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How Do We Improve 
The Language and 
Literacy of Millions of 
Children?
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Diagnostic Assessments for 
DLD and Dyslexia

SYSTEM-WIDE Valid 
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Progress Monitoring of 
Decoding and Academic 
Language

SYSTEM-WIDE Explicit, 
Systematic Academic 
Language Instruction and 
Intervention
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“Dyslexia is a specific learning disability that is neurobiological in 
origin. It is characterized by difficulties with accurate and/or fluent 
word recognition and by poor spelling and decoding abilities.”
–International Dyslexia Association

What is dyslexia?

“Dyslexia is a neurodevelopmental disorder that primarily affects the 
development of literacy skills, especially reading and spelling. It is 
characterized by difficulties with phonological processing and fluent word 
recognition, and exists on a continuum of severity.”
-Snowling, Hulme, & Nation (2024)

Polygenic
-Gialluisi, A., Newbury, D. F., & 
Wilcutt, E. G. (2021)



Are Dyslexia Screeners Accurate?

Sensitivity: The percent of 
people with the disorder who 
are correctly identified as 
having the disorder.

Specificity: The percent of 
people without the disorder 
who are correctly identified 
as not having the disorder.



Are Dyslexia Screeners Accurate?

“Shaywitz Dyslexia Screen (SDS) and 
Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy 
Skills Next (DIBELS Next) were compared for 
115 K-3 students with specific reading 
deficits using the Phonological Awareness 
Composite of the Comprehensive Test of 
Phonological Processing as the criterion.”

“Results suggested that the decision 
accuracy for DIBELS Next (78%) was better 
than SDS (45%), and both sensitivity (DIBELS 
Next = 90%, SDS = 35%) and positive post-
test probability (DIBELS Next = 71%, SDS = 
42%) favored DIBELS Next.”

Next = 90%, SDS = 35%) and positive post-
test probability (DIBELS Next = 71%, SDS = 
42%) favored DIBELS Next.”

…Specificity of 56% for the SDS and 66% for 
DIBELS Next.Burns et al. (2022)



Are Dyslexia Screeners Accurate?

Phonemic Awareness: 
•80% sensitivity
•32% Specificity

Letter Naming:
•80% sensitivity
•41% specificity

“…screening instruments 
designed to identify 
children at risk for reading 
disabilities continue to 
have limited predictive validity.”N = 1,991 children

Grade level at screening: Kindergarten



Assessment 
Bias
Sensitivity and specificity is 
often lower for culturally and 
linguistically diverse students

• High potential for Content and 
Linguistic Bias

• Assessment in L1 does not 
guarantee valid results

• Static assessment cannot 
control for cultural, linguistic, 
and historical factors



Are Dyslexia Screeners Accurate for Culturally and 
Linguistically Diverse Children? 

-600 kindergarten students 
followed longitudinally to end 
of first grade, 300 followed to 
the end of fifth grade.

-50% Hispanic (primarily) 
Multilingual Students:
-Petersen, Gragg, & Spencer 2015



“Developmental Language Disorder (DLD) is a neurodevelopmental 
condition characterized by significant and persistent difficulties with 
language comprehension and/or expression that are not explained by 
other biomedical conditions such as autism spectrum disorder, hearing 
impairment, intellectual disability, or neurological damage. These 
difficulties impact daily communication and learning and typically 
persist across the lifespan."
-Bishop, D. V. M., Snowling, M. J., Thompson, P. A., Greenhalgh, T., & the CATALISE consortium. (2017)

What is developmental language disorder (DLD)? 

“People with DLD have significant difficulty learning, understanding, 
and using spoken language.” 
-McGregor (2020)

Polygenic
-Bishop, D. V. M. (2006)



Are Current DLD Screeners Accurate?



Test Accuracy When Administered to Diverse Students



Are Static Dyslexia and DLD Screeners 
Accurate When Administered to Young Children?

Are Static Dyslexia and DLD Screeners Accurate When 
Administered to Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Students?

The results from most currently available static screeners cannot be 
validly interpreted when administered to culturally and linguistically 

diverse students.



Dynamic Assessment





DYMOND 
Subtests 

Administration 
Time

Diagnosis/Screening
• Dynamic Assessment of Narrative Discourse (DAND)

• 6-8 minutes

• Dynamic Assessment of Decoding (DAD)

• 5-7 minutes

Identifying Strengths, Weaknesses and 
Informing Instruction
• Dynamic Assessment of Inferential Word Learning (DAIWL)

• 2 minutes

• Rapid Automatized Naming (RAN)

• 2 minutes



1454 typically developing children tested in 80 sites across 36 U.S. states



359 (24.7%) of the 
DYMOND normative 
sample included 
multilingual children. 

Children who received 
a score of 1 on the 
WIDA assessment 
(WIDA, 2020) were still 
eligible to be included 
in the normative 
sample. 



It is the test developers’ responsibility to 
adequately make the case that the test can be used 

for its intended purposes (validity)

Purpose 1 and 2 of the DYMOND: Identifying Language Learning 
Disorder and Decoding Learning Disorder

The Results of the DYMOND can be inferred to indicate a probable 
language learning disorder and decoding learning disorder for the 
majority of children across the U.S., including those who are culturally 
and linguistically diverse
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Progress 
Monitoring

Learn more at www.LanguageDynamicsGroup.com or email INFO@LanguageDynamicsGroup.com
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What is 
currently being 
done at Tier-1 
for language 
instruction?



Science

Faulty 
Beliefs

Word recognition should be prioritized in 
early grades, then when decoding is 
established, prioritize comprehension.

X

Instruction to promote reading 
comprehension requires text.X

Language is acquired naturally so explicit 
instruction is not necessary. X



Faulty 
Beliefs

Science

LITERACY FOR ALL



Spoken language   |   Unconstrained   |   Essential & Ongoing Foundation   |   Enables ALL Aspects of Literacy  

Pivotal = of critical importance at 
a specific point of development 
or transition; enable progress 
from one stage to another.

Although constrained to a brief 
timeframe, code skills are 
instrumental in helping children 
make the transition from spoken 
to written language.
 
With pivotal code skills, children 
learn how speech maps onto 
print.

PA, AK, Decoding, & Fluency 
are PIVOTAL skills 

Written Language   |   Reciprocity Develops for Spoken & Written Language

Print concepts, phonological 
awareness, phonics, and fluency are 

foundational literacy skills.

Myth

1





“Early language skills are 
foundational—not just 

consequential—to later 
reading comprehension.”

--Dickinson, McCabe, & Essex, 2006



Strong early spoken language skills…

•Support the development 
of decoding 
(Tunmer & Chapman, 2012; 
Lonigan et al., 2000; Nation & 
Snowling, 2004)

•Prevent later reading 
comprehension failure 
(Catts et al., 2006; Justice et 
al., 2005)

Additional Evidence 



Word recognition should be prioritized 
in early grades, then when decoding is 
established, prioritize comprehension.



Conversation – Low Complexity

Narrative – Moderate Complexity

Expository – High Complexity

Conversation – 
Low Complexity

Expository – 
High Complexity

SPOKEN LANGUAGE WRITTEN LANGUAGE

SPOKEN LANGUAGE WRITTEN LANGUAGE

MODALITY

R
EG

IS
TE

RS

Registers of 
language matter 

more for 
complexity than 

modality of 
language. 

Spoken language is less complex 
than written language.

Myth

2







Incidental Word Learning  = Storytelling  >  Adult Reading Aloud  >  Student Reading to Self
--Suggate et al., 2013

Yah, but…what about read alouds?
Reading aloud helps 

students HEAR complex 
language

…but even in good 
dialogue students’ USE 
of complex language is 
low



KINDERGARTEN
INTERVENTION 
RESEARCH



Instruction to promote reading 
comprehension requires text.



“Comprehension-building 
interventions may be most beneficial 
when presented in a format that does 

not require extensive other skills 
such as decoding.”

--Van den Broek, Kendeou, Lousberg, & Visser, 2011 





Conversation – Low Complexity

Narrative – Moderate Complexity

Expository – High Complexity

Conversation – 
Low Complexity

Expository – 
High Complexity

SPOKEN LANGUAGE WRITTEN LANGUAGE

SPOKEN LANGUAGE WRITTEN LANGUAGE

MODALITY

R
EG

IS
TE

RS

Registers of 
language matter 

more for 
complexity than 

modality of 
language. 

Structured literacy only applies to 
word recognition.

Myth

3





Language is acquired naturally so explicit 
instruction is not necessary. 







Structured Literacy is NOT just for Phonics

Structured Literacy Instruction: It’s Not Just Phonics
“One of the biggest misconceptions surrounding the science of reading is that 
it is centered around phonics. While phonics is a huge component of reading—
and it is one that is taught through Structured Literacy—it is just one of many 
elements that teachers must consider when working with students. Also, it 
isn’t just about what skills educators should be teaching, but specifically how 
to teach those skills—which is where Structured Literacy comes in.”
-Lexia



Importance of Language

Children’s oral language 
competence is strongly 
predictive of their facility in 
learning to read and write… 
listening and speaking 
vocabulary and even 
mastery of syntax set 
boundaries as to what 
children can read and 
understand no matter how 
well they can decode. 

(CCSS; Appendix A, pg. 26)

“

”



Language is Language

Oral language isn’t 
RELATED to written 
language. 

Oral language doesn’t 
CORRELATE with written 
language. 

Language is Language



Academic Language:
Language used in school to help students acquire 
and use knowledge

• Adverbs and Adjectives

• Temporal Subordinate Clauses

• Relative Subordinate Clauses

• Mental and Linguistic Verbs

• Dialogue

• Tier-2 Vocabulary



“A crystal blowing of sand touched the exposed portions of his face, bringing the scent of 
the pre-spice mass. ‘El Sayal, the rain of sand that brings the morning,’ he said.
He looked out across the gray light of the desert landscape, the landscape beyond pity, the 
sand that was form absorbed in itself. Dry lighting streaked a dark corner to the south – sign 
that a storm had built up its static charge there. The roll of thunder boomed long after.
‘The voice that beautifies the land,” Chani said. […] The troop’s watermaster began the 
morning chanty, adding to it now the call for the rite to initiate a sandrider…”
 -Frank Herbert

How is Comprehension Measured in 
the Real World?



65

Narratives are causally related 
events told or retold in 

temporal order



Narrative Language
Considered a bridge between 

oral language and written language

Personally-relevant

Culturally-relevant

Academically-relevant



Story Grammar
• Story Grammar: 

– Setting
– Initiating Event (e.g., Problem)
– Internal Response (Feeling)
– Plan/Attempt (Goal Directed Action)
– Consequence
– Resolution (Ending)
– Reaction (End Feeling)

• Minimally Complete Episode
– Initiating Event
– Attempt
– Consequence

• Stein & Glenn (1979) story 
grammar is reinforced and 
tested in schools



Chapter 1: The Riddle House
J.K. Rowling



Academic Language

The storyteller must create a context for the 
listener almost exclusively through the use 

of sophisticated, complex language.



Academic 
Language

Language used in 
school to help 
students acquire and 
use knowledge

• Text structures
• Complex syntax
• Vocabulary
• Inferencing



Academic 
Language

• Adverbs (e.g., quickly)

• Temporal subordination (e.g., When he was 
walking…)

• Causal subordination (e.g., I was frighten 
because the dog was chasing me.)

• Elaborated noun phrases (e.g., The enormous 
dog that was scary)

• Mental & linguistic verbs (e.g., decided, 
considered)

• Conjunctions (e.g., and, but)

• Dialogue (e.g., He hollered, “I need some 
help!”)



Spoken language can be 
AS COMPLEX AS
written language

Spoken language skills are 
THE FOUNDATIONAL

literacy skills

IF…



80-95% of low SES students need more 
(and better) language instruction than 

they are receiving

Strong early spoken language skills help 
students DEVELOP decoding skills and 

PREVENT later comprehension problems

AND…



We should prioritize 
TEACHING SPOKEN 

LANGUAGE SKILLS VIA 
NON-READING 

APPROACHES…

THEN…



…in early grades alongside 
teaching pivotal code 

skills…because spoken 
language instruction is 

GOOD FOR ALL STUDENTS 
and ESSENTIAL FOR SOME.



We can do it with
STRUCTURED LITERACY!

AND…



Part 3
UNRAVELING 
THE WHAT



UNRAVELING THE LANGUAGE COMPREHENSION STRANDS OF THE READING ROPE





SUPERPOWERS

These 
dimensions 
of language 

have 
patterns!

Not unlike….
CVC

CCVC
CVCC
CVCV

etc.

“Repeated exposure to the same patterns builds neural networks.”
--Bruce Perry (Aug. 6, 2025)



UNPACKING 
THE HOW



Explicit
Direct and clear, leaving little to 
chance or assumption.
Concepts and skills are taught 
clearly and directly, rather than 
being "discovered" by students.
Teachers model skills, explain 
rules, and provide guided 
practice.



Explicit
For example, instead of 
assuming students will infer the 
patterns in words, sentences, and 
discourse, they are shown to 
students and made concrete. 
For example, students are 
explained multiple meaning word, 
figurative language, and 
morphologically complex words, 
as well as provided multiple 
opportunities to use them.



Systematic / Cumulative
Instruction that follows a planned 
sequence that builds from simple 
to more complex skills in a logical 
progression.
Instruction that continuously builds 
on previously learned material, with 
frequent review and integration of 
old and new content.
Lessons are designed to reinforce 
and integrate previously learned 
skills.
New learning is connected to and 
layered on top of what has already 
been taught.



Systematic / Cumulative
For example, the curriculum 
begins with easier skills like 
retelling brief stories and 
paragraphs, and progresses to 
generating fictional stories, and 
eventually expository content.
For example, previously learned 
targets like specific words or 
complex sentence patterns show 
up in subsequent lessons.



Diagnostic
Instruction that is responsive to 
individual student performance, 
using data from continuous 
assessment to inform teaching.
Teachers frequently monitor 
progress and adjust instruction 
based on students’ specific needs.
Errors are analyzed to determine 
instructional next steps.
Teacher adjust the difficulty or 
complexity of a prompted sentence 
depending on a student’s 
expressive proficiency. 



Diagnostic
For example, the teacher 
adjusts the difficulty or 
complexity of a prompted 
sentence depending on a 
student’s expressive proficiency. 
For example, teacher puts three 
students who are showing slower 
progress in a small group 
instructional arrangement to 
increase their opportunities to 
respond with more teacher 
direction.







Features of Structured Literacy for Language Comprehension

Frequent Student Responding: Do 
lessons ensure students are responding 
frequently?

Direct Teaching: Do lessons ensure 
concepts and targets are taught directly 
and deliberately involving modeling, 
explanations, and practice?

Specific and Comprehensive: Does the 
program specifically target all of the 
language comprehension strands in an 
integrated and interleaving manner?

Clear Language: Do lessons clearly 
specify what the teacher should say/do 
and what the students should say/do?

Corrective Feedback: Do lessons include 
guidance on how to deliver immediate 
corrections that result in correct student 
responses?

Focused and Efficient: Do lessons have a 
clear focus and introduce new targets 
gradually? Do lessons facilitate a brisk 
instructional pace?

I Do, We Do, You Do: Do lessons provide for 
sufficient guided and independent practice 
of new material across activities or 
exercises?

Within Lesson Sequence: Do lessons have 
a logical, intentional, and systematic 
sequence of related and meaningful 
activities?

Across Lesson Sequence: Do lessons 
follow a planned sequence that builds from 
simple to complex skills and reviews 
previous targets?

Contextualized: Do lessons ensure 
targets are practiced within 
meaningful communication contexts 
that reflect academic complexity?

Differentiation: Do lessons include 
guidance for accommodating diverse 
language needs?

Progress Monitoring: Do lessons allow for 
informal monitoring of learning? Is there an 
assessment tool that is aligned with the 
program?

EXPLICIT SYSTEMATIC/
CUMULATIVE DIAGNOSTIC





https://languagedynamicsgroup.com/resources/

Free to download!



Areas where the 
curriculum falls 

short become the 
burden for the 
educators to 

deliver!



STORY
CHAMPS
Instructional
Tools

Coming 
Soon!





1. Stories
2. Visuals
3. Teaching

✓ Fluid
✓ Aligned
✓ Layered



Carefully 
constructed 
personal-themed 
stories



Carefully constructed 
expository passages



INDIVIDUAL RETELL
Individual children take turns retelling the story

After each one, summarize the whole story

MODEL STORY
Read the story

Name the parts of the story

TEAM RETELL
Each child tells one part of the story

Summarize the whole story

Strategic 
Use of 
Visual 

Supports 
that are 
Faded 

Quickly

WHOLE

PART

PART

WHOLE

WHOLE

Fading begins



FADE WITHIN SESSION

2

1

3

RETELL WITH 
PICTURES & ICONS

RETELL WITH ICONS

RETELL WITHOUT 
VISUAL SUPPORTS

NO VISUALS
resembles natural environment conditions



FADE WITHIN SESSION



KINDERGARTEN
INTERVENTION 
RESEARCH
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12

14

16

18

Narrative Retell Expository

Story Champs
(Structured Literacy)
Shared Storybook

Control

Retell

p = <.01

Effects of Story Champs on Kindergarten 
Narrative and Expository Outcomes

Petersen et al. (2024)

KINDERGARTEN
INTERVENTION 
RESEARCH

Second grade benchmark expectation



High Risk

!

Advanced 
Control

CUBED-3 Scores were Significantly 
Different at PRETEST

Kindergarten
4.76 (3.87)

Kindergarten
16.62 (1.72)

p<.001

KINDERGARTEN
INTERVENTION 

NEW DATA



High Risk

!

Advanced 
Control

No Significant Difference at End of 
Fourth Grade on Reading Comprehension

Fourth Grade
1394.88 (35.90)

Fourth Grade
1393.23 (44.40)

p=.90

KINDERGARTEN
INTERVENTION 

NEW DATA



WRITING
RESEARCH

ES > 0.25 are 
educationally 
meaningful

d = 1.24 RC
d = 1.69 WR

Mean g = 2.23



Multi-Tiered
Intervention

Multi-Tiered
Curriculum

Tiers (1), 2, & 3 Tiers 1, 2, & (3)



THE WHAT & HOW ARE INTEGRATED
SCC & SCI explicitly teach word, sentence, and discourse patterns and provide guided practice using several 

inferential strategies so that students will be prepared to acquire and express knowledge independently



Specific & 
Comprehensive



Differentiation

Focused 
and 

Efficient



Personally-themed stories… 
• activate young students’ 

background experiences 
• increase motivation and 

engagement
• fun and easy
• “affective vehicle” for 

teaching complex 
language patterns and 
abstract constructs

Contextualized

Comprehension 
Monitoring Strategy

Listening for clues to figure out the 
meaning



0

2

4

6

8

10

12

CONTROL TREATMENT

Meaning of Unfamilar Words 
from Context

PRETEST POSTTEST

d = 1.18

FIRST GRADE
CURRICULUM 
RESEARCH

ES > 0.25 are 
educationally 
meaningful



WORD

DISCOURSE PATTERN

SENTENCE 
PATTERN

I do, We do, 
You do

Corrective
Feedback

Frequent 
Student 

Responding

Clear
Language

Direct
Teaching



Story Retelling
I Do = Activities 1 & 4 

Differentiation

I do, We do, 
You do

Within 
Lesson 

Sequence

Frequent 
Student 

Responding

WE
DO

WE
DO

YOU
DO

YOU
DO



Inferring the 
meaning of 

figurative 
language

Clear
Language

Direct
Teaching



Vocabulary
Activities 9 and 10 are part of 
the within lesson fading that 
began with Activities 2 and 3. 

Activity 11 generalizes the 
words (and semantically 
similar words), their 
meanings, and their use 
outside the lesson.
 

I do, We do, 
You do

Within 
Lesson 

Sequence



Narrative 
Retelling

Focused 
and 

Efficient

Narrative 
Writing

Expository 
Retelling

Expository 
Writing

Flex
1. Narrative Retelling
2. Personal & Fictional
3. Content Knowledge & 

Emerging Expository 
Discourse Patterns

Specific & 
Comprehensive

Contextualized
Direct

Teaching



Although complex sentences are embedded in all 
the stories and paragraphs, explicit teaching of 
them happens gradually and increase in difficulty 
and variability across the year

Across 
Lesson 

Sequence



DIAGNOSTIC

Progress 
Monitoring



PRESCHOOL
CURRICULUM

KINDERGARTEN
CURRICULUM

FIRST GRADE
CURRICULUM

SECOND GRADE
CURRICULUM

Coming Soon!



NRTs

PRESCHOOL
CURRICULUM 
RESEARCH

ES > 0.25 are 
educationally 

meaningful



Hybrid effectiveness-
implementation study

CURRICULUM
GRADE 1

RE-AIM
REACH-EFFICACY-ADOPTION-IMPLEMENTATION-MAINTENANCE



large effect 
(ES = 1.22*)

large effect 
(ES = 2.15)

small effect 
(ES = 0.22)

small effect 
(ES = 0.38)

Measures related to 
what was taught

FIRST GRADE
CURRICULUM 

NEW DATA

POSTTEST

FOLLOW
UP

Inferential 
Vocabulary

large effect 
(ES = 2.08*)

Narrative 
Retelling

large effect 
(ES = 2.64*)

Narrative 
Writing

large effect 
(ES = 0.93*)

Expository 
Retelling

small effect 
(ES = 0.30*)

ES > 0.25 are 
educationally 
meaningful



large effect 
(ES = 0.63)

large effect 
(ES = 1.0)

Norm-referenced 
Standardized Distal 

Measures

FIRST GRADE
CURRICULUM 

NEW DATA

Passage 
Comprehension

small effect 
(ES = 0.21)

Listening 
Comprehension

neg effect 
(ES = -.16)

POSTTEST

FOLLOW
UP

ES > 0.25 are 
educationally 
meaningful



107%Treatment = 82%
Control = 72%

Some content was 
too difficult, lack of 

understanding about 
language,  and time

26% at risk

RE-AIM
FIRST GRADE
CURRICULUM 

NEW DATA

IMPLEMENTATION
How well?

MAINTENANCE
5 years later

ADOPTION
What did they like 

and not like?
Intervention was 

well received, 
engaging, and 

effective; 
involvement of 

SLPs

REACH
What portion of 

students?
613 first grade 

students from 10 
schools were 

screened

Schools assigned 
to treatment were 

more likely to 
implement the 

MTSS ingredients

Treatment Group
During Study = 13
After 5 Years = 16

Control Group
After Study = 13

After 5 Years = 14



Spencer et al. (2025),  Spencer et al.(2024), Petersen et al. (2024), Petersen et al. (2022), Scadden 
Nelson et al.(2022), Raymond et al. (2021)



The Possible Reality
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