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All-Party Parliamentary Group for Dyslexia

Meeting on early identification and screening
9 September 3-4.30pm

Speakers

· Juliet Campbell MP (Chair)
· Lynn Lovell, Head of Professional Standards, British Dyslexia Association 
· Joel Talcott, Professor of Developmental Cognitive Neuroscience, Aston University
· Jamie Wace, CEO, Talamo 
· Ash Zina, Head of Supporting Workforce for Inclusive Mainstream (SWIM) Unit, Special Educational Needs & Disability and Alternative Provision, Department for Education


1. Introduction to Screeners
The meeting began with a presentation from Lynn Lovell, who set out the purpose and value of dyslexia screeners and how they differ from diagnostic assessments. She explained that screeners are short, structured tools, often taking just 15–30 minutes, and can be delivered by teachers, teaching assistants, or even online. Their strength lies in being practical, accessible, and efficient, though they usually involve some cost.

Lynn highlighted that screeners allow for early identification, enabling support to be put in place before children fall too far behind. Because they can be used across whole classes or year groups, they reduce the likelihood of pupils “slipping through the cracks.” Importantly, they also guide decisions about whether a full diagnostic assessment should follow.

By contrast, she noted, diagnostic assessments are in-depth, specialist-led evaluations covering reading, writing, phonological skills, memory, and processing, designed to provide a full learning profile. These assessments can formally confirm dyslexia and recommend tailored strategies. Screeners and diagnostics, Lynn concluded, are not alternatives but complementary: screeners help us act early, while diagnostics help us act accurately.

Following the first speaker, Caroline Bateman argued for teaching every child as though they were dyslexic, describing this as Quality First Teaching. Kay Carter agreed with the importance of inclusivity but stressed the nuanced nature of dyslexia, questioning whether treating every child as dyslexic risked overlooking diversity in learning differences. She also voiced concerns about screeners being used across entire year groups. Mark Loveday added that giving pupils tools such as laptops without the necessary training could be counterproductive.

Victoria Thompson spoke about her work with apprentices who have dyslexia, many of whom had not been formally diagnosed. She observed that only one in ten of the apprentices she encounters has an official diagnosis, leaving the rest to struggle without tailored support. Adjustments in her setting include adapted slides, careful use of colours, and separating images from text. However, she noted that when asked what support they need, apprentices often default to requesting “extra time,” highlighting a lack of awareness about other, potentially more effective, adjustments.

The meeting then heard from two colleagues from the Department for Education – Gita Sisupalan and Ash Zina. Ash outlined the department’s plans for SEND reform, to be presented in an upcoming White Paper. The reforms will focus on early identification, building inclusive schools, ensuring high-quality provision, and fostering partnerships with families, teachers, and experts. She emphasised that reforms will be evidence-based and will include robust training through both initial teacher training and CPD, with a greater emphasis on SEND.

Gita Sisupalan spoke about the “Reading Ambition for All” programme, piloted in 600 primary schools with input from the British Dyslexia Association, aimed at helping teachers adapt phonics and improve literacy outcomes for struggling learners.

Following the presentation from Gita and Ash, Marie Goldman MP pressed on the timescale, noting that training in 600 schools represents a very small fraction of the 20,700 state primaries in England. At this pace, she argued, full coverage could take decades, leaving many children unsupported in the meantime. Ash and her colleague Gita acknowledged the concern and explained that expansion plans are in place, including into secondary education.

Sureena Brackenridge MP added that support staff play a crucial role and must be included alongside teachers. Ash confirmed that the reforms will cover the entire workforce, not just teaching staff.

Juliet Campbell MP underlined the importance of focusing specifically on dyslexia, noting that generic SEND approaches have not succeeded in the past. Gita responded that phonics remains the most evidence-based approach but acknowledged that it is not sufficient in isolation. Children also need to build language, fluency, and vocabulary, and teachers need training to adapt phonics to individual learners.

Several contributions raised the potential value of screeners in guiding teacher interventions, while also cautioning against stressful classroom practices such as cold calling, which can disadvantage dyslexic learners.

The third speaker – Professor Joel Talcott presented a universal classroom screener designed for Year 1 pupils. This tool, which is teacher-led and takes around five minutes per pupil, creates individual profiles linked to interventions. He explained that the screener is not diagnostic but provides useful early insights. He confirmed that by next autumn, it will be made freely available to schools with links to recommended interventions.
Concerns were raised about the risks of premature labelling and about bias in short assessments. Joel stressed that the screener is intended to supplement, not replace, teacher judgement.

Our fourth speaker - Jamie Wace, spoke about both his own dyslexia and his desire to create an easy, low-cost screener that can be used for children. The Talamo screener is aimed at children aged 7 to 16. This assessment, taking around 45 minutes and costing roughly £10 per pupil, is based on a gold standard of cognitive testing. It provides detailed reports, is scalable to whole cohorts, and has been welcomed by schools. Jamie argued strongly for universal and mandatory screening, pushing back against the perception of dyslexia as a “middle-class condition” and stressing the importance of accessible, affordable identification. 

In closing, Juliet thanked all participants and emphasised the need for new approaches that reflect the realities of dyslexia. She acknowledged the value of the screening tools presented while noting the importance of avoiding premature labelling. 

Next steps
· The DfE will revert to the APPG with more information on the dyslexia-specific content of training developed as part of the Schools and SEND white paper. 
· The APPG will write to the secretary of state asking her to outline teacher training on SEND and her plans for reform in this area. 
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