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SummaRy                                                                       

Reading failure affects 30 percent or more of our nation’s children 
and is linked to health outcomes, making it a major child health 
issue. To address this persistent national problem, Nemours 
BrightStart! develops innovative programs and tools to help young 
children at risk for reading failure build the skills needed for 
reading success. Nemours BrightStart! identifies those at risk and 
teaches them effectively from the very beginning of their reading 
journey. This evidence-based program is specifically designed to 
teach reading readiness skills to small groups of at-risk four- and 
five-year-old children in pre-school, child care or school settings.  
It has proven to be effective using the highest research standards.  

intRoduction            

Reading is one of the most important skills for success in school and life. Learning to read is an important 
milestone for children that parents eagerly await. Reading ability is the strongest individual predictor of adult 
health status, and is often related to other child health issues, such as developmental problems, vision and hearing 
impairments, and frequent school absence due to illness. 

For many children, learning to read poses a big challenge. Dyslexia is the most common cause of reading  
problems. People with dyslexia are often very intelligent; they simply have subtle brain processing problems  
that make reading difficult. A variety of other issues can impair reading progress, as well. Unfortunately,  
reading problems (such as dyslexia) often are not discovered until third grade or later.1 By then, it can become 
very difficult to catch up to grade level in reading, and otherwise bright, capable children can lose their confidence 
and feel left behind, possibly affecting them for a lifetime. 

The good news is that nearly all children can become successful readers. This is especially true when a child’s  
risk is identified in pre-kindergarten or kindergarten, and they receive targeted, developmentally appropriate 
instruction to help them develop the key building blocks for reading. That’s why Nemours created Nemours 
BrightStart!—the first program of its kind in the nation to target large numbers of pre-kindergarteners for  
screening and reading readiness instruction—to level the academic playing field for young, vulnerable learners 
and ensure that every child receives a solid foundation on the road to reading success and overall health. 

Finding a Path to Reading Success in the early years
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Reading Failure in the united States

Reading failure affects 30 percent or more of our nation’s children, making it a major child health issue that 
undermines academic, emotional, social, behavioral, and cognitive development.2 Each year, millions of American 
children fail reading proficiency tests at the beginning of fourth grade, and most will never catch up.  Consider 
these long-term effects for individuals and society:

 � Increased risk for high school drop-out, criminal activity, and incarceration;3 

 � Increased risk of unemployment and long-term poverty;4 

 � Increased risk of poor health, as reading level is the single strongest predictor of adult health status;5 and

 � Adverse impact on parenting skills, transmitting the reading failure cycle to future generations.6   

While the causes of widespread reading failure are numerous, the major factors include: 

 � Inherent challenges in learning to read, from a brain processing standpoint;7

 � Large numbers of children with genetic, neurobiological risk for dyslexia or specific reading disability   
 (10-20 percent of general population);8 

 � Lack of adequate language exposure and access to print materials in low-income families;9 

 � Rapidly growing population of English Language Learners (ELLs) from homes in which the  
 primary language is not English;10 and

 � Literacy instruction in schools that does not meet the needs of diverse, struggling learners.11 

 
Despite these many challenges, there is overwhelming scientific evidence on what it takes for all children to 
become strong readers.  In a report to Congress in 2000, the National Reading Panel identified five key skills 
needed to develop reading proficiency by the end of third grade: phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary,  
fluency, and comprehension.12  For all children, the foundation for these essential skills is developed starting  
at birth, through frequent, high-quality language interactions at home and in child care settings, and frequent  
exposure to books and other print materials, in the context of warm, loving, and secure adult-child  
relationships.13 As children move into pre-school and the early elementary grades, high quality classroom  
reading instruction is essential to developing capable, motivated readers.

For the 30 percent or more of America’s children who experience persistent reading failure, however, typical  
language and book exposure in the pre-school years and classroom reading instruction in the elementary grades 
are not sufficient to ensure their reading success.  National statistics overwhelmingly show that, although we 
know what to do, we are failing large numbers of children, year after year, by not providing them what we  
know they need to improve. Among low-income students, the 2009 National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) study found that a staggering 83 percent were below the proficient level, and 49 percent fell below the 
basic level.14   

Among all children, 67 percent were below proficient, with 33 percent of all students falling below the basic 
level.15  Overall, about 40 percent of U.S. children enter kindergarten each year without the foundational reading 
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readiness skills needed to be successful there, and unfortunately, the majority may never catch up.16  Quite simply, 
if we do not help struggling readers early in life, as they get older, they will continue to struggle and will need 
more intensive, and often more costly, intervention to be brought up to the reading level of their peers.  For most 
children, the later this begins, the lesser the gains.   

Why early action is critical

Research is clear that the earlier children at risk of reading failure 
are identified and given appropriate assistance, the better their 
long-term outcomes.17  This same research has shown that, with 
early identification and targeted instruction, the rate of persistent reading failure should drop to less than five 
percent of children nationally.  We know that schools do not create these achievement gaps; they inherit them. 
The foundation for successful reading is built in the early years, when a young child’s brain is highly responsive, 
adaptable, and attuned to learning language. Reading programs become more costly and less effective as children 
move to each successive grade; catch-up growth in schools is very expensive and historically not successful.  In 
fact, if a child is not reading on grade level by the end of first grade, he or she has only about a 10 percent chance 
of reading on grade level at the end of fourth grade.18  By starting developmentally appropriate reading readiness 
programs at an early age, we can help when preventive action has the best chance of success.  

What We do
Nemours BrightStart! develops unique programs and tools targeting young children at risk for reading failure, 
to identify and teach them effectively at an early age, from the very beginning of their reading journey.  This 
program is specifically designed to bolster reading readiness skills, working with small groups of at-risk four- and 
five-year-old children, and has proven effective using the highest research standards. Incubated for several years 
in Jacksonville, FL, Nemours BrightStart! has demonstrated a significant and lasting impact on helping children 
get ready for kindergarten through rigorous research conducted on our work with thousands of children.19, 20   

 
Kennedy’s Story

It’s hard to believe that only months ago Kennedy was struggling with the ABCs. Her mother, a 
teacher herself, constantly read stories to Kennedy, but that wasn’t enough to help her catch on 
to important skills she would need to become a successful reader. Kennedy is not alone. Many 
children entering kindergarten are already significantly behind in the skills they need for reading 
success. The achievement gap that plagues our schools exists long before kindergarten. 

Through a Nemours BrightStart! screening, Kennedy was identified as needing assistance to 
improve her early literacy skills. Along with several other children at her pre-school, Kennedy began working with Nemours 
BrightStart! teacher Alison Gregory. To Kennedy’s mom, the results were amazing. She states, “By the end of her nine-week 
lessons, Kennedy not only knew her ABCs, but she had begun to read at a ‘better than average’ level for her age group.” 
As such a poised reader, Kennedy was selected as the “official reader” for her pre-school graduation—an honor bestowed 
upon only one pre-school graduate each year. She proudly read the story, Tip, as her parents beamed from the audience. 

For both Kennedy, and her mom, Nemours BrightStart! has been priceless. Now confident in her beginning reading 
abilities, Kennedy is not only excited, but also ready to begin kindergarten in the fall. 

if a child is not reading on grade level 
by the end of first grade, he or she 
has only about a 10 percent chance 
of reading on grade level at the end 
of fourth grade. 
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the nemouRS BRightStaRt! aPPRoach to PRevention oF Reading FailuRe                          

The program has proven effective with all types of diverse struggling 
learners.  In addition, children who are English Language Learners 
(ELLs) have shown tremendous benefit.  These children often struggle 
with reading and academic achievement, at enormous individual cost 
and cost to our educational system.  

The Nemours BrightStart! early literacy program encompasses a three-
step process: screen, provide developmentally appropriate, targeted 
instruction, and rescreen. Parents are kept informed throughout all 
three stages of their child’s reading readiness progress. 

1. Screen
All pre-kindergarteners and kindergarteners should be screened to 
assess their reading readiness skills.  Nemours BrightStart! has  
provided free screenings to over 12,300 four- and-five-year-old 
children in Florida and Delaware.  These screenings help to identify 
children who are behind their peers in reading readiness skills. The 
screening takes about 10 minutes per child and measures critical 
language and print awareness skills that support reading development. 
Screenings can be done in child care settings, schools, libraries,  
doctors’ offices, and other community locations. 
 

2. Provide developmentally appropriate, targeted instruction
Nemours BrightStart! has developed an educational program for 
children scoring below a cutoff point on the screening tool, indicating 
risk for reading failure.  The program is conducted in small groups 
and consists of 20 lessons focusing on print awareness, oral language, 
letter knowledge, phonological awareness, and emergent writing, for a 
total of 15 to 20 hours of instruction. 

What makes the program so unique is that it is specifically designed 
for struggling, diverse four- and five-year olds; covers reading  
readiness skills that research has shown are most strongly predictive 
of future reading success; incorporates research-based instructional 
strategies; and consists of complete lessons and all necessary  
materials. Lessons are standardized, systematic, and explicit, ensuring 
that teachers can use them with high fidelity, and that every child is 
given the same opportunity for success. Most importantly, the lessons 
are multi-sensory, developmentally appropriate and fun for all  
children involved, because children’s literature, music, and movement 
are woven into teaching activities that keep students engaged. 

 
about nemours
Nemours, one of the nation’s largest child 
health systems, is dedicated to achieving 
higher standards in children’s health. 
Nemours offers an integrated spectrum of 
clinical treatment coupled with research, 
advocacy, and educational health and 
prevention services extending to families in 
the communities it serves. 

Nemours owns and operates the Alfred I. 
duPont Hospital for Children in Wilmington, 
DE, and major children’s specialty clinics 
in Delaware, Florida, Pennsylvania and 
New Jersey. Nemours will establish a new 
full-service children’s hospital as part of an 
integrated child health campus in Orlando. 
KidsHealth.org, the world’s most visited 
pediatric health care web site for parents, 
kids and teens, is a project of Nemours. 

Nemours leads as both a model of, and an 
advocate for, health policies and programs 
that seek to transform the child health system 
into one that ensures optimal wellness for 
every child. Starting with Alfred I. duPont’s 
bequest over seventy years ago, Nemours has 
grown into a multi-dimensional organization 
working to improve the health of all children.
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To date, lessons have been provided in child care settings, schools, and through private tutors.  For screened  
children who cannot receive the Nemours BrightStart! lessons in these settings, parents are provided with  
substantial information to help them at home.   

3. Rescreen
Children receiving the Nemours BrightStart! lessons are 
re-screened to measure their progress. Sometimes they can 
receive a second dose of the program, if needed.  Parents 
receive information about their child’s rescreening results so 
they can stay informed about their child’s progress and needs. 

Results are also analyzed with the most rigorous statistical 
methods to determine program effectiveness and areas for 
more study.  Please see our section on “National Success and 
Recognition” for further information on results.

Reaching out to childRen WheRe they live, leaRn and Play   

Although Nemours BrightStart! provides substantial services in classroom settings, the program goes well beyond 
that to help parents, teachers, health care providers, community leaders, and policy-makers understand key  
concepts and actions that will promote reading success for all. By conducting screenings in libraries, doctors’ 
offices, schools, child care settings, and other community locations, Nemours BrightStart! is involving entire 
communities in promoting the future reading success of their children. 

Nemours BrightStart! recognizes the substantial impact parents have on their children’s reading success and 
considers them an integral part of the program.  For children receiving our targeted instruction, parents receive a 
brief letter after each lesson with suggestions for reinforcing important skills at home.  

For example, parents are asked to encourage their children’s writing and drawing, and assist in matching house-
hold items with sounds learned. In addition, Nemours BrightStart! provides workshops for parents on a variety 
of child development topics, including language and reading readiness skill development. 

Nemours BrightStart! also offers various tools and educational options to help physicians and nurses engage 
with parents regarding reading readiness, risk factors for reading failure, and dyslexia. A Physician’s Toolkit gives 
health care providers a checklist to determine whether a child is on track with reading readiness skills or at risk 
for future reading problems. The toolkit also includes educational posters that are useful in exam or waiting 
rooms. 

These posters include language and reading readiness milestones and “red flag” warning signs for possible  
problems in these developmental areas. Additionally, “prescription pads” are included, which contain information 
for parents about home activities and community resources. 
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hoW ouR JouRney Began            

From the beginning, Nemours BrightStart! set out to develop a 
sound, research-based reading readiness screening and targeted 
educational approach that would help reduce the large numbers  
of young children under-prepared for future reading success. Once  
that was accomplished, we established training modules to help  
others replicate the program. Through all of our work, we conduct 
high quality research that contributes to the science of reading  
development and risk, and work to increase public awareness, 
dialogue and action related to dyslexia, reading failure and the  
keys to reading success. 

Nemours BrightStart! Phase 1 was incubated in Jacksonville, FL, reaching up to 120 child care sites each year. 
Educators worked “in the trenches” with thousands of young children in an urban, multi-lingual community, and 
researchers rigorously measured results in the natural environment, using a cluster randomized research design. 

As part of this work, Nemours BrightStart! has had a presence in military child care sites in Jacksonville, FL. 
The program has operated in these sites since its inception, demonstrating Nemours’ commitment to supporting 
children and families in the military. Dependent children of military parents often are burdened by even greater 
challenges than non-military children. Frequent moves and parent deployments, injuries, or death often result in 
significant emotional, behavioral, social, and learning problems for these youngsters.  

The highly engaging Nemours BrightStart! lessons and small-group interaction provide a nurturing and  
confidence-building milieu for military children struggling with various emotional, behavioral, and learning 
challenges.  Overall, from 2005 – 2011, Nemours BrightStart! has achieved great success. More than 12,300 pre- 
kindergarteners have been screened, with more than 2,300 receiving the Nemours BrightStart! program.  

Upon completion of the program, two- thirds have moved to the 
age-appropriate range in reading readiness, and participants gained an 
average of 114 percent on their reading readiness scores (data analyzed 
through 2010).  What is even more impressive is that these results appear 
to be sustained after three years, as evidenced by our longitudinal  
follow-up data.  

hoW We aRe SPReading ouR WoRK            
 
After promising results from our work in Jacksonville, Nemours  
BrightStart! has transformed its curriculum into a format that others  
can use.  A train-the-trainer model was implemented in August 2009  
for three different school systems in Florida, all of which demonstrated  
outcomes as good as or better than Nemours BrightStart!’s own  
historical benchmarks.  
 

 

“the nemours BrightStart! program is  
nothing short of a miracle. the progress my 
daughter has achieved in the last 3-5 months 
is incredible. it’s like she woke up to the fun 
world of letters, numbers, and reading.” 
 
Parent of nemours BrightStart! participating student 
duval county, Florida

 

nemouRS BRightStaRt!  
By the numBeRS (2005-2011)

ScReen:  
Over 12,300 pre-kindergartners screened

PRovide taRgeted inStRuction:  
Over 2,300 received Nemours  
BrightStart! instruction.

ReScReen:  
Two-thirds moved to the age-appropriate 
range in reading readiness skills after  
completing the lessons.
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Teachers and early care providers who were trained to implement the 
Nemours BrightStart! early literacy program for struggling learners 
reported that the scripted lessons and well-organized support  
materials, developed in the natural environment by veteran teachers 
for teachers, were a major key to their implementation success.  

Their results suggest that this type of program can work in every 
community, providing a scalable, sustainable, and cost-effective  
solution to help struggling, diverse, young learners find a path to 
reading success. The program is now being implemented by  
educators in various locations nationally. The estimated cost for 
program materials and associated professional development training 
is only about $100 per at-risk child.   

national SucceSS and Recognition           

Although the improvement and reading ability of our children is the true mark of success for Nemours  

BrightStart!, our results have also been reported in peer-reviewed journals and nationally disseminated.

Publications
 � First year results were published in peer-reviewed Journal of Learning Disabilities (2009).

 � Second- and third-year results have been published in peer-reviewed Journal of Learning  Disabilities (2011)  
(Electronic version).

 � Numerous other papers and studies are underway. 

ouR FutuRe          

Nemours BrightStart! has brought six years of early learning innovation to Jacksonville, and we are continuing to 
expand the program in a growing number of Florida counties.  Nemours BrightStart! has been able to expand to 
Gulf County, FL, with the support of the Jessie Ball duPont Fund, and to Delaware, with a grant from the Arsht-
Cannon Fund.  

To date, we have conducted screenings, distributed health provider “tool kits,” conducted parent trainings, offered 
professional development and begun partnerships with early care and education programs and school districts in 
Delaware.  In the summer and fall of 2011, we will begin training Delaware teachers to implement the Nemours 
BrightStart! lessons with their own students. 

Nemours BrightStart! is able to mass produce and distribute the curriculum at low cost, allowing students  
nationwide to experience the joy of reading success from an early age. We have several effective training and 
program options to address specific community needs and ensure successful implementation and sustainability 
of Nemours BrightStart!. We are looking for federal opportunities so we can continue to validate and scale the 
program, ensuring that all children can enjoy health and reading success from an early age. 
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RecommendationS FoR imPRoving Reading  
ReadineSS in at-RiSK and StRuggling leaRneRS
Policy-makers at the federal, state, and local level, pediatricians, 
teachers, early care providers, and parents can promote reading 
success for all children through the following action steps, which 
are specific to children birth through age 5.

Recommendations for congress
 � Include funding for evidence-based and cost-effective early 
literacy programs that meet the needs of struggling, diverse learners, including those who are birth through age 5, 
and children who are falling behind their peers in reading readiness skills, in the annual Labor, Health and Human 
Services, Education and Related Agencies Appropriations bill. A particular emphasis needs to be placed on target-
ing critical reading foundation skills, as recommended by the National Reading Panel and National Early Literacy 
Panel, for children who are at-risk of reading failure or have been identified as not meeting age-appropriate early 
literacy milestones.

 � Include a literacy component in the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act and other 
major education legislation, incorporating targeted, evidence-based and cost-effective programs that meet the needs 
of struggling, diverse learners, including those birth through age 5, and children who are falling behind their peers 
in reading readiness skills. A particular emphasis needs to be placed on targeting critical reading foundation skills, 
as recommended by the National Reading Panel and National Early Literacy Panel, for children who are at risk of 
reading failure or have been identified as not meeting age-appropriate early literacy milestones.  

Recommendations for the united States department of education
In any upcoming Funding Opportunity Announcements that address literacy, especially for children in the birth 
through age 5 range, consider the following:

 � Incorporate evidence-based small group activities for at-risk or struggling learners, targeting the critical reading 
foundation skills identified by the National Reading Panel and the National Early Literacy Panel: phonemic  
awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension, or their precursors.

 � Ensure that programming is developmentally appropriate, integrated across ages and educational systems, and 
designed around evidence-based strategies specifically for struggling, diverse learners.

 � Include training and professional development targeting early literacy, with joint trainings for early childhood  
and early elementary educators, to develop mutual understanding of critical instructional priorities and challenges 
at each age and grade, and foster a sense of shared responsibility and accountability for long-term child literacy 
outcomes.

 � Require program evaluation and results documentation to measure progress and impact.

 � Require identification and evaluation of best practices for transforming low-performing schools and communities.  

 � Include an emphasis on innovative, evidence-based, and cost-effective family engagement practices.

 � Work with relevant agencies and departments to support grant funding to emphasize innovative translational 
research in the natural environment of typical school settings, in order to demonstrate scalability and lasting practice 
change among educators.

 � Prioritize grant funding for cross-sector literacy research that integrates the efforts of child health, educational, and 
community agencies that work with children and families from birth through the early elementary school years, 
towards a common goal of helping all children become strong readers.

 

“after completing one series of nemours  
BrightStart! lessons, the children have shown 
impressive academic gains. Just as important  
are the positive changes in their level of  
confidence and attitude toward learning.” 
 
Bonnie Post, Pre-kindergarten Specialist,  
School district of osceola county, Florida 
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Recommendations for State and local education agencies
 � Allocate resources to early literacy promotion, including efforts targeting children whose reading readiness skills are 
not at the age-appropriate level.

 � Ensure that early care providers and teachers receive adequate training in meeting the needs of diverse learners.

 � Provide opportunities in the summer months to help develop skills for children at risk of reading failure. 

Recommendations for Pre-K and Kindergarten teachers and early care Providers
 � Have many conversations with and read to the children in your care every day.

 � Encourage parents to have many conversations with their children and read to them every day. 

 � Learn about and discuss language and reading milestones and risk factors for reading failure with parents.

 � Use a free, reliable, publicly available screening tool (e.g., http://grtr.org) to assess the reading readiness level of 
children under your care.  

 � When possible, pursue professional development opportunities that focus on early literacy.

 � If there are children under your care who do not display age-appropriate reading readiness skills, consider targeted 
approaches and resources to meet their needs.  

Recommendations for Pediatricians

 � Encourage parents to have many conversations with their children and read to them every day. 

 � Discuss language and reading readiness milestones and risk factors for reading failure with parents.

 � Conduct a four-year-old reading readiness check up.

 � Encourage parents to give their children a reliable, free, publicly available early literacy screening (e.g., http://grtr.org) 
or enable them to receive the screening in the waiting room of your office, if possible.

 � Share with parents of children at risk for reading failure information regarding community-based resources to 
promote reading readiness, including research-based early literacy programs, research-based online and print  
materials that are designed to address the needs of children at risk for reading failure, and local pre-school programs. 

 � Incorporate Reach Out and Read into your pediatric practice.

Recommendations for Parents

 � Have many conversations with your child and read to him/her every day. 

 � Educate yourself about language and reading readiness milestones and risk factors for reading failure.

 � Use a free, reliable, publicly available screening tool (e.g., http://grtr.org) to assess your child’s reading readiness level.  

 � If your child is exhibiting risk factors for reading failure or does not score well on the screening, contact your  
pediatrician and your child’s teacher or child care provider to see how they can help.
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