schools that have stronger existing MTSS were more effective in integrating the 
screening measures.49 Guidance from both research and other states recommends not just robust 
annual screenings but ongoing, frequent assessment, data collection, and analysis. For example, 
Massachusetts guides schools to conduct benchmark assessments at the beginning and middle  
of the year, with regular progress monitoring that aligns with both Tier 1 instruction and Tier 2  
and 3 interventions to students showing risk.50  Other research supports administration of 
screening in two phases to reduce potential mistakes (e.g., from human or screener error), where 
everyone is screened initially, followed by a second measure for students who demonstrate risk. 
Students who continue to show difficulties then receive intervention with progress monitoring to 
track whether they are responding to continued support and intervention.51

Universal screening must exist concurrently with high-quality, multicomponent reading 
instruction.52 Equally important, schools need to strengthen their systematic approaches for 
students who need continued Tier 2 and 3 interventions. A multicomponent, structured approach 
to core reading instruction and intervention that includes phonics has continuously been shown 
to be effective. Strategies like higher dosage, repetition of skills, explicit instruction, and smaller 
group size have all been shown to support students who continue to need intervention.53

Finally, schools need to reinforce systems with standardized processes and protocols 
for storing, interpreting, sharing, and using data to make informed decisions about students. 
Strengthening existing systems of support is certainly complex as schools and districts target 
administration of universal screening, coordination of decision-making, and communication 
across the various channels. But coherence and alignment of systems are nevertheless critical to 
ensuring that a new mandate achieves the promised outcomes for all students.54

What Can the State Do to Support Universal Screening  
Implementation and Continuous Improvement?

As the state continues to commit to literacy initiatives and reform, universal literacy 
screeners will play a pivotal role in advancing statewide literacy goals. Yet disparities in district 
capacity threaten consistent implementation. The state must step in to provide infrastructure, 
training, and technical support while building systems to evaluate and continuously improve 
screener use across contexts to ensure that screeners become an equitable, effective tool for 
informing instruction and intervention as well as for strengthening literacy outcomes statewide.

http://edpolicyinca.org
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Address disparities in infrastructure and capacity across districts

While accounting for balancing the Local Control Funding Formula’s emphasis on local 
agency and ownership of decision-making, some centralization of resources for screening 
administration and professional development can be appropriate to ensure that equitable 
guidance is disseminated statewide. Even when funding is allocated, districts may struggle with 
coordinating the administration and interpretation of screeners, particularly when it comes to 
designating sufficient internal capacity to manage the process. Analysis of screening-policy 
implementation from other states shows a variation in school contexts across socioeconomic 
status.55 In cases where schools face significant capacity challenges, public infrastructure from 
COEs and the California Collaborative for Educational Excellence, networked communities, or 
partnerships with external providers may be needed for proactive reinforcement of technical 
leadership and expertise.

The California Statewide System of Support offers various professional development 
opportunities for counties and schools. More importantly, schools would benefit from systematic, 
sequential approaches to teacher learning to facilitate a cohesive and coordinated statewide 
effort to promote literacy outcomes. Instructional coaching, for example, is an area that warrants 
increased statewide coordination and guidance. Instructional coaching is an effective method of 
professional development, as documented by professional development frameworks and causal 
research studies. Yet despite its promise, coaching can yield variable effects across individual 
coaches and programs, especially at scale, because of disparate factors like individual coaching 
effectiveness, coaching expectations and time spent, training, and environmental and contextual 
factors.56 In addressing this variability, other states have invested resources towards increasing 
the fidelity and quality of coaching. For example, Mississippi has developed clear expectations 
of coaches and their relationships with school partners.57 Increased coordinated guidance and 
training must adequately support implementation to meet expectations and maximize continued 
investments (e.g., financial, human resources, infrastructure) in coaching as specified in the 
LCRSET Grant.

Invest in continuous evaluation and alignment of screeners

Results from universal literacy screening will offer valuable insights into how the  
system is effectively promoting literacy for all children; however, the policy does not establish 
mechanisms for the state to gather lessons from the implementation of universal screeners, 
monitor effectiveness across diverse contexts, or adjust strategies over time, representing a  
missed opportunity for continuous improvement. Given the steep investment that the state has 
made in literacy through the universal screening statute, it is vital to establish a systematic, central 
approach to data collection and analysis. Data analysis of specific screeners would assess the 
outcomes, understand each screener’s validity and reliability for the populations that California 
serves, and refine benchmarking. In addition to collecting screening data, the state can partner 
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with researchers to replicate existing studies that evaluate the implementation of screening 
policies and practices58 in order to better understand overall quality and fidelity, potential disparities 
and unintended consequences, and barriers and facilitators within local contexts. Another way to 
understand screening within the broader data system would be to connect results from screeners 
to other cohort-based measures like statewide Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium results 
and Individualized Education Program status (categorized across subsets of the population) to 
track overall literacy performance and assess rates of identification and support. Systematic and 
continuous evaluation will enable the state to track the effectiveness and accuracy of assessments, 
which will require investments appropriate to the tools and resources themselves. 

Conclusion

California’s policy requirement that all districts adopt a literacy screener and annually 
screen all students in kindergarten through second grade is an important step that promises 
to improve literacy outcomes for many students. To achieve this goal, districts need to 
administer screeners well and effectively interpret them across populations as well as use the 
data to plan instruction and intervention. This will require substantial time for leading the initial 
implementation and scaling the initiative across California’s diverse classrooms. Both educators 
and families will need to develop an understanding of the screeners. Programmatically, reading 
instruction will need to be reviewed broadly and potentially revised to ensure that students who 
are struggling do receive the help they need as part of Tier 1 instruction or through additional 
targeted support. With all the other requirements that districts face as well as the knowledge and 
skills needed for strong implementation, it will be important to document and follow how districts 
implement screener requirements. This data collection will allow the state to track how districts 
use the resources allocated and whether better reading outcomes across the state are achieved. 

Given the extent and significance of the investment in both time and money, the stakes are 
high. California would be well served to dedicate resources to a rigorous evaluation. Systematic, 
timely data collection could help identify best practices and recommend improvements during 
the initial years of implementation as well as assess outcomes for districts to continue to build 
their capacity.
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