
 
 

What is PALS? 

The Phonological Awareness Literacy 

Screening (PALS), developed by the 

University of Virginia, is the screening 

tool of the Virginia’s Early Intervention 

Reading Initiative (EIRI), and is used by 

98% of school districts in Virginia on a 

voluntary basis.  The Initiative was 

“initially established by the 1997 Virginia 

Acts of Assembly to help participating 

school districts identify kindergarten and 

first grade children in need of additional 

instruction and provide early intervention 

services to those students with diagnosed 

needs in reading.” i It was expanded in 

March 2000 to include students in grades 

K-3.  

Both the PALS-K and the PALS 1-3 

measure young children’s knowledge of 

important literacy fundamentals, 

including phonological awareness, 

alphabet knowledge, knowledge of letter 

sounds, spelling, concepts of words, word 

recognition in isolation, and oral passage 

reading. The major purpose of PALS is to 

identify those students who are below 

grade-level expectations in these areas 

and may be in need of additional reading 

instruction through the EIRI.ii
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What Do PALS-K Scores in Virginia Tell Us? 
• Although PALS scores address only literacy fundamentals, 

they are an important indicator of school readiness and the 
overall quality of the early care and education a child has 
received. 

 
Are Children in Virginia Ready for Kindergarten? 
• In the fall 2002, of the 74,666 kindergartners in Virginia 

screened with the PALS-K, one in five (15,194) were identified 
as needing additional instruction.iii 

 
What Does It Mean to be Ready for Kindergarten? 
• A child’s first five years provide the foundation upon which 

subsequent educational efforts are built.  This foundation is 
multi-faceted, including the physical, social, emotional, 
cognitive and linguistic skills that children need to succeed.  
Substantial and meaningful development in all of these areas is 
important for a child’s success in kindergarten and beyond.   

 
• The child who has poor vision, who has difficulty interacting 

with other children, who the lacks self-control necessary for a 
structured environment or who has had little exposure to 
colors, letters or counting skills will have more difficulty in 
kindergarten that a child who does not have these challenges.   

 
Children Who Enter School Behind Their Peers Are Unlikely 
to Ever Catch Up.iv   
• Researchers have found that as many as 80% of the children who 

enter school significantly behind their peers encounter negative 
outcomes such as failing the third grade reading test, disruptive 
behavior in school, dropping out of school, involvement in 
criminal activity or teen pregnancy.  

 
How Do We Improve a Child’s Readiness for School? 
• Quality programs that combine intensive family support and early 

education services have been found to be most effective in 
reducing anti-social behavior and delinquency.v   

• At-risk children who participate in quality early care and 
education programs are less likely to be held back a grade, spend 
less time in special education, and more likely to graduate high 
school, which is known to lead to higher earnings than for those 
who do not graduate. vi  

• Key features of high quality programs include low child to staff 
ratios, limited group size and highly educated teachers. 
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Virginia’s Public Preschools  
 
The Virginia Preschool Initiative (VPI) and Head Start are 
publicly funded preschools dedicated to serving at-risk four year 
olds.  VPI is supported with state and local funds, and Head Start 
is funded with federal funds. 
 
• There were an estimated 22,967 at-risk (as determined by 

family income) 4 year olds in Virginia.  This represents 23% of 
the projected total number of all 4 year olds during 2003-04.vii 

• Legislative policy changes in 2004 established Virginia’s 
commitment to serve 100% of the at-risk four year olds 
unserved by Head Start. 

• In 2004-05, 78% (n. 90) of the eligible localities participated 
in VPI.  Twenty-two localities were not eligible to 
participate.viii   

What Are the Costs of Inaction? 

Children who are unprepared for kindergarten are 
more likely to experience academic and social 
difficulties, difficulties that may be addressed in the 
public schools or the juvenile justice system at costs 
higher than those for preschool.   

We can pay now or we will pay more later. 
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• There were 11,692 Virginia children in grades K-3 who were not 
promoted in the 2002-03 school year.  Since it is likely that most of 
these children were retained, Virginia school systems spent 
approximately $95.7 million (at a cost of $8,186 per child) for those 
children to repeat that grade.x   
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