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Introduction 
Learning to read is not a natural process. The human brain is not hard-wired for reading in the same way it 

is for oral language. To read, multiple parts of our brain responsible for language, visual input, attention, 

and meaning must work together and forge connections. Reading is a language-based process; it is the act 

of mapping oral language to visual orthographic (written language) patterns. Spelling, similarly, relies on the 

connection between speech sounds and letters. Adequate connections in the brain allow for reading and 

spelling with increased automaticity and fluency.  

 
Graphic developed by Odegard and Faris (2023) and reproduced with permission from Dyslexia in K-2: An introduction to understanding, identifying, and responding 

to characteristics of dyslexia in the primary grades (2023). Tennessee Center for the Study and Treatment of Dyslexia, Middle Tennessee State University. 

Dyslexia is a specific learning disability that affects a person’s ability to read and spell words well. It is 

estimated that 5% - 17% of the general population has dyslexia. However, as many as 1 in 5 persons (20%) 

exhibits characteristics of dyslexia. 

No individual with dyslexia or characteristics of dyslexia is exactly the same. However, research has 

identified common indicators of risk for dyslexia as well as primary characteristics. The primary 

characteristics of dyslexia relate directly to the reading and spelling of words. Dyslexia affects learning to 

read at the word level. Areas that indicate risk relate to a variety of oral and written language skills and  
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processes that contribute to the reading and spelling of words. 

For example, struggles in decoding, word recognition, spelling, and oral reading fluency are considered 

primary characteristics of dyslexia (depending on age). Performance in phonological and phonemic 

awareness, alphabet knowledge, and sound symbol recognition, as well as rapid automatized naming (RAN), 

can serve as indicators of risk. In other words, while all persons with dyslexia and characteristics of dyslexia 

will exhibit one or more primary characteristics of dyslexia, individual indicators of risk may differ. For 

example, two students may exhibit the primary characteristics of inaccurate word reading and spelling, but 

one may exhibit phonological deficits while the other does not. 

When screening individuals for characteristics of dyslexia, it is important to understand that the specific 

profile of each student may differ, but that commonalities in key areas should exist. All students with 

dyslexia and characteristics of dyslexia will have word-level deficits. These deficits can influence the 

acquisition of oral language and ultimately affect reading comprehension. Reading and writing are 

language-based processes, and the signs of dyslexia and characteristics of dyslexia may co-exist with other 

disorders, such as Developmental Language Disorder (DLD) also referred to as language impairment. 

However, dyslexia and characteristics of dyslexia are not comprehension specific. Therefore, students who 

are struggling with reading specifically due to oral language skills, vocabulary, and/or comprehension 

deficits without also exhibiting word-level struggle do not meet the profile of dyslexia. 

This distinction is why looking beneath the surface is so important. Universal reading screener 

composite scores provide an indication of general reading performance against grade-level skills. The skills 

targeted vary based on grade level, and in some cases, the composite score may primarily serve as an 

indicator of generalized reading proficiency and comprehension. Without further screening and/or 

analysis of data, it is not possible to determine the root of student struggle. 

Universal Screening 
Universal screening is a process for all students that provides information on performance against grade-

level skills and tasks. The process explained in this guide can be illustrated through metaphorical 

comparison to medical practices. In fact, universal screening originated within the medical field. Think of the 

universal reading screener as a temperature check. Is the individual’s temperature within average range, or 

is there reason to be concerned and continue investigation? 

The subtests administered during universal reading screening will vary by grade and may even vary within 

the school year depending on administrative window. A composite score calculated from a combination of 

subtests provides an overall indicator (temperature) of reading performance. This score can indicate 

generalized risk for reading struggles but is unlikely to provide enough information to pinpoint specific 
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areas of struggle, much as someone’s temperature cannot predict if the person has the flu, a bacterial 

infection, or a common cold without further probing. 

At some grade levels, the universal screener may provide enough skills-based information to determine if a 

student has characteristics of dyslexia. In many grades, however, more information will be needed. In early 

primary grades, skills and standards are very closely aligned. Therefore, the tasks that predict reading 

performance are likely skills-based. In higher grades, students may be utilizing pre-requisite skills to 

perform on grade-level tasks. These tasks are also indicators of reading performance, but they may not 

provide information on discrete skills. For example, in grade 1, subtests that touch on phonological skills, 

alphabet knowledge, sound symbol recognition, and decoding (among others) are typically administered. In 

grade 4, however, subtests may be limited to oral fluency and comprehension-focused subtests. These 

subtests require students to apply foundational literacy skills, but they do not necessarily measure them 

directly. Based on the information available from a universal screener, more information is likely needed to 

make appropriate decisions regarding characteristics of dyslexia. 

Diagnostic Assessment 
Diagnostic assessments are broad skills or standards-based assessment designed to analyze student 

performance in relation to expected performance and/or to show student knowledge in relation to specific 

content. Survey-level assessments are a type of diagnostic assessment that drills down to discrete skills.  

Survey Level Assessment 

Survey-level assessments are quick, specific skill area assessments designed 

to analyze student performance in relation to expected performance or 

against specific skill criteria and/or to show student knowledge in specific skill 

areas. They can also provide information on student instructional level. 

Continuing the medical metaphor, diagnostic tests in general may narrow the 

scope, but survey-level assessments pinpoint root issues. 

Without survey-level assessments, the universal screening data may not be fully and accurately interpreted. 

In a doctor’s office, after identifying a fever (universal screener), the doctor may look in the patient’s eyes, 

ears, nose, and throat, as well as feel for swollen glands and other body ailments. This is a diagnostic exam. 

Once the doctor identifies that the throat is red and inflamed, the professional may order a culture of the 

throat to identify whether there is an infection and what it is. This is a type of diagnostic assessment that 

goes deeper: a survey-level assessment. 

Continuing the medical 

metaphor, diagnostic 

tests in general may 

narrow the scope, but 

survey-level 

assessments pinpoint 

root issues. 
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Survey-level assessments in areas commonly associated with characteristics of dyslexia are crucial in the 

process of identifying individuals with such characteristics. While all individuals will struggle in some way to 

read and spell words well (e.g., inaccuracy, dysfluency, lack of automaticity, etc.), not all individuals will 

exhibit the same risk indicators for these struggles. Therefore, gathering robust information is important. It 

may not be necessary to administer a survey level assessment in all areas of risk commonly associated with 

characteristics of dyslexia, but it is important to remember that the profiles of those with characteristics of 

dyslexia vary. 

It is also important to understand that the composite score from a universal screener is only one single data 

point. If people familiar with the child, such as a teacher or parent, have identified other indicators of risk, a 

student can be further screened through the process of universal screening (i.e., beyond the URS 

assessment itself). To illustrate, people are often sick without a fever. Just because the “temperature check” 

does not reveal a specific score or risk criteria does not mean that the student may not warrant a closer 

look. 

Areas for Assessment 
Risk Indicators 

Phonological skills (including phonemic awareness), alphabet knowledge, and sound-symbol recognition, as 

well as RAN, are areas that can contribute to the identification of characteristics of dyslexia. Additionally, in 

medicine, sometimes doctors can get closer to what is wrong by eliminating what they know is not wrong. 

While vocabulary and listening comprehension are not risk indicators or primary characteristics of dyslexia, 

measuring these areas can help in the interpretation of data. For example, for a student whose universal 

screener indicates the need for further screening, ruling out listening or oral language comprehension as 

the root of the student’s struggles in reading can help pinpoint what the problem is. 

Primary Characteristics 

Dyslexia is a disability that affects an individual’s ability to access and produce written language. Primary 

characteristics of dyslexia are deficits in word recognition and decoding, spelling, and oral reading fluency. 

Characteristics of dyslexia vary along a continuum. Some individuals may read accurately but slowly, while 

others may be unable to decipher (or produce) written text with accuracy. Students with dyslexia and 

characteristics of dyslexia also require more explicit instruction, more opportunities for application and 

 practice, and more general exposure to gain skills compared to typical same-age peers. How significantly an 

individual is impacted also varies. Early intervention is the key mediator of future reading struggle in 

individuals with characteristics of dyslexia and dyslexia, which means that early identification is key 

(Ehri et al., 2001; Lovett et al, 2017; Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012). 
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We will take a closer look at each of these indicators and primary characteristics. 

 

Phonological Skills (risk indicator) 

Phonology is the study of the sounds of language. Phonological awareness is an individual’s ability to 

analyze the sounds of language. Phonological skills develop throughout early childhood and into early 

school years and are eventually overtaken by morphological awareness skills in predicting reading 

performance (Kuo & Anderson, 2006; Mann & Singson, 2003, Nagy et al., 2006). Phonemic awareness is a set 

of subskills that falls under the umbrella category of phonological awareness. A phoneme is the smallest 

unit of sound in oral language. Phonemic awareness is, therefore, the ability to analyze and manipulate 

phonemes, or individual sounds. 

While not every individual with characteristics of dyslexia has phonological deficits, many do. Remember, 

oral language is the precursor to written language. A person’s brain must forge connections between parts 

of the brain that process language and parts of the brain that process visual word forms in order to learn to 

read. Humans are not born with these connections because reading is not a natural process. 

Another important aspect of phonological skills is that they can be evaluated outside the presence of print. 

In fact, early indicators of risk for dyslexia may manifest as difficulties with phonological processes, such as 

identifying and producing rhyme, word play, and counting syllables, before a child is introduced to print. 

Phonemic awareness skills require even more refined phonological processing. Counting the number of 

words in a sentence or the number of syllables in a word is a phonological task, but counting the individual 

phonemes in a word is a phonemic task.  

Which task is less complex? 

How many words are in the sentence “The man went to the store.” (6) 

How many sounds are in the word scrap? (5) 

One task is a natural part of our language acquisition. We must understand where one word ends, and one 

begins in order to make meaning of spoken language. One of the most difficult parts of learning a new 

language is understanding word borders to parse out individual words and create meaning in languages 

with different phonology than ours. Identifying individual phonemes is something that helps us build oral 

language skills in our spoken language, but it is not done with the conscious attention required to complete 

phonemic awareness tasks that support reading acquisition. For example, children as young as six months 
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have been shown to attend to the phonemes of their native tongue over the phonemes of foreign 

languages. This natural process helps build both receptive and expressive oral language skills and continues 

throughout childhood. However, this is rarely a conscious process, with the exception of perhaps learning a 

new, hard to pronounce word or in the clinical treatment of speech errors. 

It is often not until we are learning to link sounds to print that attention to individual phonemes becomes a 

purposeful, conscious act. I do not need to know that /k/ /ă/ /t/ is the word cat in order to hear cat and make 

connection to meaning. But I do need to know that the letter c represents /k/, the letter a represents /ă/, 

and the letter t represents /t/ in order to read the word cat, and I need to be able to break that word apart 

and make those connections in order to spell cat. 

Individuals need to not only be able to analyze and manipulate individual sounds in words, but they need to 

do so with automaticity to support fluent reading and spelling. 

Alphabet Knowledge (risk indicator) 

While phonological skills relate to the oral language side of reading and spelling, alphabet knowledge relates 

to the print side. Alphabet knowledge is the general understanding that letters represent speech sounds. 

Alphabet knowledge encompasses basic print awareness, letter identification, and alphabet sequence as 

well. 

English utilizes an alphabetic writing system where individual graphemes or groups of graphemes represent 

speech sounds. Being able to recognize print, understand how it works (left to right, top to bottom), as well 

as identify letters are foundational musts to cracking the alphabetic code of the English language. 

Letter identification is an early predictor of reading performance, though there are many reasons for this. 

One, it is likely indicative of rich home literacy environments and repeated exposure to print in years before 

formal schooling. That being said, rich home literacy environments alone will not change a dyslexic brain. 

Deficits in alphabet knowledge can tell us, though, whether an individual struggles to acquire such skills 

when compared to same age typical peers in light of adequate, explicit instruction and repeated 

opportunity. 

This is true for sounds-first curriculums as well. Remember, the unnatural process of reading relies on 

forming connections between language and visual word forms and building orthographic memory and 

automaticity (effortlessly recognizing words). Regardless of if sounds are introduced first or letter names, 

the identification of letters and automatic recognition will still influence the ability to recognize and decode 

words, especially in the first year of schooling. How we interpret a student’s skills must rely on knowledge of 

instructional scope and sequence, in addition to reading development. 
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Sound Symbol Recognition (risk indicator) 

Alphabet knowledge relates to the general understanding that letters represent sounds. Sound symbol 

recognition is the understanding that there is a predictable relationship between phonemes and 

graphemes. Sound-symbol recognition begins with 1:1 correspondence and grows to include phonics 

patterns of multiple letters. 

Sound symbol recognition is a risk indicator because students who struggle to make connections between 

speech sounds and letters will struggle to decode unfamiliar words. 

Accuracy is important in regard to sound symbol recognition, but so is automaticity. When tasked with 

reading words, lack of automaticity will still result in labored reading, which impacts fluency and 

comprehension. 

Rapid Automatized Naming (risk indicator) 

Rapid automatized naming, or RAN, also serves as an indicator of characteristics of dyslexia. Rapid naming is 

the ability to connect visual and verbal information by giving the appropriate names to common objects, 

colors, letters, and digits (quickly naming what is seen). Reading requires the retrieval of phonological 

information related to phonemes (letter/letter combination sounds), segments of words, and words from 

long-term memory in an efficient manner. RAN is a performance task that relates to processing, and deficits 

in RAN can be predictive of the development of such reading skills as reading fluency and automatic word 

recognition. Rapid naming can support the decoding and encoding of words, the reading of sight words, and 

the fluent, automatic reading of connected text. RAN is not a “skill” that can be intervened upon through 

direct instruction. However, other areas affected by RAN can be (e.g., reading fluency, word identification 

and decoding). 

As mentioned above, RAN itself is not an intervenable skill. Deficits in RAN, however, may predict fluency at 

all levels of literacy acquisition, from letter naming fluency, sound-symbol correspondence, decoding, and 

word reading, and oral reading fluency.  

Decoding and Word Reading (primary characteristic) 

Word recognition is generally the term that encompasses both decoding and word reading. Decoding refers 

to the sounding out of words based on phoneme-grapheme relationships, while word reading refers to the 

ability to read words by sight. The term “sight words” has evolved over time but is still used to represent two 

different concepts. The idea of a sight word traditionally referred to high-frequency words, words for which 

students have not yet been taught the phonics pattern to apply to identification, or words that do not follow 

predictable letter patterns. According to current literature, however, the term “sight word” means just that: a 

word known by sight. This means that the individual knows the word well enough that they do not need to 

sound it out but instead can recognize it instantly. The goal is to read with such automaticity that most, if 

not all, words become sight words. As individuals learn to read, however, they must crack the alphabetic 
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code. The process of decoding words relies on the explicit connection between letters and sounds, typically 

across predicable orthographic patterns. 

As mentioned, reading is a complex process. Ehri’s phases of reading development showcase the 

progression of learning to decode and read words (Ehri & McCormick, 1998). Individuals progress from the 

Pre-Alphabetic Phase, when they understand that symbols are representative, to the Partial Alphabetic 

Phase, and finally to the Full and Consolidated Alphabetic Phases, when individuals learn to chunk letter 

patterns automatically to decode and read words. 

Trouble decoding and, later, recognizing words by sight are primary characteristics of dyslexia. To decode 

words, individuals must be able to match speech sounds to letters. English has a deep orthography, which 

means that there is not a 1:1 correspondence between all letters and sounds. Languages with shallow 

orthographies are easier to decode. In fact, primary characteristics of dyslexia for readers of shallow 

orthographies tends to be dysfluency, or slower reading, but not inaccuracy. 

English has 26 letters but 44 sounds. Multiple letters can work together to make a single sound, and a single 

sound can be represented by a variety of letter combinations (up to four letters!). For example, -igh 

represents the long vowel sound of the letter i. However, there are multiple orthographic patterns that 

represent the long vowel sound of the letter i, such as i-consonant-e, open syllable I, y, ie, and y-consonant-e.  

Letter patterns typically are introduced to learners in terms of frequency. When learning the letter patterns 

that represent the long a sound, students are typically taught a-consonant-e before they are taught -eigh 

because far more words utilize the first letter pattern than the latter. This frequency is an especially 

important consideration when learning to encode new and/or unfamiliar words. 

Oral Reading Fluency (primary characteristic) 

Oral reading fluency is typically defined as the rate, accuracy, and expression with which someone reads 

aloud. Oral reading fluency, depending on age, can be a primary characteristic of dyslexia. Dyslexia is 

“characterized by difficulties with accurate and/or fluent word recognition…” (IDA, 2002). Some students may 

be inaccurate, some may be slower readers, and some may be both inaccurate and slow. This is because 

dyslexia occurs on a continuum, and some students are affected more severely than others. Also, some 

students with characteristics of dyslexia who receive early intervention and appropriate supports may find 

the effects of their difficulties mediated by the targeted instruction. For these learners, a slower reading rate 

may be what remains after effective early intervention helped them learn to apply phonics patterns to 

decoding and word recognition. This is important to understand, as a student can be accurate but slow and 

still have characteristics of dyslexia or a learning disability in need of either instruction/intervention or 

accommodations (or both). 

While oral reading fluency, or ORF, can be a primary characteristic for some individuals, it can serve as an 

important flag indicating the need for a closer look for many students. In fact, while this section is focused 

on the oral reading of connected text, or passages, fluency at all stages of reading development is important 
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and can indicate struggle. Does it take longer than it should to name the letter a? Does it take too long to 

remember that “t says /t/”? Automaticity deficits in alphabet knowledge and sound symbol correspondence 

are likely to carry over to word reading and reading fluency. 

Fluency correlates with comprehension, but this relationship is more predictable if the reader is dysfluent. 

In other words, the more dysfluent someone is, the less likely they are to comprehend, but reading more 

quickly, at a certain point, does not continue to improve comprehension. When looking at ORF, it is 

important to consider both rate and accuracy and to understand that for many individuals, ORF alone in 

many cases will not be sufficient to identify a student with characteristics of dyslexia. Additional 

measures may be needed to be able to answer, “Why is the student struggling with fluency?” to ensure the 

issue is at the word-level, a characteristic of dyslexia. 

Encoding (primary characteristic) 

Encoding is the transcription of written language. In most cases, if a student can spell a word, they can read 

the word. However, the inverse of this is not always true. To decode a word, someone must be able to map 

speech sounds to letter or letter combinations and blend those sounds together. To make sense of that 

word, that word must then be matched to a word in one’s mental lexicon (known vocabulary) or the 

individual must create new meaning with the newly learned word. 

When spelling, we must hear and analyze the word, which is often easier when it is a word we recognize. 

Upon hearing the word, we must be able to break it apart into its individual phonemes or sounds. Each 

sound must then be matched to an appropriate orthographic pattern that is legal, or allowable, according to 

the rules of English. Then we must be able to get the orthographic representation from our brains to paper 

through legible letter formation. In order to spell words we do not know, we must understand the legal 

rules of English orthography, as well as have knowledge of frequency in order to spell words that we do not 

know automatically. 

When students are learning to spell, even errors can provide information about what a student understands 

about how English orthography works. For example, some spelling errors are more incorrect than others, 

based on the rules of how words are spelled in English. For example, both of the following spellings of the 

word caption are incorrect: 

ckapchin 

capshin 

However, the incorrect spelling capshin is more correct than the spelling ckapchin because the orthographic 

pattern -ck cannot legally begin a word in English. The second spelling here has a better understanding of 

the spelling rules of English than the first spelling. 

In addition to phonemic awareness, individuals need morphological awareness for spelling, especially for 

words beyond simple, predictably patterned single syllable words. A speller with morphological awareness 

might understand how final stable syllables and suffixes function. Morphological awareness is necessary to 
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understand that /sh/ /ə/ /n/ is spelled -tion, that the suffix -ion indicates a noun, and that the letter t is often 

a connector between a base or root and the suffix -ion. The spelling of this suffix is stable, meaning it does 

not change even if pronunciation does. For example, the word opinion and fraction both end with the stable 

suffix -ion. The pronunciation is changed based on the presence or necessity of the t as a connector 

between the base and the suffix. However, the meaning of the suffix does not change, nor does the spelling. 

The stability of morphemes can support both reading and spelling (and vocabulary acquisition and 

comprehension). Morphological awareness is discussed later in this guide. 

Summary 

When screening individuals for risk and for characteristics of dyslexia, it is important to understand the 

variety of reasons why a student can struggle to read and spell words automatically. Deficits in decoding, 

word recognition and reading fluency and deficits in spelling are primary characteristics of dyslexia. All 

students with characteristics of dyslexia will have deficits within at least one of these areas. Why a student 

struggles to read and spell words automatically may differ from individual to individual. Even though there 

may be differences across persons who struggle to read and spell words, the areas that most commonly 

indicate risk for dyslexia are phonological/phonemic awareness, alphabet knowledge, sound-symbol 

recognition, and RAN. Additional areas, such as morphological awareness, may be important indicators of 

reading and spelling skill, especially in students beyond second grade when morphological awareness 

overtakes phonological skills in predicting reading performance. 

How we as educators assess students depends on a variety of factors, including grade level and/or age. The 

next section digs into the assessment and analysis of areas associated with characteristics of dyslexia. 

Analyzing and Interpreting Screening Data 
Overview 

In general, when analyzing and interpreting screening data, we want to keep three primary factors in mind.  

• One, is the screening tool measuring developmentally appropriate skills?  

• Two, has the student been provided explicit instruction in the skill area and had adequate 

opportunities for application and practice (i.e., is it instructionally relevant)? 

• Three, is the individual’s performance comparable to same-age peers who have received the same 

or comparable adequate instruction? 

These are important factors to consider for a variety of reasons, and they can significantly change the way 

data is interpreted. Additionally, an important assumption is made when screening for characteristics of 

dyslexia. That assumption is that the student has received adequate instruction in foundational literacy. 
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Statistically, the more students who flag for deficits through screening, the less likely students are to be 

identified appropriately. More focus may be needed to deliver more effective Tier I instruction.  

We will discuss normative samples and expected distributions of performance, but when analyzing any data 

it is important to ensure adequate instruction has been established before determining if a student 

warrants identification. This does not mean the student will not be provided appropriate instructional and 

educational supports, but it does mean that school teams should work to understand the difference 

between risk indicators present when other factors are also influencing reading performance (e.g., lack of 

adequate instruction, socio-economic status, limited English proficiency) and reading struggle due to a 

specific reading performance profile. One important distinction, however, is that in general education 

intervention, we are providing the necessary supports, no matter the reason. Screening and instructional 

planning is different than an evaluation and determining if a child is eligible for identification under such 

laws as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) or Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act. 

Assessment Types 

As we move back through the risk indicators for and primary characteristics of dyslexia, we will discuss the 

analysis and interpretation of data through the lens of these three questions. 

First, let’s take some time to review different types of assessments which can provide different information. 

Some common assessment types are criterion-referenced, norm-referenced, curriculum-embedded, and 

curriculum-based measures.  

Criterion-referenced probes measure individual performance against specific criteria. For example, 

presenting the 26 letters of the alphabet and asking a student to name them would be criterion-referenced. 

Do they have the skill or do they not? The results of criterion-referenced assessments should be interpreted 

in light of developmental and instructional information. For example, the expectation of mastery on a letter 

naming probe is very different for an eight-year-old than it is for a three-year-old, but this expectation is also 

modified by what type of explicit instruction is known to have been provided. 

Curriculum-based measures are also common assessment types, especially for progress monitoring, as they 

are meant to track progress on an ongoing basis. Curriculum-based measures, or CBMs, are general 

outcome measures that educators can use to find out how students are performing and progressing in 

basic academic areas, including basic skills or content knowledge.  

Norm-referenced probes can also provide information about student skills. Many types of assessments can 

be normed. Norm-referenced just means that scores are created based on a population sample that is 

generalizable to or representative of the population taking the assessment. Overall, the larger the normative 



Pg 15  © Tennessee Department of Education 

 

sample, the more generalizable information from such assessments is. Traditionally, adequate normative 

samples will adhere to the distribution of a typical population, as illustrated by the bell curve (see image 

below). 

 

As the image depicts, the majority of the population scores in the average range (68.2% of total sample). It is 

important to note that the percentages on the chart above represent the portion of the overall population 

that falls within that range. This is not quite the same thing as percentiles, which will be discussed next. 

Universal reading screeners, sometimes referred to as benchmark assessments, are designed to compare 

students to same age peers against certain skills or through performance on certain tasks. Such screeners 

often produce a raw or scaled score but also a percentile. The percentile score is a norm-referenced score. 

Information from student performance has been translated into a comparative value. Norm-referenced 

scores can be especially helpful for comparing large groups of students and identifying risk indicators. For 

example, if a student scores at the 25th percentile, that is like saying that the student performed the same or 

better than 25 out of 100 students. This also means that the student was outperformed by 75 students out 

of 100 students. Depending on the population distribution of the individual school, where this student’s 

percentile falls on an overall normative curve may vary. How many students scored below the 25th 

percentile? If it was a disproportionate amount, the shape of the curve changes.  
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As alluded to earlier in this section, when educators identify that the performance of their student 

population on norm-referenced tests are not mirroring this distribution, it can be an indicator that a closer 

look at Tier I instruction and overall student performance is needed. Such shifts can indicate systemic need 

within a specific district or school. While local, or relative, norms can be utilized to establish a normal curve, 

the shape of a district’s curve is an important consideration. Are students overall performing below average? 

Above? Are there considerations to be made for changes to Tier I instruction? For enrichment? Intervention? 

If a district has a disproportionate number of students identified as “at-risk,” proper identification of 

characteristics of dyslexia and ultimately of dyslexia is decreased. A lower performing population, illustrated 

by the blue line in the image below, shows that the majority of the population is below average, instead of 

within a set range of average performance. Likewise, high performing populations can skew where the 

majority of the population falls compared to an expected average, as illustrated by the red curve below. 

 

While percentiles can be excellent guidelines for establishing risk, they may not provide the discrete skill 

information needed to determine why the individual performed the way they did. Most universal reading 

screeners assess students on grade-appropriate tasks, which may shift throughout the year and certainly 

across grade levels. It is still important to consider both developmental expectations and instructional 

information when interpreting norm-referenced scores, and it will likely be necessary to analyze 

performance on individual subtests more closely to determine student need beyond generalized risk. 
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In grades where standards and skills align more closely (K – 2), curriculum-embedded assessments and skill 

checks are important, real-time indicators of student mastery and proficiency. It is not necessary to wait for 

tri-annual assessments to flag a student for further screening if other risk indicators are present. 

We will now walk through ways to analyze and interpret assessment results for the risk indicators for 

characteristics of dyslexia, as well as the primary characteristics. 

Phonological Skills 

Phonological skills, a category which includes phonemic awareness, develop with the acquisition of 

language. Typically, phonological skills are fully developed by the time an individual reaches about 9-10 

years of age (Moats & Tolman, 2009). Because skills range from simple to complex, students of different 

ages are developmentally expected to perform certain tasks. 

A common screener for phonological skills is the PASS, which stands for Phonological Awareness Skills 

Screener. On this screener, individuals are asked to perform ten sets of tasks, which increase in 

developmental complexity. Certain skills are not expected to be developed until certain ages. In face of 

explicit and systematic instruction in skills, students may be able to perform tasks beyond their 

development expectations. Why is this important when we review phonological screeners? Let us look at an 

example. 

A kindergarten student and a fourth-grade student are each administered the PASS assessment. Each 

student completes all ten parts of the screener. The students’ scores on the PASS are below: 

Section Kindergarten Student Grade 4 Student 

Word Discrimination 100% 100% 

Rhyme Recognition 100% 100% 

Rhyme Production 100% 100% 

Syllable Blending 100% 100% 

Syllable Segmentation 90% 100% 
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Syllable Deletion 90% 90% 

Phoneme Recognition 90% 100% 

Phoneme Blending 70% 70% 

Phoneme Segmentation 50% 60% 

Phoneme Deletion 40% 50% 

 

At first glance, these students have very similar phonological skills, but they have different developmental 

and instructional expectations. 

Most kindergarten students are about 5 to 6 years old. By the age of six, individuals are developmentally 

expected to be able to perform tasks involving syllable deletion, blending of 2-3 phonemes, and segmenting 

2-3 phonemes with the exception of blends (Moats & Tolman, 2009). With this knowledge, the kindergarten 

student’s 50% on Phoneme Segmentation is developmentally appropriate, as only 5 of the 10 items in this 

section of the PASS have three or fewer phonemes with no blends. A consonant blend is when two 

consonants occur next to each other and in spoken language results in co-articulation. For example, the -ck 

in the word stick is not a consonant blend as it makes one sound, but the st- in stick is a consonant blend. In 

pronouncing the word, the two sounds “blend” into one another but are technically able to be separated 

into individual sounds. Phoneme deletion within a word, including blends in any position, is a skill not fully 

developed until the age of 9 (Moats & Tolman, 2009). 

The fourth-grade student, on the other hand, is likely 9 or 10 years old. The student’s difficulty with 

blending, segmenting, and deleting phonemes contradicts what is expected from normal language and 

phonological development for an individual of this age. 

The provision of explicit and systematic instruction should also be considered in interpreting such data. If 

the kindergarten student was given explicit and systematic instruction in segmenting consonant blends, and 

the student was not able to perform the skill while typical same-age peers who received the same or 

comparable instruction were, this is another factor to consider.  

For example, fifteen kindergarteners are in the same class. They are all six years old and developmentally 

are not expected to be able to segment consonant blends or to segment words with more than four sounds. 
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The teacher provided explicit instruction on consonant blends and segmentation practice with corrective 

feedback. Thirteen of the fifteen students upon assessment were able to segment words with four to five 

phonemes that had initial consonant blends. Therefore, even though the task is not developmentally 

expected, the teacher has reason to be concerned about the two students who did not make progress in 

this skill when considering the provision of adequate explicit instruction and the general progress of same 

age peers who received the same or comparable instruction and opportunity. 

The PASS is a criterion-referenced probe, the results of which should be interpreted along with 

developmental and instructional information. Other types of assessment can provide information on 

phonological and phonemic awareness as well. Many universal reading screeners will include phoneme 

segmentation subtests in primary grade levels, as this is a grade-appropriate assessment, especially within 

Pre-K through grade 2. Prescriptive cut off scores should not dictate which students are looked at more 

closely, but percentile scores can certainly provide a guideline of defining risk. 

It is important to remember that when identifying characteristics of dyslexia, we are looking for a reading 

profile, or pattern of deficits, with primary characteristics of reading and spelling struggle. Not all students 

with characteristics of dyslexia will exhibit phonological deficits, though many do. Just because a student does not 

have deficits in phonological processing, though, does not mean the student does not have characteristics of 

dyslexia. 

 

Alphabet Knowledge 

Alphabet knowledge, unlike many areas of reading development, is a constrained set of skills. In simple 

terms, constrained skills are skills that ceiling out. For example, once students learn all 26 letters of the 

alphabet, they can’t learn more. Letter identification is a constrained skill students can master. Alphabet 

knowledge also comprises the overarching understanding that letters represent sounds and of how print 

works. Once students know these things, they cannot know more of them (though they could get more 

automatic; more on that later in the fluency section). 

When assessing alphabet knowledge, regardless of if an assessment is also normed or part of an ongoing 

CBM monitoring, the probe will be criterion-referenced. Do students understand the difference between 

text and illustration? Can they identify upper- and lower-case letters? Do they know that in English we read 

top to bottom, left to right? 

Asking questions related to developmental expectation and explicit instruction are crucial when analyzing 

assessment data on alphabet knowledge. In Tennessee, early literacy instruction follows a sounds-first 

curriculum. Therefore, while letter naming may be generally considered an appropriate skill for a 
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kindergarten student, it is not an expected skill based on instructional scope and sequence until a certain 

point in the school year. 

Many universal reading screeners include letter naming fluency or letter identification subtests as part of 

the kindergarten assessment battery. Because vendors use their own psychometric processes to determine 

composite scores and select contributing values, in some cases, assessment of alphabet knowledge is 

contributing to overall student performance indicators before such skills may be instructionally relevant 

within the classroom. Therefore, analysis and interpretation of alphabet knowledge, especially in 

kindergarten, should be done with care. 

Screening alphabet knowledge is likely confined to kindergarten and first grade in terms of what’s 

automatically included in universal reading screening batteries. However, this is an area that may be 

necessary for further investigation through drill down assessments for students in higher grades if other 

deficits indicate there may be a gap in this foundational skill. 

Because alphabet knowledge is a constrained skill, it is not difficult to determine what a student does not 

know to inform instructional decisions. The harder question when analyzing alphabet knowledge is “Should I 

expect the student to know this? Why or why not?” 

Because this is a constrained skill and we can measure it with criterion-referenced assessments, a probe 

could be as simple as a list of letters we expect the student to know and a record of responses. Many early 

literacy curricula will include formative and/or summative assessments as new skills are introduced, 

explicitly taught, and practiced. Curriculum-embedded assessments in such adopted materials can be used 

as additional data to help identify students who are flagging for risk in acquiring early literacy skills.  

As mentioned, many universal screeners include letter identification subtests in primary grades, but other 

survey-level assessments such as the PWRS also include sections for alphabet knowledge. 

The PWRS, which is short for The Phonics and Word Reading Survey, is a test of alphabet knowledge, sound-

symbol recognition, and decoding and word recognition. In the section Letter Naming, students are 

presented with 26 uppercase and 26 lowercase letters out of alphabetical order and asked to name them. 

Let’s look at the example of a kindergarten student and a first grader. 
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Section Kindergarten Student Grade 1 Student 

Uppercase Letters Fall Fall 

3/26 18/26 

Winter Winter 

14/26 20/26 

Spring Spring 

25/26 26/26 

Lowercase Letters Fall Fall 

1/26 17/26 

Winter Winter 

12/26 18/26 

Spring Spring 

24/26 25/26 

 

Let’s revisit our questions driving the analysis of this data: 

• Is the screening tool measuring developmentally appropriate skills? 

• Is the skill instructionally relevant? (Has the student been provided explicit instruction in the skill 

area and had adequate opportunities for application and practice?) 

• Is the individual’s performance comparable to same-age peers who have received the same or 

similar adequate instruction? 

For both students as emergent readers, the acquisition of letter naming knowledge is unlikely to happen 

without explicit instruction. 

Therefore, the more important question regarding this skill becomes, has the student been provided explicit 

instruction in the skill and had adequate opportunity to master the content? 
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Within the context of sounds-first instruction, the introduction of letter names does not happen until about 

halfway through the kindergarten year, typically being introduced around December. With this in mind, we 

are much less concerned about the kindergarten scores in the fall of 3/26 and 1/26 than we are about the 

first-grade student who in the fall only knows 18 uppercase letters and 17 lowercase letters. 

When we turn our attention to the final question “Is the individual’s performance comparable to same-age 

peers who have received the same or similar adequate instruction?” We are also more concerned about the 

first-grade student, despite the fact that in the spring, the first grader is able to identify more letters. 

Looking at the kindergarten student, the mastery of letter identification increases in line with explicit 

instruction and opportunity. Additionally, while all letters have been introduced by the end of kindergarten, 

it may be only minorly concerning if the student misidentifies fewer than 2 letters. As an emerging reader, 

the brain is still working to commit the written representation of the letters into memory. 

On the other hand, while the first grader knows more letters than the kindergartener at all points of the 

school year, the expectation of mastery as a result of instruction and opportunity is higher. First grade 

students, while many are still emergent readers, are expected to have mastered letter identification and be 

working on application of not just alphabet knowledge but sound-symbol correspondence to the decoding 

and reading of text. 

Therefore, when considering the expectation of mastery, the first grader is flagging for risk in alphabet 

knowledge. We can further confirm this by comparing the student’s performance to that of same-age peers 

who received the same or similar instruction. Likely, the vast majority of first grade students can identify all 

26 letters both upper and lowercase, especially as the school year progresses. 

It is important to recognize the utility of curriculum-embedded skill checks in primary grades as well. These 

three questions can be applied to learning in real time and do not need to wait for standardized screening 

windows. 

Considerations for Older Students 

Alphabet knowledge is not typically included by default in assessment batteries beyond first grade. 

However, in some instances, it may be necessary to assess alphabet knowledge. If older students are 

performing in a way indicative of risk on other reading measures, drilling down to alphabet knowledge may 

be important. For example, if a fourth-grade student flags for risk on a measure of oral reading fluency and 

the accuracy score suggests that the student is not reading words with enough accuracy to support fluency 

reading (and subsequently comprehension), the educator may choose to then look at decoding skill. 
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Decoding skill may produce results that indicate more foundational skill gaps, such as sound-symbol 

correspondence or, in some cases, even alphabet knowledge. 

One important distinction to make is that for some students, drilling all the way down to basic constrained 

skills may provide information necessary to planning instructional and intervention support, but it may not 

be necessary for identifying characteristics of dyslexia. For example, if I have an eighth-grade student who 

flags through the URS and whose fluency subtest indicates both rate and accuracy problems, a closer look at 

whether the student struggles to decode and encode words is likely sufficient for me to conclude that the 

student is struggling to read due to word-level deficits and is exhibiting characteristics of dyslexia. After I’ve 

determined a student has characteristics of dyslexia and requires dyslexia-specific instruction, however, I 

may need more information to appropriately target deficits in intervention. 

Sound-Symbol Recognition 

Sound-symbol recognition takes the general understanding that print represents speech and applies it to 

the specific connections between speech sounds and their written representations. The intentional and 

conscious connection between sound and print is a keystone of reading and spelling. 

When first learning to read, we typically first learn to make connections between single sounds and single 

letters and then, over time, learn letter patterns with more than one letter that maps to particular speech 

sounds. For example, we learn that c and k represent /k/ before we learn that -ck represents /k/ and 

definitely before we learn that ch in words of Greek origin represents /k/. We learn that a can represent the 

long /a/ before we learn that a-consonant-e, ay, and eigh do the same (among other letter combinations). 

When it comes to interpreting assessment data on sound-symbol recognition, we must remember when 

asking our first question of “Is this developmentally appropriate?” that reading is not a natural process. 

Instruction is necessary for nearly all students to become proficient readers. Therefore, what we expect 

students to know will truly rely on considerations of instructional relevance and their response in 

comparison to same-age peers who have received similar adequate instruction. An additional question that 

may need to be asked is, does the student have adequate alphabet knowledge to support sound-symbol 

recognition? While knowing letter names is not necessary in order to match a letter to a sound, deficits in 

alphabet knowledge may expose a weakness in orthographic memory that will impact the ability of the 

learner to match any related content to the visual stimuli, whether it is letter name or speech sound. 

Utilizing the Tier I instructional scope and sequence within K – 2 will support the interpretation of sound-

symbol correspondence assessment data. Curriculum-embedded assessments are wonderful for this, as 

they are aligned to the explicit instruction within the classroom. More generalized criterion-referenced 

assessments for sound-symbol recognition often limit content to single letters and common letter patterns 
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such as digraphs. For example, the PWRS assesses the 1:1 correspondence of single consonants in the 

alphabet, long and short vowels, and common digraphs such as th, sh, ch, wh, the nasal ng, and the letter 

combination qu, which is sometimes referred to as a digraph blend. 

Even this narrowed selection of stimulus, though, must be interpreted with care in early grades as not all 

patterns or sounds may have been introduced. 

Once a sound and letter(s) have been introduced, explicitly taught, and accompanied by 

opportunities for practice and feedback, student mastery should be looked at through both the lens 

of instructional expectation but also in comparison to the general student population. If the teacher 

explicitly taught a letter pattern and provided ample opportunity for practice with corrective feedback and 

upon assessment only 10 of 20 students have mastered this skill, this result is likely more indicative of the 

need for further whole class, Tier I instruction, not of a student’s lack of progress due to inherent reading 

struggle. However, if upon completion of an instructional sequence, assessment reveals that 18 of 20 

students have mastered the concept, then a closer look at the 2 who did not is warranted. 

Again, it is important to note that sound-symbol correspondence deficits are not a primary characteristic of 

dyslexia, just a risk indicator. However, the explicit connection between letters and sounds is fundamental 

to decoding and spelling. A student could, however, have this skill in isolation, but struggle to apply it to the 

decoding and spelling of words and the reading of connected text. 

For both alphabet knowledge and sound-symbol recognition, fluency, or, more appropriately, automaticity, 

is an important consideration as well. Accuracy is important, but if the student cannot perform the task with 

some level of automaticity, decoding and word reading will be labored, if not impossible. For example, if I 

show a flashcard to a student with the letter t and within one second the student can tell me “T says /t/,” the 

student is accurate and exhibiting automaticity and fluency in sound symbol-recognition. If the same task 

takes another student 3-5 seconds (or longer) to produce an accurate answer, accuracy may not be a 

concern, but that rate of recognition will not support fluency in reading or spelling.  

Considerations for Older Students 

Like alphabet knowledge, sound-symbol recognition is unlikely to be explicitly tested beyond primary 

grades. When student’s decoding and spelling struggles are believed to stem from deficits in sound-symbol 

knowledge, the way in which this skill is assessed can be shifted. For example, rather than relying on the 

presentation of single letters and digraphs, more advanced phonics patterns could be presented, such as 

vowel teams and diphthongs. Additionally, morphemes such as prefixes and suffixes may be appropriate. 
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In this case, the question of developmental appropriateness may instead be the question of adequate 

exposure through grade-appropriate texts. This would need to be considered alongside instructional 

relevance. For example, has the student seen enough words with the suffix -tion to be expected to know it 

and has there been explicit instruction related to the suffix? 

In some cases, drilling down to simplified phonics patterns or single letters may be necessary, but as 

previously mentioned, this specific information may only be crucial for the question of instructional and 

intervention support. If there is adequate data regarding word-level deficits through measures of decoding, 

encoding, and fluency, drilling down to the foundational skill of sound-symbol recognition may not be 

necessary to identify an older student with characteristics of dyslexia. This level of discrete data would be 

relevant, though, when placing a student in appropriate targeted interventions. 

 

Rapid Automatized Naming (RAN) 

The RAN circuit (visual stimuli, retrieval, naming) can be looked at as representative of a mini reading circuit. 

A student’s automaticity on a RAN task is suggestive of the automaticity on literacy tasks, including letter 

naming fluency, sound-symbol correspondence fluency, decoding and word recognition fluency, and 

general reading fluency. RAN is an index that mimics the type of demands on our brain that reading places. 

This can be an especially valuable tool as an early risk indicator, when reading and spelling words is less 

instructionally relevant. 

Deficits in rapid automatized naming can be an early predictor of future reading struggles, especially in the 

areas of automaticity and fluency. RAN is typically administered in early grades, but RAN assessments can 

be given at any age. As mentioned before, RAN is not a skill that can be improved with intervention; rather it 

is an indicator of processes that support reading. RAN is the ability to rapidly name visual stimuli. When we 

read, what are we technically doing? Naming visual stimuli. RAN is a risk indicator, but not all students with 

characteristics of dyslexia will have RAN deficits. 

RAN is a fairly simple assessment to administer, but we have to be careful not to place too much meaning 

on a single RAN score. It is also important when assessing RAN not to conflate rapid naming with another 

deficit area. This can be done by ensuring the construct of the measure is not utilizing visual stimuli that the 

student has not mastered. Using colors or objects, rather than numbers and letters, in primary grades helps 

safeguard against this misalignment. For example, a kindergartener who has not yet mastered letter names 

should not be assessed for RAN using letters as the visual stimuli because the results of this would be more 

indicative of letter naming fluency than of the ability to rapidly name visual stimuli. For this reason, colors, 

shapes, or objects are common stimuli for RAN measures, particularly in early grades. Letters and numbers 
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should only be utilized if the student has shown proficiency (if not mastery) of letter and numeral 

identification. 

Deficits in RAN can manifest in slower and more labored reading, mainly affecting fluency at all stages of 

acquisition. 

Some additional questions to consider when interpreting RAN might be:  

• Did the student understand the task? 

• Could the student name the visual stimuli outside of a timed parameter (i.e., did they know the 

items or not)? 

• Was the student distracted or disengaged? 

• If the student has taken other RAN measures, is this score in line with other scores? 

• If RAN is deficient, are there manifestations of the effects of a RAN deficit in their reading processes 

(e.g., deficits in letter naming fluency and/or sound symbol recognition, slower word reading and/or 

oral reading fluency)? 

Considerations for Older Students 

RAN measures are not typically part of assessment batteries beyond primary grades. While measuring RAN 

is an option for older students, it is important to remember that this is a risk indicator. If a student exhibits 

primary characteristics of struggling to read and/or spell words well, it may not be necessary to screen RAN 

to identify a student with characteristics of dyslexia. Careful consideration of other risk indicators 

appropriate to student age as well as the primary characteristics (word reading, spelling, and reading 

fluency deficits) are likely sufficient when screening students as part of the universal screening process to 

determine if a student requires a dyslexia-specific intervention due to their reading profile. 

Beyond early grades, norms for RAN may be unavailable for older students. Many standardized tests of 

psychological achievement include measures of RAN as an indicator. However, these additional tests are not 

part of the universal screening process and typically require parental consent for specialized testing. Careful 

consideration of rate in oral reading fluency as well as automaticity in spelling and writing are not direct 

indicators of RAN but can provide information when deciding if the student is having difficulty reading 

and/or spelling words with appropriate automaticity. 

Decoding and Word Reading 

Difficulty with decoding and word reading is a primary characteristic of dyslexia, not just a risk indicator. 

In other words, all students with “characteristics of dyslexia” will struggle to accurately and/or fluently read 

words to some degree.  
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When assessing decoding and word reading, however, not all words are created equal; therefore, we must 

consider what types of words we are asking students to read and whether they are appropriate for the age. 

This is intrinsically tied to explicit instruction, which should be based on the understanding that instruction 

should be systematic and cumulative and progress from simple to more complex. This scope and sequence 

should also be based on frequency. For example, high-frequency words, whether decodable or non-

decodable, are often included as part of explicit instruction because they are by name, frequent. Individuals 

need to learn them because they will appear often. 

As mentioned before, in primary grades, curriculum-embedded assessments are great tools for assessing 

progress against explicit instruction, which is based on a systematic and cumulative scope and sequence. 

Measures of decoding and word reading, however, often include a variety of types of words. Many, like the 

PWRS, will organize word lists by syllable type or phonics pattern and the test itself will be systematic and 

cumulative in overall organization. When utilizing such criterion-referenced tests, it is important to take 

instructional relevance into consideration. 

To illustrate, the PWRS comprises ten-word lists: 

• Closed Syllable with Short Vowels and Single Consonants 

• Closed Syllables with Digraphs, Doubles, and Blends 

• Long Vowel VCe Words and Syllables 

• Vowel-r Syllables (r-controlled) 

• Vowel Team Syllables 

• Complex Consonant Patterns (Hard/soft c and g; -dge, -tch) 

• Mixed Syllables with Consonant-le 

• Base Words with Inflections and Common Suffixes 

• Compound Words: Varied Syllable Types 

• Common Derivational Prefixes, Roots, and Suffixes 

If I administered the full test to a kindergarten student and an eighth-grade student, I would have very 

different expectations of mastery for many of the concepts. I might expect a kindergarten student to read 

closed syllable words with short vowels and single consonant and perhaps with digraphs, doubles, and 

blends at some point during the school year, but I certainly would not expect them to perform to mastery 

on words with complex consonant patterns or derivational affixes. An eighth grader, on the other hand, 

would have had explicit instruction in all these areas hopefully, but certainly most. Additionally, the eighth 

grader would have had more exposure to words with advanced phonics patterns through engagement with 

complex texts as an authentic part of the school day. While exposure is in no way equivalent to explicit 

instruction, familiarity with a concept or pattern may be something to take into account if an educator is not 

sure about the history of explicit instruction. 
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In early grades, assessments of nonsense word fluency or pseudoword reading are common. These tests 

use nonsense words that follow acceptable and predictable letter patterns in English. The use of nonsense 

words is to ensure that the student is not accurate due to memorization or familiarity; instead, the student 

must apply phonics knowledge to read the nonsense word. 

For example, CVC words are closed syllables. Closed syllables have short vowel sounds. If we understand 

that a single vowel followed by a consonant in a single syllable means that the vowel will be short, we will be 

able to apply this to the reading of both real and non-real words. See the chart below for some examples of 

real words, nonsense words, syllable type, and target skill. 

Syllable Type Target Skill Real Word Example Nonsense Word 

Example* 
Closed Short vowel sound bat jat 

Open Long vowel sound so bo 

VCe (silent e) Long vowel sound/silent e bike rike 

Vowel team Single long vowel sound goat loat 

Diphthong Vowel glide coil poil 

R-Controlled r-controlled vowel (not 

sounding out letters separately) 

bird mird 

*Nonsense words are excellent assessment tools, but fake words should not be used during instruction for decoding or spelling. 

Nonsense, or pseudoword, reading tests can provide information on the accurate reading of specific letter 

patterns. When administered under time conditions, it can also provide information on automaticity. Even 

though we assess discrete skills when screening for characteristics of dyslexia, we must always remember 

that the ultimate goal of reading is comprehension. Look at the three students below. Their performance 

and needs are different, despite some of them having similar or identical quantitative data. 

Student A Student B Student C 

Accuracy Accuracy Accuracy 

100% 100% 70% 

Rate Rate Rate 

50 words correct per minute 20 words correct per minute 40 words correct per minute 

Interpretation Interpretation Interpretation 
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The student is accurate and 

reading at an appropriate rate to 

support fluent reading and the 

goal of comprehension. 

The student is accurate but not 

automatic. Rate suggests labored 

decoding, despite accuracy. While 

accuracy may support the goal of 

comprehension, the energy spent 

on accurate decoding is likely to 

negatively influence the goal of 

comprehension. 

While the student is reading at a 

rate more comparable to Student 

A, accuracy is insufficient to 

support the goal of 

comprehension. 

 

Students can struggle with reading for many reasons, so when trying to determine if a student has 

characteristics of dyslexia, we must ask the question Why is the student struggling? In some instances, the 

quantitative data may be the same for students but the why is different, while for others, the quantitative 

data may differ, but the why is the same. 

Through the use of phonics inventories, fluency measures (see next section and the limitations of using 

fluency to measure discrete decoding skills), and other forms of assessment focused on word identification, 

we can determine if the student is struggling to accurately and efficiently read the words on the page. 

Considerations for Older Students 

Older students are engaging with complex texts on a more regular basis. The words these students are 

asked to read are often multisyllabic and complex. Affixed words (words with a prefix or suffix) occur at a 

4:1 ratio compared to base words in third through ninth-grade texts (Nagy & Anderson, 1984). While many 

older students who struggle to decode and read words will struggle with a variety of words, it is possible to 

assess the decoding skill of older students without utilizing types of words that may be developmentally 

misaligned and possibly impact a student’s social emotional status. For example, if I give the PWRS to a 

secondary student, I might choose to begin with more complex phonics patterns and work backward if 

needed, rather than leading with the list focused on closed-syllable CVC words. In fact, I may be able to 

confirm a word-reading difficulty from the administration of fewer lists and only need to probe further for 

instructionally relevant information when planning intervention services. 

Oral Reading Fluency (ORF) 

As mentioned earlier in this guide, ORF can be a primary characteristic of dyslexia, even for students whose 

effects of reading struggle were mediated by early and appropriate intervention. When assessing decoding 

and word reading in general, both accuracy and automaticity are important factors to consider. Beginning in 

first grade, students typically take oral reading fluency measures at some point during the school year. Oral 

reading fluency measures can be an indicator that more careful consideration must be given to decoding 
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skill. However, it is important to note that some students compensate when reading connected text. For 

example, a student with rich vocabulary and high comprehension may be able to self-correct word reading 

errors. This will produce an overall lower rate of fluency but may suggest overall accuracy that is not 

reflective of existing poor decoding skill. Also, fluency passages beyond first grade are rarely decodable, but 

rather are often created to match a grade standard or Lexile level. This limits the amount of discrete skills 

information that can be gained from fluency passages outside of general indicators of risk for rate and/or 

accuracy. 

Slower processing or retrieval may result in slower fluency. Some students with characteristics of dyslexia 

who receive early intervention may have had word reading deficits mediated; the primary characteristic of 

dyslexia for some students with less significant manifestations may be slower reading rate because more 

severe signs, such as inaccurate word reading were remediated through effective instruction. While some 

students may have fluency-specific deficits, many struggle with fluency because of word reading deficits, 

comprehension deficits, or both. This means we must still ask the question “Why?” when analyzing fluency 

results. Why did the student perform his way on the fluency measure? 

ORF is typically measured through timed oral reading probes. A student is given a passage at or below grade 

level and asked to read the passage aloud for one minute. While the individual reads, the person 

administering the test marks errors, such as misread words, substitutions, and transpositions (switching the 

order of words next to each other), as well as other notations such as if a student corrects themselves or if 

they skip a line. Consider the three students below. Each of these students read 80 words correct per 

minute with 80% accuracy. Do these students have the same needs? 

Student A, B, and C Fluency Probes 
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If we only look at the quantitative scores, it may be assumed that all these students have the same needs. 

However, if we perform an error analysis, we can identify obvious differences. Student A skipped an entire 

line. Without more information, this could have been the result of inattention and not of a reading-specific 

deficit. While Student B had many errors, when we read the passage with the student’s errors, the passage 

still makes sense. We could read this with the errors and omissions and come away with the same basic 

understanding of the passage as was intended. This student may be compensating in class and on 

performance tasks measuring comprehension and language. We still have concerns, though, about the 

student’s word reading skills. Student C’s errors, however, are not only indicative of word reading issues, but 

the mistakes leave the passage incomprehensible. In looking at these samples, we would want to dive 

deeper with decoding and word reading survey-level assessments for Student B and C. 

It is important to understand that, while fluency probes can prompt us to look deeper, overall slower fluency 

can by itself be a characteristic of dyslexia. As stated previously, dyslexia and its characteristics manifest on 

a continuum from modest to severe effects. Some students may be accurate but slow. In some cases, this is 

the result of early and targeted intervention without which a student would have struggled to a much more 

significant degree. Asking “why?” is important but looking at the impact of the found deficits is also part of 
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the process. Does the slower fluency rate adversely impact the student’s ability to complete tasks as 

expected? Educators should discuss all factors when making determinations about student needs. 

Considerations for Older Students 

In practice, oral reading fluency probes are often the only targeted 1:1 reading measure older students are 

given as part of the universal screening process, and some screening tools do not even include an ORF 

measure as a required subtest. It is imperative that decisions regarding characteristics of dyslexia are not 

made based off universal screening composite scores only. This is true at any grade or age, but especially 

true for older students when universal screening assessments measure different factors related to reading 

than they are in younger grades. If a screening composite score indicates risk or other risk indicators are 

present within the student data profile, hearing the student read aloud is a non-negotiable piece of the 

assessment puzzle. 

To make appropriate decisions about an inaccurate older reader, administering a word reading test or 

phonics inventory is the next step. However, for accurate but slower older readers, we should still consider 

the effect of their dysfluency when making instructional and intervention decisions (e.g., do they need 

considerations for additional time to complete tasks?). 

Encoding 

Even when students with characteristics of dyslexia learn to read words accurately and at a rate sufficient to 

support comprehension, they are likely to still struggle with spelling. This is because encoding and reading 

are not exactly two sides of the same coin, as many often say they are. Encoding is a production-based task, 

which makes it more complicated than reading. That is why there are some words we can read but not spell 

but rarely, if ever, words we can spell but not read. 

When assessing spelling, simply marking something correct or incorrect holds very little instructional value. 

The types of errors that students make are as important as the fact that they are making them. Our three 

questions still hold when interpreting spelling data: 

1) Is the screening tool measuring developmentally appropriate skills? 

2) Has the student been provided explicit instruction in the skill area and had adequate opportunities 

for application and practice? 

3) Is the individual’s performance comparable to same-age peers who have received the same or 

similar adequate instruction? 

Too often spelling assessments ask students to memorize lists of loosely related or unrelated words, rather 

than assessing the application of a concept or pattern to spelling within the English orthography. 

Curriculum-embedded assessments in foundational literacy materials offer timely and targeted 
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assessments that are both developmentally and instructionally relevant. Their use also happens within a 

class setting where our third question about progress related to peers can be observed with relative ease. 

As mentioned earlier, when assessing sound-symbol recognition, it is important to note whether the student 

has adequate alphabet knowledge to support the task. When assessing spelling, it may be necessary to 

confirm adequate sound-symbol knowledge. However, spelling deficits can flag educators to look further 

down in foundational skills. 

For now, let’s focus fully on interpreting spelling data. 

Error analysis is an important part of adequate spelling assessment. By breaking the word into target 

phonics patterns or skill concepts, we can determine which skills a student has versus which skills are 

lacking. 

For example, let’s look at the following word list and student response. 

Spelling Word Student Response 

scrap skap 

blimp bip 

plant pan 

scam stam 

drum jrum 

 

What does this information tell me? Likely the target of this spelling assessment was consonant blends, but 

all these words also contain short vowels. This student did not spell any of these words correctly, but I know 

more than just that from looking closely at these responses. I know two things with pretty strong certainty: 

1) The student understands short vowels. 

2) The student has not mastered consonant blends. 

Instructionally, this knowledge is important because we do not need to invest time in the spelling of CVC 

words, but we do need to spend more time on consonant blends. If consonant blends have been explicitly 

taught, we want to dig in more deeply. Is it a phonological issue? An orthographic one? Both? A quick 

additional probe focused on consonant blends can give us that information, but we do know that more 

explicit instruction is needed to help this student spell words with consonant blends accurately. 
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While this information is important for driving instructional decisions, when it comes to determining if a 

student’s spelling is indicative of characteristics of dyslexia, using our three guiding questions is key. 

Because reading and spelling are not natural processes, the question of instructional relevance is more 

important than the question of developmental appropriateness, but because phonological skills are 

necessary for accurate spelling, educators should determine if the student has the appropriate PA skills to 

support the segmentation of the word(s) in question. Then we must be sure that the letter-sound 

correspondence is instructionally relevant. When considering instructional relevance, it is okay to expect 

students to generalize explicitly taught skills to new words, but we should not expect students to be able to 

use letter patterns that have not been taught. For example, if we have taught all short vowels and the closed 

syllable concept, a student could be expected to spell any of the following words: rat, kit, top, sun, beg. 

However, it would not be appropriate to ask the student to spell with the vowel team ea if it has not been 

introduced yet. 

Students with characteristics of dyslexia may also misspell high frequency words, or words that they see and 

use often, despite their large exposure to the word. These might be regularly or irregularly patterned. How 

automatically a student spells a word is also an important consideration, as lack of fluency, even with 

ultimate automaticity, will adversely impact performance on writing tasks. 

Considerations for Older Students 

For some older students, poor spelling may be the sole manifestation of word-level deficits, especially if that 

student had effective early intervention to mediate literacy skills struggle. Utilizing discrete spelling 

measures is important, but authentic writing samples can provide indicators of risk for older students. Are 

students using only simple, familiar words in their writing? Are high-frequency words spelled incorrectly or 

inconsistently across their compositions? It is important to make sure we do not conflate written expression 

with spelling, although there is overlap. Handwriting and spelling are part of written expression, but we 

need to make sure when we identify flags for concern that we are asking Why? Why is the student flagging in 

this way? Is this a written expression deficit or truly a result of word-level deficits affecting the encoding of 

words? Is it both? 

For younger students, ensuring learners have adequate phonological skills is important when we notice a 

deficit. This is true for older students as well, but considering morphological awareness is also important, 

especially when grade appropriate words contain prefixes, suffixes, and roots. 

Ultimately, it is important for us to understand that spelling struggle is a primary characteristic of dyslexia, 

and encoding deficits alone can be indicative of a need for support whether through core instruction, 

intervention, or accommodations. 
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Other Factors to Consider 
Overview 

When screening for characteristics of dyslexia, there are a variety of other factors to consider as part of the 

student’s data profile. Some other factors that are important to include are: 

• Family history of reading difficulties 

• Written Expression 

• Morphological awareness 

• Oral language/linguistic skills 

• English Learner status 

Family History of Reading Difficulties 

While assessments typically focus on measuring student skills, information about the student’s family 

history of reading struggle is applicable to the identification of characteristics of dyslexia. In fact, individuals 

with an immediate family member with dyslexia are many times more likely to have reading difficulties than 

an individual without such family history (Snowling & Melby-Lervag, 2016). Family input, such as that 

gathered through questionnaires and rating scales, can help provide such information. It is important to 

understand, however, that former learning struggles may be a sensitive topic for some individuals, 

especially if they feel the school system did not meet their needs during their own academic experience. 

While some published options exist for collecting parental/family input, educators can generate their own 

tool for this purpose. In addition to understanding the sensitivity of discussing one’s own learning disability, 

educators must also understand that not all (perhaps very few actually) may have been formally identified 

with a disability. Not all individuals with dyslexia, or even characteristics of dyslexia, receive any level of 

formal identification. Therefore, discussing the characteristics and signs of this reading disorder can help 

support the process of determining if there is a family history of such problems. 

Written Expression 

Screening students in written expression is also a requirement within the general universal screening 

process. Not all students with characteristics of dyslexia will have larger scale written expression 

deficiencies. However, transcription, which includes handwriting and spelling, is part of written expression. 

Students with characteristics of dyslexia do typically exhibit spelling deficits. This can confound written 

expression performance, as many students with spelling deficits may choose simpler vocabulary in their 

writing despite adequate, grade-appropriate oral language skills, lowering the quality of their writing.  

The unwillingness to take risks in spelling more advanced vocabulary or the inability to spell high-frequency 

and predictably patterned words affects the quality of written compositions. Indicators for risk from written 
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expression assessments should be followed up, as appropriate, with survey-level assessments in spelling, 

phonemic awareness, and/or phonics. 

Morphological Awareness 

Beyond fifth grade, the majority of unfamiliar words students encounter are morphologically complex 

derivations (Mann & Singson, 2003; Nagy, 1989). Derivation just means that a word’s meaning has been 

changed by the addition of a derivational affix (prefix or suffix). For example, the word nation becomes 

national with the addition of the derivational suffix -al. I can further derive the word with the addition of 

more suffixes (-ist, -ic) to get the word nationalistic. The addition of derivational affixes can change both the 

spelling and the pronunciation of the word (note the long a in nation but the short a in national). 

Morphemes, however, are stable. The word nature and the word nation share the root nat, which means 

“born or birth.” Understanding this can help individuals make connections across words with shared origins. 

Ninety percent of English words with more than one syllable are Latin-based, and much of the remaining 

10% are Greek-based. Exposing students to morphology and explicitly teaching the meaning of key 

morphemes can support in various aspects of reading acquisition from word reading to comprehension. 

Additionally, and perhaps even more so, knowledge about prefixes and suffixes greatly expands an 

individual’s access to multisyllabic words. Almost 3,000 prefixed words found in third through ninth grade 

begin with un-, re-, and in-, and with the addition of dis-, students can cover about 58% of prefixed words 

they will encounter (White et al., 1989). Derivational suffixes also unlock many words for students, but these 

give additional information in the form of part of speech. Words that end in -tion and -ist are nouns, while 

words that end in the suffix -ic or -al are adjectives. Much like students can learn to chunk phonics patterns, 

students can syllabicate multisyllabic words by looking for familiar morphemes at the beginning and end of 

words and then decoding what is left. 

Morphological awareness overtakes phonological awareness skills in predicting reading performance in 

later elementary grades, and morphological knowledge contributes to various aspects of reading, from 

decoding and word recognition, spelling, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension. 

Oral Language Skills 

Oral language skills, including vocabulary and linguistic comprehension, are not typically primary deficits for 

individuals with characteristics of dyslexia. However, prolonged struggle to access text can result in 

secondary adverse impacts on vocabulary acquisition and comprehension. Beyond fifth grade, the majority 

of unfamiliar vocabulary an individual encounters occurs through engagement with complex text. Students 

who cannot access text due to word-level difficulties, over time, have less engagement with complicated 

sentence structure (syntactic complexity), less exposure to rich vocabulary, and less familiarity with varied 

text structures. Because written standard English is different than spoken English, students who are not 
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provided continued access to increasingly complex written language are unlikely to encounter such features 

of written language in spoken language. 

 It is important to clarify that an individual can have both oral language deficits and characteristics of 

dyslexia. Assessing oral language can provide important information about a student’s reading profile and 

provide information to educators to drive important questions. For example, a student with poor language 

skills could still also have characteristics of dyslexia, but those making decisions should ensure that the lack 

of language skills is not the cause or root of the reading difficulties. Educators must ask, for students who 

exhibit linguistic deficits, if the student is also struggling with reading and spelling words accurately and/or 

automatically regardless of any additional language skills deficits. 

Dyslexia is a language-based disorder and reading and writing are language-based processes. Many 

students with dyslexia or characteristics of dyslexia have comorbid difficulties. Despite the statistics that 

most individuals with dyslexia do not exhibit primary characteristics of deficits in language skills, such 

disorders as developmental language disorder (i.e., language impairment) can be comorbid. Therefore, just 

because a deficit in comprehension and/or vocabulary may be present does not mean that evaluation into 

more foundational skills should stop if there are flags suggesting risk for foundational deficits as well. 

English Learner Status 

English learner status does not preclude a student from having characteristics of dyslexia. However, much 

like the discussion above about oral language skills in general, when assessing and identifying English 

learners (ELs) with characteristics of dyslexia, educators must rule out limited English proficiency as the 

primary reason for the student’s reading difficulties. 

Additionally, much like we want to analyze student data related to developmental appropriateness, 

instructional relevance, and comparison to peers receiving same or similar instruction, we must ask 

questions about our ELs. Not all ELs are the same, even if they have received the same years of ESL 

instruction or have spent the same number of years within the United States’ school system. Educators 

should compare ELs to other ELs with similar historical experience. Some additional considerations are: 

• Does the student have a history of formal schooling in any language? 

• Does the student have a history of formal schooling in English? 

• Does the student have a history of formal schooling within the United States in English? 

• How many years has the student been in the US school system? 

• What are the oral language skills of the student in their native language? 

• Is the skill acquisition in language and academics comparable to peers with similar backgrounds? 



Pg 38  © Tennessee Department of Education 

 

Much like we want to consider all student progress in comparison to peers who have received similar 

instruction, when analyzing the skills of our English learners, we want to take such historical information 

into consideration. 

While students, including ELs, must be universally screened in English, additional assessments in the 

students’ native language should be administered, when possible, to provide instructional information to 

support data-based decisions. Educators can reference the Community of Practice English Learners: 

Screening and Dual Identification Support for more information on screening, identifying reading deficits, 

and supporting English learners. 

Closing 
Educator Summary 

The primary reason individuals struggle with reading is because of word-level deficits, or characteristics of 

dyslexia. In fact, as many as 1 in 5 persons (20%) exhibits characteristics of dyslexia. Early identification and 

early intervention are crucial for mediating the effects of word-level deficits in developing readers. Screening 

for characteristics of dyslexia helps identify students exhibiting risk indicators or primary characteristics of 

dyslexia and enables educators to provide targeted and intensive instructional and intervention supports in 

a timely manner based on individualized need. 

While not all students with characteristics of dyslexia have phonological deficits, most do. The areas of 

phonological and phonemic awareness, along with other early literacy skills such as alphabet knowledge 

and sound symbol recognition, are risk indicators of dyslexia. Rapid automatized naming is also a flag for 

risk as it is an indicator of retrieval speeds that ultimately may impact reading performance in such areas as 

automaticity and fluency. 

Primary characteristics of dyslexia are struggle in decoding and word recognition, oral reading fluency, and 

spelling. All students with dyslexia and those who are at risk for dyslexia will struggle to some degree with 

one of these primary characteristics. Students with early effective intervention may have more severe 

deficits mediated, resulting in overall accurate but slower reading. Spelling tends to be affected to some 

degree, even when significant deficits are remediated, and students who do not have obvious struggles in 

independent reading are likely to still exhibit spelling errors, possibly even of familiar words. 

When screening for characteristics of dyslexia, educators must understand the risk indicators and primary 

characteristics of dyslexia and how to appropriately assess for deficits. Universal screeners in some grade 

levels may provide enough information to make informed decisions about a student’s reading profile, but in 

https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/special-education/rti/English_Learners_and_Characteristics_of_Dyslexia.mp4
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/special-education/rti/English_Learners_and_Characteristics_of_Dyslexia.mp4


Pg 39  © Tennessee Department of Education 

 

many cases additional survey-level assessments may be necessary to ensure that the reason the student is 

struggling with reading is due to issues at the word level.  

Additionally, when utilizing various types of assessments, including criterion-referenced tests, educators 

should take care when interpreting results and ask the following questions: 

• Is the screening tool measuring developmentally appropriate skills?  

• Has the student been provided explicit instruction in the skill area and had adequate opportunities 

for application and practice?  

• Is the individual’s performance comparable to same-age peers who have received the same or 

comparable adequate instruction? 

Reading is not a natural process, and most students require explicit and systematic instruction to learn how 

to read. We must teach the skills before we expect students to be able to perform. Also, while we should not 

delay the provision of intervention if we identify a need, we as educators must ensure that our Tier I 

instruction is adequate and provides high-quality foundational literacy instruction in early grades.  

If at any point a disability is suspected, a referral must be made. At minimum, teams should come to the 

table to discuss whether an evaluation is warranted. Screening for characteristics of dyslexia is not a 

sufficiently comprehensive evaluation under IDEA or an evaluation under Section 504, but all student data is 

part of that student’s profile when making informed decisions. 
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Primary Characteristics Risk Indicators Additional Considerations 

Word Reading 

and Decoding 

Difficulties 

Spelling 

Difficulties 

Reading Fluency 

Difficulties 

Phonological 

Skills (including 

phonemic 

awareness, PA) 

Alphabet 

Knowledge 

(AK) 

Sound Symbol 

Recognition 

(SSR) 

Rapid 

Automatized 

Naming (RAN) 

Morphological 

Awareness (MA) 

Oral Language 

Skills/Linguistic 

Comprehension 

Family 

History of 

Reading 

Difficulties 

May be 

applicable by 

end of 

kindergarten. 

Look more 

closely at 

predictive 

factors like AK, 

SSR, and PA. 

May be 

applicable by 

end of 

kindergarten. 

Look more 

closely at 

predictive 

factors like AK, 

SSR, and PA. 

Consider 

fluency/automaticity 

in alphabet 

knowledge and 

sound symbol 

recognition once 

instructionally 

relevant. 

The following 

PA skills are 

expected by 6 

½ years old 

(end of K): 

Rhyming, 

counting 

syllables, word 

play, blending 

onset and 

rime, isolating 

initial sounds, 

compound 

word deletion, 

syllable 

deletion, 

blending of 3-4 

phonemes 

(including 

blends), 

phoneme 

substitution 

(no blends). 

Considering 

instructional 

relevance and 

scope and 

sequence of 

curriculum 

materials is 

also important. 

Letter 

identification 

relies on 

instructional 

relevance and 

response to 

adequate, 

explicit core 

instruction. 

Extent of 

sound symbol 

recognition 

relies on 

instructional 

relevance and 

response to 

adequate, 

explicit core 

instruction. 

RAN is a 

predictive 

indicator of 

future reading 

performance, 

especially for 

such areas as 

fluency and 

automaticity. 

Visual stimuli 

that the 

student can 

name must be 

used to 

adequately 

assess RAN. 

Lower RAN is 

suggestive of 

slower 

processing, 

which may 

translate into 

slower naming 

of visual word 

forms. Lack of 

automaticity in 

AK and SSR will 

likely also be 

present for K 

students with 

RAN deficits. 

At this age, 

phonological 

skills are more 

predictive of 

reading 

performance 

than 

morphological 

skills. 

Knowledge of 

inflectional 

morphemes 

may be evident 

in PA skills and 

early spelling 

skills (e.g., 

adding -s to cat 

to make the 

plural cats). 

In kindergarten, 

tests of reading 

comprehension 

rely on decoding. 

However, oral 

language skills 

overtake 

decoding skills in 

predicting 

comprehension 

beyond grade 2. 

It is important to 

ensure reading 

deficits are not 

due solely to 

language 

comprehension 

factors. 

Gathering data 

on oral language 

skills, including 

vocabulary and 

language 

comprehension, 

can help support 

appropriate 

decisions about 

student needs 

and skills.  

Students with 

immediate 

family 

members 

who have 

dyslexia are 

much more 

likely to also 

have reading 

problems 

than an 

individual 

without such 

familial 

relations 

(Snowling & 

Melby-Lervag, 

2016). 

Gathering 

parent input 

is an 

important 

part of the 

student’s 

data profile. 
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Primary Characteristics Risk Indicators Additional Considerations 

Word Reading 

and Decoding 

Difficulties 

Spelling 

Difficulties 

Reading Fluency 

Difficulties 

Phonological 

Skills (including 

phonemic 

awareness, PA) 

Alphabet 

Knowledge (AK) 

Sound Symbol 

Recognition 

(SSR) 

Rapid 

Automatized 

Naming (RAN) 

Morphological 

Awareness (MA) 

Oral Language 

Skills/Linguistic 

Comprehension 

Family History of 

Reading 

Difficulties 

Consider skills in 

decoding and 

recognizing high-

frequency and 

predictably 

patterned 

words. Continue 

to look closely at 

predictive 

factors like AK, 

SSR, and PA. 

Spelling of 

predictably 

patterned words 

with phonics 

patterns that 

have been 

explicitly taught. 

Consideration of 

high-frequency 

words that have 

been explicitly 

taught. Continue 

to look closely at 

predictive 

factors like AK, 

SSR, and PA. 

Consider word 

reading fluency 

of high-

frequency and 

predictably 

patterned 

words. Consider 

passage reading 

fluency of 

decodable 

passages that 

match 

instructional 

scope and 

sequence 

expectations. 

Continue to 

consider 

fluency/automati

city in alphabet 

knowledge and 

sound symbol 

recognition. 

All kindergarten 

skills (see chart) 

are expected. 

Other skills 

expected by end 

of grade 1: 

Deletion of 

individual 

phonemes in the 

initial and final 

position. 

Deletion of initial 

individual 

phonemes 

including blends 

is expected 

around 8 years 

old, so 

instructional 

relevance is 

important to 

consider when 

analyzing 

phonemic 

awareness skills 

in deletion of 

initial phonemes 

with blends. 

Letter 

identification is 

expected to be 

at mastery for 

upper- and 

lower-case 

letters. 

Extent of sound 

symbol 

recognition 

relies on 

instructional 

relevance and 

response to 

adequate, 

explicit core 

instruction. 

Grade 1 

standards 

expect SSR for 

common 

consonant 

digraphs, 

predictably 

patterned one- 

and two-syllable 

words, vowel-

consonant-e and 

common vowel 

team spellings of 

long vowel 

sounds, 

inflectional 

endings (-s, -es, -

ed, -ing). 

RAN is a 

predictive 

indicator of 

future reading 

performance, 

especially for 

such areas as 

fluency and 

automaticity. 

Visual stimuli 

that the student 

can name must 

be used to 

adequately 

assess RAN. 

Lower RAN is 

suggestive of 

slower 

processing, 

which may 

translate into 

slower naming 

of visual word 

forms. Lack of 

automaticity in 

AK, SSR, and 

decoding will 

likely also be 

present for 

students with 

RAN deficits. 

At this age, 

phonological 

skills are more 

predictive of 

reading 

performance 

than 

morphological 

skills. Knowledge 

of inflectional 

morphemes may 

be evident in PA 

skills and early 

spelling skills 

(e.g., adding -s to 

cat to make the 

plural cats). 

In grade 1, tests 

of reading 

comprehension 

rely on 

decoding. 

However, oral 

language skills 

overtake 

decoding skills in 

predicting 

comprehension 

beyond grade 2. 

It is important to 

ensure reading 

deficits are not 

due solely to 

language 

comprehension 

factors. 

Gathering data 

on oral language 

skills, including 

vocabulary and 

language 

comprehension, 

can help support 

appropriate 

decisions about 

student needs 

and skills. 

Students with 

immediate 

family members 

who have 

dyslexia are 

much more likely 

to also have 

reading 

problems than 

an individual 

without such 

familial relations 

(Snowling & 

Melby-Lervag, 

2016). 

Gathering parent 

input is an 

important part 

of the student’s 

data profile. 
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Primary Characteristics Risk Indicators Additional Considerations 

Word Reading 

and Decoding 

Difficulties 

Spelling 

Difficulties 

Reading Fluency 

Difficulties 

Phonological 

Skills (including 

phonemic 

awareness, PA) 

Alphabet 

Knowledge (AK) 

Sound Symbol 

Recognition 

(SSR) 

Rapid 

Automatized 

Naming (RAN) 

Morphological 

Awareness (MA) 

Oral Language 

Skills/Linguistic 

Comprehension 

Family 

History of 

Reading 

Difficulties 

Consider skills 

in decoding 

and 

recognizing 

high-frequency 

and predictably 

patterned 

words. 

Continue to 

consider 

predictive 

factors like AK, 

SSR, and PA if 

deficits in word 

reading and 

decoding are 

present. 

Spelling of 

predictably 

patterned 

words with 

phonics 

patterns that 

have been 

explicitly 

taught. 

Consideration 

of high-

frequency 

words that 

have been 

explicitly 

taught. 

Continue to 

consider 

predictive 

factors like AK, 

SSR, and PA. 

Consider word 

reading fluency of 

high-frequency and 

predictably patterned 

words. Consider 

passage reading 

fluency of decodable 

passages that match 

instructional scope 

and sequence 

expectations and 

grade-appropriate 

connected text. 

Continue to consider 

fluency/automaticity 

in alphabet 

knowledge and sound 

symbol recognition. 

All kindergarten 

and grade 1 

skills (see chart) 

are expected. 

Other skills 

expected by end 

of grade 2: 

Deletion of 

initial phonemes 

including 

blends. Sound 

deletion of 

medial and final 

phonemes is 

expected by age 

9. Instructional 

relevance 

should be 

considered for 

this skill. 

Letter 

identification is 

expected to be 

at mastery for 

upper- and 

lower-case 

letters. 

Extent of sound 

symbol 

recognition 

relies on 

instructional 

relevance and 

response to 

adequate, 

explicit core 

instruction. 

Grade 2 

standards 

expect short 

vowels and 

common vowel 

teams and long 

vowel patterns. 

RAN is a 

predictive 

indicator of 

future reading 

performance, 

especially for 

such areas as 

fluency and 

automaticity. 

Visual stimuli 

that the student 

can name must 

be used to 

adequately 

assess RAN. 

Lower RAN is 

suggestive of 

slower 

processing, 

which may 

translate into 

slower naming 

of visual word 

forms. Lack of 

automaticity in 

AK, SSR, and 

decoding will 

likely also be 

present for 

students with 

RAN deficits. 

At this age, 

phonological skills 

are more 

predictive of 

reading 

performance than 

morphological 

skills. In grade 2, 

students are 

expected to 

decode words 

with common 

prefixes and 

suffixes. 

Instructional 

relevance should 

be considered 

when analyzing 

data. 

Oral language 

skills overtake 

decoding skills in 

predicting 

comprehension 

beyond grade 2. 

It is important to 

ensure reading 

deficits are not 

due solely to 

language 

comprehension 

factors. It is also 

important to 

ensure that 

reading 

comprehension 

deficits are not 

due to decoding 

struggles. 

Gathering data 

on oral language 

skills, including 

vocabulary and 

language 

comprehension, 

can help support 

appropriate 

decisions about 

student needs 

and skills. 

Students 

with 

immediate 

family 

members 

who have 

dyslexia 

are much 

more likely 

to also 

have 

reading 

problems 

than an 

individual 

without 

such 

familial 

relations 

(Snowling 

& Melby-

Lervag, 

2016). 

Gathering 

parent 

input is an 

important 

part of the 

student’s 

data 

profile. 
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Primary Characteristics Risk Indicators Additional Considerations 

Word Reading 

and Decoding 

Difficulties 

Spelling 

Difficulties 

Reading Fluency 

Difficulties 

Phonological 

Skills (including 

phonemic 

awareness, PA) 

Alphabet 

Knowledge 

(AK) 

Sound Symbol 

Recognition (SSR) 

Rapid 

Automatized 

Naming (RAN) 

Morphological 

Awareness (MA) 

Oral Language 

Skills/Linguistic 

Comprehension 

Family 

History of 

Reading 

Difficulties 

Consider skills 

in decoding 

and 

recognizing 

high-

frequency, 

irregular, and 

predictably 

patterned 

words, plus 

words with 

common 

derivational 

affixes. 

Continue to 

consider 

predictive 

factors like AK, 

SSR, and PA if 

deficits in word 

reading and 

decoding are 

present. 

Spelling of 

one, two, and 

three syllable 

words with 

phonics 

patterns that 

have been 

explicitly 

taught, as well 

as high-

frequency 

words that 

have been 

explicitly 

taught. 

Continue to 

consider 

predictive 

factors like AK, 

SSR, and PA for 

students with 

spelling 

deficits. 

Consider word 

reading fluency of 

high-frequency and 

predictably 

patterned words. 

Consider passage 

reading fluency of 

decodable passages 

that match 

instructional scope 

and sequence 

expectations and 

grade-appropriate 

connected text.  

Drill down to word 

reading fluency of 

predictably 

patterned words 

when fluency deficits 

are present. 

Continue to consider 

automaticity in AK 

and SSR as 

appropriate. 

All kindergarten 

through grade 2 

skills (see chart) 

are expected. 

Other skills 

expected by end 

of grade 2: 

Sound deletion 

of medial and 

final phonemes 

is expected by 

age 9. 

Instructional 

relevance 

should be 

considered. 

Phonemic 

awareness skills 

may not be 

directly 

measured 

through 

screeners in 

grade 3. If 

deficits in 

decoding, word 

reading, 

spelling, or 

fluency, 

consider drilling 

down to PA. 

Letter 

identification is 

expected to be 

at mastery for 

upper- and 

lower-case 

letters. 

Grade 3 

standards expect 

knowledge of all 

sound symbol 

correspondences. 

If word reading 

and decoding 

deficits and/or 

spelling deficits 

exist, consider 

drilling down to 

more 

foundational 

skills, such as 

SSK, as 

appropriate. 

RAN is a 

predictive 

indicator of 

future reading 

performance, 

especially for 

such areas as 

fluency and 

automaticity. 

Visual stimuli 

that the student 

can name must 

be used to 

adequately 

assess RAN. 

In grade 3, oral 

reading fluency 

rate can flag as 

an indicator to 

look at RAN 

discretely. 

In grade 3, 

students are 

expected to 

decode words 

with common 

prefixes and 

suffixes, both 

inflectional and 

derivational. 

Additionally, 

students are 

expected to have 

knowledge of 

common roots. 

Instructional 

relevance should 

be considered 

when analyzing 

data. 

Oral language 

skills overtake 

decoding skills in 

predicting 

comprehension 

beyond grade 2. 

It is important to 

ensure reading 

deficits are not 

due solely to 

language 

comprehension 

factors. It is also 

important to 

ensure that 

reading 

comprehension 

deficits are not 

due to decoding 

struggles. 

Gathering data 

on oral language 

skills, including 

vocabulary and 

language 

comprehension, 

can help support 

appropriate 

decisions about 

student needs 

and skills. 

Students 

with 

immediate 

family 

members 

who have 

dyslexia 

are much 

more likely 

to also 

have 

reading 

problems 

than an 

individual 

without 

such 

familial 

relations 

(Snowling 

& Melby-

Lervag, 

2016). 

Gathering 

parent 

input is an 

important 

part of the 

student’s 

data 

profile. 
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Primary Characteristics Risk Indicators Additional Considerations 

Word Reading 

and Decoding 

Difficulties 

Spelling 

Difficulties 

Reading 

Fluency 

Difficulties 

Phonological 

Skills (including 

phonemic 

awareness, PA) 

Alphabet 

Knowledge 

(AK) 

Sound Symbol 

Recognition (SSR) 

Rapid 

Automatized 

Naming (RAN) 

Morphological 

Awareness 

(MA) 

Oral Language 

Skills/Linguistic 

Comprehension 

Family 

History of 

Reading 

Difficulties 

Consider skills in 

decoding and 

recognizing 

words in isolation 

and connected 

text, including 

knowledge of all 

letter-sound 

correspondences, 

syllabication 

patterns, roots 

and affixes, and 

decoding and 

recognition of 

unfamiliar 

multisyllabic 

words.  

Consider drilling 

down for 

students with 

decoding and 

word recognition 

deficits. 

Apply 

phonics 

knowledge 

to the 

spelling of 

words, 

including 

multisyllabic 

words with 

roots and 

affixes.  

Consider 

drilling down 

for students 

with 

encoding 

deficits, 

especially if 

there is 

difficulty 

spelling 

predictably 

patterned 

and high-

frequency 

words.  

Consider 

passage 

reading fluency 

of grade-

appropriate 

connected text. 

Consider both 

accuracy and 

rate. 

Drill down to 

word reading 

fluency of 

predictably 

patterned 

words when 

fluency deficits 

are present. 

PA skills are 

expected to be 

fully developed 

by age 10, but 

instructional 

relevance is still a 

factor. Consider 

drilling down 

discretely to PA 

skills if deficits in 

fluency accuracy 

and word 

reading/decoding. 

 

Letter 

identification 

is expected 

to be at 

mastery for 

upper- and 

lower-case 

letters. 

Grade 4 - 6 

standards expect 

knowledge of all 

sound symbol 

correspondences. 

If word reading 

and decoding 

deficits and/or 

spelling deficits 

exist, consider 

drilling down to 

more 

foundational 

skills, such as 

SSK, as 

appropriate. 

RAN is a 

predictive 

indicator of 

future 

reading 

performance, 

especially for 

such areas as 

fluency and 

automaticity. 

Visual stimuli 

that the 

student can 

name must 

be used to 

adequately 

assess RAN. 

In grades 4 - 

6, oral 

reading 

fluency rate 

can flag as an 

indicator to 

look at RAN 

discretely. 

In grades 4 - 6, 

students are 

expected to 

decode words 

with common 

prefixes and 

suffixes, both 

inflectional and 

derivational. 

Additionally, 

students are 

expected to 

have 

knowledge of 

common roots. 

Instructional 

relevance 

should be 

considered 

when analyzing 

data. 

It is important 

to ensure 

reading deficits 

are not due 

solely to 

language 

comprehension 

factors. It is also 

important to 

ensure that 

reading 

comprehension 

deficits are not 

due to decoding 

struggles. 

Gathering data 

on oral 

language skills, 

including 

vocabulary and 

language 

comprehension, 

can help 

support 

appropriate 

decisions about 

student needs 

and skills. 

Students 

with 

immediate 

family 

members 

who have 

dyslexia 

are much 

more 

likely to 

also have 

reading 

problems 

than an 

individual 

without 

such 

familial 

relations 

(Snowling 

& Melby-

Lervag, 

2016). 

Gathering 

parent 

input is an 

important 

part of the 

student’s 

data 

profile. 
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Primary Characteristics Risk Indicators Additional Considerations 

Word 

Reading and 

Decoding 

Difficulties 

Spelling 

Difficulties 

Reading Fluency 

Difficulties 

Phonological 

Skills (including 

phonemic 

awareness, PA) 

Alphabet 

Knowledge 

(AK) 

Sound Symbol 

Recognition (SSR) 

Rapid 

Automatized 

Naming (RAN) 

Morphological 

Awareness (MA) 

Oral Language 

Skills/Linguistic 

Comprehension 

Family 

History of 

Reading 

Difficulties 

Consider 

skills in 

decoding and 

recognizing 

words in 

isolation and 

connected 

text, 

including 

knowledge of 

syllabication 

patterns, 

roots and 

affixes, and 

decoding and 

recognition 

of unfamiliar 

multisyllabic 

words.  

Consider 

drilling down 

for students 

with 

decoding and 

word 

recognition 

deficits. 

Apply 

phonics 

knowledge to 

the spelling 

of words, 

including 

multisyllabic 

words with 

roots and 

affixes.  

Consider 

drilling down 

for students 

with 

encoding 

deficits, 

especially if 

there is 

difficulty 

spelling 

predictably 

patterned 

and high-

frequency 

words.  

Consider passage 

reading fluency 

of grade-

appropriate 

connected text. 

Consider both 

accuracy and 

rate. 

Drill down to 

word reading 

fluency of 

predictably 

patterned words 

when fluency 

deficits are 

present. 

PA skills are 

expected to be 

fully developed 

by age 10, but 

instructional 

relevance is still a 

factor. Consider 

drilling down 

discretely to PA 

skills if deficits in 

fluency accuracy 

and word 

reading/decoding. 

See also 

Morphological 

Awareness. 

 

Letter 

identification 

is expected to 

be at mastery 

for upper- 

and lower-

case letters. 

Grade 7 - 12 

standards expect 

knowledge of all 

sound symbol 

correspondences. 

If word reading 

and decoding 

deficits and/or 

spelling deficits 

exist, consider 

drilling down to 

more 

foundational 

skills, such as 

SSK, as 

appropriate. 

RAN is a 

predictive 

indicator of 

future reading 

performance, 

especially for 

such areas as 

fluency and 

automaticity. 

Visual stimuli 

that the 

student can 

name must be 

used to 

adequately 

assess RAN. 

In grades 7 - 

12, oral 

reading 

fluency rate 

can flag as an 

indicator to 

look at RAN 

discretely. 

In grades 7 - 12, 

students are 

expected to 

decode words 

with common 

prefixes and 

suffixes, both 

inflectional and 

derivational. 

Additionally, 

students are 

expected to 

have knowledge 

of common 

roots. 

Instructional 

relevance 

should be 

considered 

when analyzing 

data. 

It is important 

to ensure 

reading deficits 

are not due 

solely to 

language 

comprehension 

factors. It is also 

important to 

ensure that 

reading 

comprehension 

deficits are not 

due to decoding 

struggles. 

Gathering data 

on oral 

language skills, 

including 

vocabulary and 

language 

comprehension, 

can help 

support 

appropriate 

decisions about 

student needs 

and skills. 

Students 

with 

immediate 

family 

members 

who have 

dyslexia 

are much 

more 

likely to 

also have 

reading 

problems 

than an 

individual 

without 

such 

familial 

relations 

(Snowling 

& Melby-

Lervag, 

2016). 

Gathering 

parent 

input is an 

important 

part of the 

student’s 

data 

profile. 
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