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Introduction

OCSTA welcomes the opportunity to provide our perspective on the mandatory early screening
consultation being conducted by the Ministry of Education. The purpose of our submission is to
provide input into the specific questions outlined by the Ministry and the concerns of Catholic
school boards in Ontario. We have developed this submission based on substantial feedback
from our 29 member boards.

It should be noted at the outset, that OCSTA supports the overall direction of the OHRC Right to
Read Inquiry Report and that our boards continue to carefully review the recommendations and
develop action plans for implementation over time. OCSTA and its member boards will also
collaborate closely with the Ministry of Education on any process to revise existing policies and
practices to ensure all students receive the most effective reading instruction possible. In
addition, OCSTA believes it is advisable for the Ministry to establish a working group of trustee
associations, school boards and experts to assist the Ministry in developing the screening tools
and processes to be implemented in this context.

The Ontario Catholic School Trustees’ Association (OCSTA) was founded in 1930. It represents
237 elected Catholic trustees who collectively represent 29 English-language Catholic district
school boards. Together, these school boards educate approximately 545,000 students from
junior kindergarten to grade 12 and adults in continuing education programs province-wide.
Inspired by the Gospel, the Mission of the Ontario Catholic School Trustees’ Association is to
provide leadership, service and a provincial voice for Catholic school boards in promoting and
protecting Catholic education. The OCSTA and our member boards are committed to “placing
Christ and the teachings of the Catholic Church at the centre ” of students’ learning experiences.

Background

On February 28, 2022, The Ontario Human Rights Commission (OHRC) released its report on
the Right to Read. The report made 157 recommendations to the Ministry of Education and
school boards to address issues in learning achievement among students—including those facing
reading disabilities and other barriers to reading success. The report makes recommendations on
implementing mandatory screening of all Kindergarten to Grade 2 students, among other
recommendations.

The OHRC'’s report on the Right to Read recommends that the Ministry mandate early,
evidence-based screening on foundational skills and require school boards to screen all students
twice a year from Kindergarten to Grade 2 (Ontario Human Rights Commission, 2022).

Recommendations 59-67 and 81 related to screening emphasize:

e Focusing the assessment content on foundational skills focused on word-reading accuracy
and fluency (60).

e Ensuring that early scientifically validated screening and evidence-based interventions
are equally implemented within French-language instruction (61).
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Revising PPM 155: Diagnostic Assessment in Support of Student Learning to reflect the
current scientific research consensus on early identification of students at risk for reading
disabilities (62).

Collecting data on the selected screening tools to improve accountability, and ensure
clear standards are in place to communicate with students and parents about the screening
tool, the timing, and how to interpret the results (63, 64).

Using results to communicate when and what intervention will be provided if the student
is identified as at risk for reading difficulties and not use the results of screening to
performance manage teachers (64, 65).

Implementing stable, enveloped yearly funding for evidence-based screening, and
comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded professional learning on the specific
screening tools (59, 66).

Mandating that school boards track the effectiveness of interventions for individual
students through standardized individual assessments/progress monitoring and require
school boards to input this data into a centralized system and break down the information
by demographics to identify and address any equity gaps (81).

Overall Objective of the Ministry Consultation

The Ministry of Education is to determine options for implementing the OHRC’s
recommendations on early screening to support students’ reading skills.

Issues for Consideration

1.

Mandatory for K-2: What are the considerations for mandating screening for
Kindergarten to Grade 2 from the perspective of your organization?

Frequency: Would your organization support screening twice a year? If not, what
alternative(s) would you recommend?

Data Collection: How might data be gathered to best support student reading progress
across grades, and potentially schools/boards?

Usage: How might data be used to inform implementation of reading interventions?

Equity Considerations: How can we ensure that groups of students are not adversely
affected by over-identification or under-identification?

Professional Learning: What are the considerations for identifying and supporting
teacher learning needs?

Other: Is there anything else you would like to comment on as the Ministry considers the
implementation of screening tools for students?

In our May 2020 submission to the Ontario Human Rights Commission’s Right to Read Inquiry,
OCSTA also indicated revising PPM 11 that outlines the current requirements for early screening
related to reading difficulties being reviewed and revised.
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1. Mandatory for K-2: What are the considerations for mandating screening for
Kindergarten to Grade 2 from the perspective of your organization?

Catholic school boards believe it is important to be clear about the sort of information being
sought with any mandatory screening tool for students in Kindergarten to grade 2. For example,
what are the skills that are assessed for in a phonological awareness hierarchy? (e.g.,
sentence/syllable segmentation, sound identification/isolation, substitution, deletion tasks, etc.).
It is also important to be clear about the objective for obtaining the information from the
screening tool. For example, is the information needed for an initial placement or a more specific
focus on instructional strategies?

It is also advisable to have a set of evidence-based screening tools that takes the Ontario context
into consideration, are easy to administer and can identify students at risk clearly.

A related consideration is who will be administering the screening to students and collecting and
interpreting the data (teachers, early childhood educators, board professional staff) and how to
ensure consistent administration and autonomy across boards. This raises a methodological issue:
how will those staff administering the screening be trained and supported in this process? This
may include considerations such as the roles of support staff and board psychologists, how to
categorize the assessment data to inform student placements in reading interventions. It is critical
to boards that professional development training in any new assessment tool(s) and process also
be adequately funded by the Ministry, including release time for those conducting the
assessments. It is also important to provide boards with additional funding and resources to
support teachers in the implementation of the instructional strategies recommended by the
screening.

Policy and Program Memorandum 155 (PPM 155) Concerns

In respect of Policy and Program Memorandum 155 (PPM 155), the current practice is that
screening assessments are left entirely up to the professional judgment of the teacher and there is
no central collection of any data. It is essential that a system-wide screening/data collection is
implemented to monitor early literacy student achievement for K-2. PPM 155 limits a board’s
approach to systematic assessment as administered by teachers for ongoing data collection and
longitudinal analysis.

OSCTA recommends that PPM 155 be substantially revised in order to ensure teachers use
consistent tools to administer screenings for students in the area of early literacy acquisition
and corresponding sub-skill. This will ensure the core objective of PPM 155 is fulfilled.

2. Frequency: Would your organization support screening twice a year? If not, what
alternative(s) would you recommend?

OCSTA agrees that the screening of students for potential reading challenges is an essential
component in the design of effective and efficient reading intervention strategies. An initial
screening assessment, benchmarked to appropriate standards of reading proficiency and ongoing
monitoring and testing of a student’s progress, may be a model to consider.

A Submission to the Ministry of Education Consultation on Mandatory Early Screening for Reading
June 16, 2022 Page 3



Given the current landscape of learning loss and the need for learning recovery and renewal, we
support a standardized screening tool for all early learners so as to measure and monitor early
literacy acquisition rates and respond accordingly with the appropriate tiered intervention
supports.

However, it is important for screening to be a precise and focused response to the needs of
students. In addition, it is important that screening assessment not be done too frequently so as to
avoid learned responses to the assessments.

One example of a screening schedule:

Initial screening of all students early in the school year (to be flexible and meaningful for
the school year) then:
a. for those “passing”, a second screen later in the year (unless other evidence
indicates a second screen may not be useful);
b. for those “not passing”, a second and third screen as well as ongoing monitoring
of those students receiving reading interventions.

A second example of a screening schedule:

a. Year 1 kindergarten:
- November (initial instruction required to understand tasks) — information
gathered will guide teacher instruction
- March (midpoint) — to determine if instruction is effective or needs to be
modified to student needs
b. Year 2 kindergarten to grade 2:
- October (less time required at the beginning of the year for instruction)
- February (midpoint).

It is also vital that parents are informed of the practice and provided an explanation that the
practice supports an essential life skill, and when necessary to provide specific and early
interventions.

3. Data Collection: How might data be gathered to best support student reading
progress across grades, and potentially schools/boards?

With recent studies on the science of reading, it is important to re-evaluate current tools, data
collection methodologies, and instructional practices as well as intervention practices that reflect
most recent reading acquisition knowledge. OCSTA believes that data collection should be more
standardized and organized through a screening tool that can be used across grades and school
boards. To the degree possible, the data collection screening tool should be consistent across
school boards in Ontario allowing for easier transitions between schools/school boards within
the province. Consistency between boards will enable teachers and education staff to more
easily interpret the data in the design of effective reading intervention strategies.

It may be advisable to consider the use of an existing screening tool that can be made consistent
across all school boards; the program or tool should also have a reporting system that is
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accessible for teachers and staff. It should also have the functionality to score and collect data
that aligns with existing Student Information Systems.

Data collection should be standardized and be sensitive to the various foundational skills for
literacy. For this reason, the following areas must be assessed and data must be collected and
analyzed for changes over time:

< Phonemic Awareness (e.g., Rosner Universal Screening Tool)

< Early Literacy Acquisition

« Letter Identification

< Concepts About Print

e Writing Vocabulary

« Reading Vocabulary

« Hearing and Recording Sounds in Words in Sequence

= Continuous Contextualized Reading (Running Records).

One method of gathering data is the use of subtest scores of students (rather than composite
scores) with the screening tools for specific areas of reading instruction. For example, subtest
score data could be collected in the following areas:

Kindergarten Data

e Phonemic/Phonological Awareness
e |etter Naming Fluency

e Phonics/Word Recognition

Grade 1 Data

e Phonemic/Phonological Awareness
e Word Recognition/Phonics

e Nonsense Word Reading

Mid-Grade 1 Data
e Add Oral Reading Fluency and Reading Comprehension

Grade 2 Data

e Word Recognition/Phonics
e Nonsense Word Reading

e Oral Reading Fluency.

Training is required for data collection and analysis for research-based interventions, and in
consideration of typical age-appropriate growth/achievement expectations.

4, Usage: How might data be used to inform implementation of reading interventions?

OCSTA believes that the standardized data obtained from screening assessments of students at
risk of reading challenges enables a purposeful, personalized and targeted form of support. The
data should be used to support decisions in respect of classroom instruction, and the more
intensive tier 2 and tier 3 interventions. The screening data can identify the specific strengths and
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weaknesses students may have in foundation reading skills so the appropriate instructional
strategies can be designed and implemented.

The data from screening assessments should be used to monitor the effectiveness of the reading
instruction or interventions being used and track student progress in reading skills. The data
would also assist in early identification of students with a possible learning disability. This would
assist with additional reading interventions for students with reading disabilities.

The data can also be used to identify patterns of reading challenges that can be used to modify
professional development for education staff to better assist the instruction of students. Lastly,
the data collected can be used to inform resource allocation—staffing, materials and programs to
better support student needs.

The data should also be utilized to determine specific next steps in addressing reading
challenges. For example, a student is fluent in oral literacy but having difficulty with nonsense
word fluency (knowledge of basic letter-sound correspondences and the ability to blend letter
sounds into consonant-vowel-consonant and vowel-consonant words), the data can point to
developing targeted phonics instruction for the student.

5. Equity Considerations: How can we ensure that groups of students are not
adversely affected by over-identification or under-identification?

It is critical that the screening methods, analysis and interpretation of the results are free of bias
in all its forms. The screening tools should be designed to ensure they are sensitive to
Indigenous, racial, cultural and socio-economic realities of students so as to identify reading
challenges in diverse groups of students but without implicit bias that may form a type of
streaming of students. In this regard, it is key to ensure the language and images used in the
screening tools reflect student strengths and potential, and not just deficits.

The screening process needs to consider the issues surrounding students with various disabilities
such as non-verbal students. The design of the screening tools should factor in these sorts of
considerations to ensure students with disabilities are properly assessed. For example, one
measure is a phonological awareness assessment tool for non-verbal students.

To manage the challenge of under and over-representation, the assessments should be
administered to all students, possibly twice per year to ensure accurate collection of data. In
addition, the screening assessment process should be separate from the formal identification and
monitoring process for special education students. This will ensure reading challenges are
identified distinctly from other potential learning challenges students may have.

6. Professional Learning: What are the considerations for identifying and supporting
teacher learning needs?

The professional learning requirements for the proper administration of more standardized
screening assessment tool for teachers, and the professional support staff of boards is a critical
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component of identifying and supporting students with reading challenges. Screening
assessments are tools to identify students' gaps/needs in respect of reading skills. In order for the
screening tool to support students in their foundational reading skills, educators must be
knowledgeable in the areas of emergent literacy skill acquisition and be able to effectively
instruct students. As highlighted in the Right to Read report, this is an area of need for educators
across the province. Addressing this issue will require substantial and sustained educator training
in emergent literacy skill acquisition and an update to the current Ontario literacy curriculum. It
may also require additions to the professional education requirements for Bachelor of Education
degrees and EQ courses.

OCSTA believes the following institutional changes are required to support professional
development of educators including school administrators:

Screening Assessment Tool Administration

e Initial in-service training as well as ongoing support for teachers (both classroom teachers
and special education teachers). Teachers need to know how to use the screening tool
properly, how to interpret the data collected and how the results impact programming.

e The following should be provided to all educators who support students in early years:
> Explicit information and modeling related to the screening tool;
» Guidance related to possible student outcomes (e.qg., letter-sound correspondence,
blending skills).

Board and School Level Support

e A dedicated board lead to support system wide implementation of the screening
assessment process and to support a sustainable approach to professional development.
For example, the board lead could develop a model of professional development using
departmental collaboration among affected areas such as special education, speech-
language pathology and psychology staff.

e Specific training for school administrators on how to leverage teams of professionals
within schools, as well as literacy instruction.

e Designate reading specialists in each elementary school to support teacher knowledge in
reading instruction.

e Funding for teachers taking the additional qualification in reading/literacy similar to what
the Ministry has done for qualifications in mathematics and guidance.

Teacher College Training

Teaching ‘early reading’ is not something fully explored at the Faculties of Education across
Ontario; a fulsome review of current Primary Basic Qualification Programs must be implemented
to ensure that these fundamental concepts/approaches are addressed for new teacher candidates.
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7. Other: Is there anything else you would like to comment on as the Ministry
considers the implementation of screening tools for students?

Fostering a culture of well-being would also be an essential component of the exploration related
to the use of early screening. Educators need to ensure that students demonstrate success during
this process, even in the smallest increments. As students develop their reading skills, we need to
nurture students' growth mindset, self-awareness and perseverance.

Appropriate, effective and sustained funding is essential for this work. Without it, we will not be
able to support the scope or depth required to address the needs of students with reading
challenges. There is a requirement for staffing, screening and assessment tools, training and
resources.

Ensure that phonemic awareness is addressed and a focus for youngest learners in the pre-
reading and emergent/early reading years prior to phonological skill development. The
most effective assessment to measure early reading achievement is a standardized miscue
analysis tool that captures strategic and known behaviours of good readers, (e.qg., self-
monitoring, rereading, subvocalizing, searching for and using information, cross-checking,
self-correcting, phrased in fluent reading, comprehension).
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