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Abstract

Dyscalculia, Dyslexia, and Dysgraphia are under the umbrella term Specific Learning Disorders
(SLDs), which afflict 5 to 15 % of school-aged children globally. Children with SLDs experience
mental health issues, social challenges, and academic underachievement. Despite the increasing
awareness, Sri Lanka does not have a screening instrument that is culturally and linguistically
appropriate for early identification of SLDs. This Delphi survey aimed to achieve non-statistical
item reduction through consensus on the relevance, clarity, and contextual suitability of the
screening tool items for primary school children. A 50-item pool was initially developed through
desk reviews, in-depth interviews, and focus group discussions. Subsequently, a Delphi survey
was conducted with a multidisciplinary panel of 15 national and international experts to improve
the validity and application. In the initial round, test items were refined by quantitative analysis
utilizing the Validation Ratio Grid (VRD) and the Content Validity Ratio (CVR) in addition to
qualitative interviews allowing retaining, revising, or eliminating test items. The second round
consisted of expert reviews on the refinements, leading to a final 39-item pool assessing abilities
in arithmetic (11 items), reading (17 items), and writing (11 items). The Findings underline the
need for expert consensus in establishing culturally sensitive assessments. By aligning the tool
with the educational context of Sri Lanka, this study advances special education by providing a
validated, reliable screening tool for early SLD detection in primary school children. Future
research is focused on pilot testing, field validation, and large-scale implementation to assess the
effectiveness of this tool.
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Introduction

Persistent barriers to reading, writing, and calculation which cannot be attributed to sensory
impairments, intellectual disability, or inadequate educational exposure are the hallmarks of
SLDs (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). According to Fletcher et al. (2019), inadequacies
in executive functioning, working memory, and phonological processing underlie academic
underachievement and failure across broader domains of life, such as social and vocational
functioning. Long-term consequences of these challenges include school dropouts, limited career
opportunities, and reduced quality of life, underscoring the importance of early detection and
support (Aro etal., 2018).

SLDs are common among children (Scaria et al., 2022), and according to statistics, 5% to 15% of
children in schools worldwide are affected, though this varies depending on culture and linguistic
background (Snowling et al., 2011). Data on SLD prevalence in Sri Lanka are limited, indicating a
wide knowledge and research deficit (Menikdiwela et al.,, 2021). Early identification is crucial, as
timely interventions have been shown to ease adverse outcomes. Evidence-based programs such
as phonological training for Dyslexia, number sense interventions for Dyscalculia, and other
school-based interventions have demonstrated efficacy in enhancing learning outcomes when
implemented during the early school years (Grimes and Cruz, 2021).

Despite these advancements, Sri Lanka faces unique challenges in addressing SLDs. Limited
awareness among school teachers and parents, coupled with a lack of culturally relevant
assessment tools, hinders early identification and intervention. Inclusive education policies
advocate for the integration of children with SLDs into mainstream classrooms, yet the success of
such frameworks depends on the availability of reliable screening instruments and teacher
training (Kochhar and Heishman, 2010). The primary school represents the earliest and most
appropriate stage for identifying SLDs, as foundational literacy and numeracy skills are typically
acquired during this period (Bozatli et al., 2024). Failure to address learning difficulties at this
stage can intensify educational inequities and social exclusion (American Psychiatric Association,
2013). Conversely, the Sinhala language, which is a unique Indo-Aryan language with a distinct
phonetic system, complex agglutinative morphology, and a syllabic script, is structurally different
from many widely used languages worldwide. As such, existing instruments, prominently
designed in Western contexts, may not align with the linguistic and educational distinctions of
children using the Sinhala medium (Garland, 2005; Pefia, 2007). Therefore, the development of
culturally and linguistically appropriate screening tools is a pressing need.

This survey aims to develop a screening tool for SLDs in primary school children through a
comprehensive process. The methodology includes a desk review, in-depth interviews, and focus
group discussions to identify constructs (Arithmetic, Reading, and Writing) and their
representative domains and to generate the initial item pool. The pool is then refined through a
Delphi survey that gathers expert consensus. Subsequently, a pilot study to test the usability of
the instrument and clarity, followed by a community-level survey for factor analysis and
validation, was employed (Redding et al., 2006). This script focuses on the Delphi survey stage of
the research process.
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Delphi surveys are known to be an effective technique for achieving consensus in disciplines
where expert judgment is essential or where empirical support is lacking. Humphrey-Murto et al.
(2017) highlight the flexibility and structured approach of the Delphi method, which fosters
iterative feedback and collective expertise. Similarly, Hasson et al. (2000) emphasize its reliability
in generating consensus through repeated rounds of expert input, making it suitable for
instrument development and refinement. Furthermore, Powell (2003) emphasises the
applicability of the Delphi method in educational and healthcare research, mainly when diverse
stakeholder perspectives are vital to the process of refining complex instruments and
frameworks improving the reliability and applicability of the final product.

The Delphi process in the present study involved four key steps: (1) Identification of the
Problem/Solution (identification of items for the constructs), (2) Recognition of the Expert Panel,
(3) Performing Delphi Rounds, and (4) Reaching Consensus (Humphrey-Murto et al., 2017).

Objectives of the Delphi in this survey are to ensure item validity (whether the item is suitable to
assess specific skills including arithmetic, reading, and writing), cultural validity (whether the
item is relevant for children in Sri Lanka, and sample validity (whether the item is suitable for
children between 5 and 8).

Methodology

Development of the Initial Screening Items

Before starting the Delphi consensus process in this multi-stage survey, we followed several
theory-based steps to develop the initial set of screening tool items. First, we did a thorough desk
review using international classification systems and research on Specific Learning Disorders
(SLDs) like dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia, guided by the DSM-5 and ICD-11 frameworks
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013; World Health Organization, 2019). This helped us find
key concepts, cognitive areas, and classroom signs linked to early literacy and numeracy
problems. Next, we reviewed existing screening and assessment tools, such as the WISC, WIAT,
DIBELS, and early-grade curriculum-based measures, to identify suitable task types and scoring
methods. We then turned the first set of items into tasks for teachers to use and refined them
through interviews and group discussions with psychologists, speech therapists, educators,
doctors, and policymakers. Boateng et al. (2018) noted that expert review and repeated feedback
are important for making sure new screening tools are valid, fit the context, and work well in
practice. Together, these steps ensured the items used in the Delphi phase were grounded in
theory, relevant to the context, and practical for classroom screening.

Participant Selection and the Ethical Clearance Procedures
The study was conducted with who are competent in Sinhala language skills. The experts were

selected based on their specialized knowledge of SLDs and experience with the target population
according to a specified inclusion and exclusion criteria.

The inclusion criteria required individuals to possess professional expertise in fields relevant to
SLDs and related neurodevelopmental disorders. In addition, participants were required to have
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practical experience in working with primary school children or in the assessment and
management of learning difficulties. The exclusion criteria included individuals with limited
professional experience in the relevant domains or those not directly involved in child
assessment, intervention, or educational practice. Experts who were unable to commit and did
not respond were also excluded. This ensured that the expert panel consisted of individuals with
sufficient knowledge and experience to provide informed judgments during the Delphi process.

The experts' willingness to participate was requested in a detailed email. The experts who
responded that they could not attend or did not respond to the email were excluded and replaced
by other experts. Finally, a total of 15 experts participated in the Delphi study, including a linguist,
two consultant child psychiatrists, a child psychologist, an educational psychologist, a speech and
language therapist, a consultant community physician, four special education teachers, and four
primary school teachers. Data collection was conducted through individual interviews, either
face-to-face or via video conferencing, followed by email communication.

During this data collection process, no personal information was collected. As such, at this stage
of the study, formal ethical clearance was not required. Furthermore, the study involved a Delphi
survey in which subject-matter experts provided professional judgments rather than personal or
sensitive data. Participation was entirely voluntary, and all experts were fully informed about the
study objectives, procedures, and their role prior to participation. Written informed consent was
obtained from all participants. No identifiable personal information was collected, and responses
were analysed in aggregate form to ensure anonymity. In line with standard research ethics
practices, studies involving expert consultation with minimal risk and no collection of personal
data are generally considered exempt from formal ethical review. However, subsequent pilot
testing and field testing were done after obtaining ethical clearance from the University of
Kelaniya.

Study Design

The study employed a modified two-round Delphi technique involving the above-mentioned
panel of 15 experts in psychology, education, and child development. In the first round, the
experts independently evaluated the relevance, clarity, and cultural appropriateness of each item
using a structured rating scale. Quantitative indices, including the Content Validity Ratio (CVR)
and Content Validity Index (CVI), were calculated to determine item retention. In the second
round, the items that did not reach predefined consensus thresholds were revised and
resubmitted for re-evaluation.

The CVR and the CVI are widely recommended quantitative approaches in instrument
development. The CVR, originally proposed by Lawshe (1975), assesses the extent to which
experts judge an item as essential. Experts rated each item on a three-point scale (essential, useful
but not essential, not necessary). The obtained CVR values were compared against minimum
acceptable thresholds based on panel size (minimum acceptable CVR = 0.49 for 15 experts), as
recommended by Ayre and Scally (2014). Items failing to meet the required CVR threshold were
flagged for revision or removal. The CVI was used to assess item-level relevance and clarity.
Experts rated each item on a Likert scale, and the Item-Level CVI (I-CVI) was calculated as the
proportion of experts who rated the item as relevant. A minimum I[-CVI value of 0.80 was
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considered acceptable, in line with established guidelines (Polit & Beck, 2006; Polit & Beck, 2007).
The combined use of CVR and CVI provided a comprehensive assessment of both the essentiality
and relevance of items, thereby strengthening the content validity of the screening tool.

Study Instruments

The study instruments comprised the Delphi questionnaire to assess key aspects, such as face
validity, ease of administration, scoring complexity, time consumption, alignment with the
curriculum's learning objectives, and construct validity, which was assessed using a Content
(Table 1). In addition, it contained a standard form to collect opinions on the Content validity of
each item. The Validation Ratio Grid (VRG) was used to assess content validity. A sample form for
items in Writing is shown (Figure 1). Similar forms were used for Arithmetic and Reading
separately.

Table 1: Key aspects of the Delphi questionnaire

Key Aspect Question/ Description
Face Validity Does the item effectively measure the intended skill for the age group in
the Sri Lankan context?
Administration Ease How easily primary school children can respond, and teachers can
administer this item?
Complexity of Scoring How easily a primary class teacher could interpret and assign scores for
this item?
Time Consumption What is your idea about the time consumed by this item?
Allgnment of Learning Does this item align with the learning objectives set by teachers’ guide?
Objectives
Construct Validity Is this item essential, somewhat essential, or not essential in the tool?
Additional comments or Provide feedback on the development and implementation of the
Suggestions screening tool in schools.
Question Code Essential Somewhat essential Not Essential
WI-1
WI-2
WI-3
WI-4
WG-1
WG-2
WG-3
WG-4
Figure 1. Sample form (writing) used for the collection of quantitative data in round 1 on content
validity.

Data Collection

The entire Delphi process, from sending invitations to the completion of data analysis, was
conducted from November 2023 to July 2024.

The Delphi process was conducted in two rounds. In the first round 15 experts were involved and
Qualitative and Quantitative feedback regarding the initial set of test items was gathered. In order
to ensure the possibility of receiving unbiased and original inputs, the interviews were conducted
individually. Each expert was provided with the printed test items and the marking scheme to

34|Page



Journal of Multidisciplinary and Translational Research (JMTR), Volume 11, Issue I W.M.L.D.J. Wijesekara

review while commenting on each test item. Finally, opinions were gathered about the overall
pool of items. The principal investigator conducted the interviews with the Delphi questionnaire,
which guided the discussions on the objectives of the study. Parallelly, research assistants were
assigned to document all responses, observations, and suggestions provided during the
interviews. The inputs were noted down on a printed draft test paper during the interview.

The experts were encouraged to provide detailed feedback for each item on the relevance, clarity,
and cultural appropriateness of the test items in the first round of the Delphi Survey. This round
was qualitative with mostly open-ended discussions. The items’ linguistic and contextual
suitability for Sinhala medium primary school students was specifically considered. In addition,
experts were invited to point out any possible uncertainties or gaps in the test items and
recommend any necessary changes or more material.

Then towards the latter part of round One quantitative feedback was gathered for content validity
analysis to complement the qualitative feedback (Figure 1), All the experts categorized each item
as “essential,” “useful but not essential” (somewhat essential), or “not essential” for inclusion in
the screening tool.

Round Two of the Delphi process was conducted following a thorough analysis and revision of
the feedback gathered in Round One. The revised set of test items was shared with the expert
panel via email, ensuring a convenient and efficient mechanism for review. The experts were
asked to review the modified test items critically and provide their input on whether the revisions
adequately addressed their earlier concerns. Twelve out of the 15 experts have appropriately
replied to the second round. Along with the revised items, a detailed summary of the changes
made and the rationale behind each modification was provided.

Data Analysis

Based on the expert feedback, the research team engaged in a systematic process of retaining,
revising, or eliminating test items. Items that met the predefined criteria for validity and cultural
relevance were retained, while those considered uncertain or irrelevant were either revised or
excluded.

Data analysis involved 1. Refining the items based on qualitative feedback gathered during the
rounds, and 2. Applying the Validation Ratio Grid. Validation Ratio was used to quantify expert
consensus by calculating the CVR for each test item.

Steps to Use the Validation Ratio Grid

1. Develop the Item Pool
2. Collect Expert Ratings using a Likert scale (e.g., "essential” vs. "not essential") for each

item.
3. Calculate the CVR for each item,
4. Use the Validation Grid,
5. [Iterate and finalize (Khodyakov et al., 2023).
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The CVR values were calculated using the formula, CVR = (2ne / N) - 1, where ‘ne’ represents the
number of experts who rated the item as “essential”, whereas the number of experts who
participated in the Delphi procedure is denoted by ‘N’.

A higher degree of agreement among experts evaluating the items’ essentiality is shown by
positive CVR values, which range from -1 to +1. A CVR around zero or negative indicates a lack of
consensus or agreement that the item is not vital. For example, a CVR of +1 indicates widespread
agreement that the item is essential (Lim & Park, 2025; Romero et al., 2023). Accordingly, items
with high CVR values were considered ‘essential’ and ‘retained’ without further modifications,
whereas items with moderate CVR values indicated partial agreement, necessitating
improvement. Conversely, items with low CVR values were considered ‘non-essential’ or
‘irrelevant’ and were subsequently ‘eliminated’.

Results

The original 50 - item pool was reduced to 39 items while maintaining comprehensive coverage
of domains of arithmetic, reading, and writing skills (Tables 2, 3, and 4).

Item reduction in Arithmetic

Table 2: Analysis of arithmetic questions for item reduction

Item Experts CVR
el e2 e3 e4 e5 eb6 e7 e8 e9 el0 ell el2 el3 el4 el5

Al-1 E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E 1
Al-2 NE E SE E E E E E NE SE E E E 0.47
Al-3 E E E E E E E NE E E E E E 0.87
AG-1 E E E E E E E E SE E E E E 0.87
AG-2 E E E E E E E E NE E E E E 0.87
AG-3 E E E E SE E E E E E E E E 0.87
AG-4 E NE NE E NE E SE E E SE E E E E 0.33
AG-5 E E SE E E E E E E E NE E E E E 0.87
AG-6 E E E E E E E E E E E E E 0.87
AG-7 E E E E E E NE E E NE E E E 0.73
AG-8 E E E E NE E E E E E NE E E E E 0.73
AG-9 E E E E E E E NE E NE NE E E E 0.6
AG-10 E E E E E E E NE E SE NE E 0.6
AG-11 E E E E E E E E E NE E E 0.87
AG-12 E NE E E SE E E E E E NE E E 0.73
AG-13 E NE E E E E E NE E E NE NE E E NE 0.33
AG-14 E E E E E E E E E E E E E E 1
AG-15 E E E E E E E E E 1
AG-16 E E E E NE E E E E E E E E E E 0.87
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Note: Al - Arithmetic items for Individual Administration (Al-1 to Al-3),
AG - Arithmetic items for Group Administration (AG-1 to AG-16)

el to el5 in the first row the 15 experts

E = Essential SE = Somewhat essential NE = Not essential

The initial pool of arithmetic items included 19 questions (Annexure 1 and Annexure 2). Three
were designated for individual administration (Al-1 to Al-3) and sixteen for group administration
(AG-1 to AG-16). Each item was assessed by 15 experts who rated it as E - Essential, SE -
Somewhat Essential or NE - Not Essential. The table was used to calculate the content validity
ratio (CVR) of each item to determine consensus (Table 2).

Three items (Al-1, AG-14, and AG-15) achieved unanimous expert agreement as Essential,
resulting in a perfect CVR of 1.00. Eight items (AI-3, AG-1, AG-2, AG-3, AG-5, AG-6, AG-11 and AG-
16) also received a high CVR of 0.87, demonstrating strong agreement. All 11 items were retained,
and some were modified based on expert opinions.

Items AG-7, AG-8 and AG-12 (CVR = 0.73), AG-9 and AG-10 (CVR = 0.6), AG-4 and AG-13 (CVR =
0.33) and AI-2 (CVR = 0.47) were reviewed closely and removed due to issues in clarity,
redundancy or misalignment with the curriculum (Annexure 3 and Annexure 4).

Table 3: Analysis of reading questions for item reduction

Items Experts CVR
el e2 e3 e4 e5 e6 e7 e8 e9 el0 ell el2 el3 el4 el5
RI-1 E E E E E E E E E E NE E 0.87
RI-2 E E E E E E E E E E E E E 1
RI-3 NE NE E E E E E E NE NE NE NE NE E NE -0.067
RI-4 SE E E E E E E E E E E E E 0.87
RI-5 E E E E E E E E E E E E E 1
RI-6 E E E E E E E E E E E E E 1
RI-7 E E E E E E E E NE NE E E E E E 0.73
RG-1 E E E E E E E E E E E E E 1
RG-2 E E E E NE E NE E E E SE E E E 0.6
RG-3 E E E E NE E E E NE NE E E E E E 0.47
RG-4 E E E E E E SE E E E E E E E 0.87
RG-5 E E E SE NE E E E NE E E E E E 0.73
RG-6 E E E E E E E E E E E E E E 1
RG-7 E E E E E E E NE E E NE SE E E E 0.6
RG-8 E E E E E E E E E E E E E E 1
RG-9 E E E E E E E NE E E E E E 1
RG-10 E NE E E E E E E E E NE E E E 0.6

Note: RI - Reading items for Individual Administration (RI-1 to RI-7)
RG - Reading items for Group Administration (RG-1 to RG-10)

el to el5 in the first row the 15 experts

E = Essential SE = Somewhat essential NE = Not essential
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Item reduction in Reading

The initial pool contained seven items for individual administration (RI-1 to RI-7) and 10 for
group administration (RG-1 to RG-10) (Annexure 5 and Annexure 6), which were rated by the
experts, and the CVR was calculated (Table 3).

Seven items (RI-2, RI-5, RI-6, RG-1, RG-6, RG-8 and RG-9) achieved a perfect CVR of 1.00. Three
other items (RI-1, RI-4 and RG-4) received a high CVR of 0.87, indicating strong expert consensus.
Other items got CVR values as follows: RI-3 (-0.067), RI-7 (0.73), RG-2 (0.6), RG-3 (0.47), RG-7
(0.6), and RG-10 (0.6).

All 7 items that obtained a CVR of 1.00 were retained. From the items obtained, CVR = 0.87, RI-1
and RG-4 were retained while RI-4 was modified. Other items were reviewed based on CVR values
and qualitative inputs of the experts and assessed for concerns regarding ambiguity, redundancy
or misalignment with expected literacy components for the primary school age group in concern.
This analysis resulted in the removal of RI-3, RI-7, and RG-7, and the modification of RG-2, RG-3,
and RG-10. Three more items were added. As such, the number of items remained the same after
the refinement (17 items) (Annexure 7 and Annexure 8).

Item Reduction in Writing

The initial pool for Writing had 14 items. 4 items for individual administration (WI-1 to WI-4)
and 10 for group administration (WG-1 to WG-10) (Annexure 9 and Annexure 10), which were
rated by the experts, and the CVR was calculated.

Three items (WI-4, WG-1, and WG-10) achieved unanimous consensus as essential for a CVR of
1.00. Two other items (WI-3 and WG-3) received a high CVR of 0.87, indicating strong expert
consensus. The other items had lower CVR values (Table 4).

All the items were reviewed based on the CVR value and qualitative inputs of the experts.
Ambiguity, redundancy or misalignment with expected literacy components for the primary
school age group were examined. Two items with a CVR of 1.00 (WI-4 and WG-10) were retained,
and WG-1 was excluded as WI-1 was of similar scope. Among the items with a CVR of 0.87, WG-3
was retained, while WI-3 was excluded due to its poor alignment with the curriculum (too easy).
Similarly, WG-2 (CVR -0.067) was excluded because it was too easy for the age category.
Modification of items was done by combining WG-5 (CVR = 0.2) with WG-6 (CVR = 0.73) and WG-
7 (CVR = 0.6) with WG-8 (CVR = 0.73). The final number of items in this pool was 11 (Annexure
11 and Annexure 12).

Table 4: Analysis of writing questions for item reduction

Items Exp erts CVR

el e2 e3 e4 e5 eb e7 e8 e9 el0 ell el2 el13 el4 el5

WI-1 SE E SE E E E E NE E E E SE E NE E 0.33
WI-2 E E E E E SE E E NE E NE E E E E 0.6
WI-3 E E E E E E E NE E E E E E E E 0.87
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Wi-4 E E E E E

WG-1 E E E E

m | M| |
™
™
™
m | ™
™
™
™
™
™
[

WG-2 NE NE SE E NE E SE E E E NE NE E NE E).O67
WG-3 E E E E E E E E E NE E E 0.87
WG-4 NE SE E E NE E E E E E E E E E E 0.6
WG-5 NE NE E E NE E E E NE E SE SE E E E 0.2
WG-6 E E E E NE E E E NE E E E E 0.73
WG-7 NE E E E E E E NE E NE E E E E E 0.6
WG-8 E E E E E E E E E E NE NE E E E 0.73
WG-9 E E E E E E NE E E NE E E E E 0.73
WG-10 E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E 1

Note: WI - Writing items for Individual Administration (WI-1 to WI-4)
WG - Writing items for Group Administration (WG-1 to WG-10)

el to el5in the first row the 15 experts

E = Essential SE = Somewhat essential NE = Not essential

Disagreements among experts during the Delphi process were systematically examined using
both quantitative and qualitative approaches. In the first round, items that did not meet the
predefined consensus thresholds—based on CVR and I-CVI—were identified for further review.
The distribution of expert ratings was analyzed alongside qualitative comments to understand
the sources of disagreement, which commonly related to item clarity, contextual relevance, or
developmental appropriateness.

Items with strong conceptual relevance but lower agreement were revised to address ambiguities
in wording or to better align with the Sri Lankan primary school curriculum. These revised items
were then re-presented to the expert panel in the second Delphi round for re-evaluation. In
contrast, items that consistently demonstrated low CVR values and limited theoretical relevance
were removed from further consideration.

Final item selection was based on achieving the predefined consensus criteria (CVR above the
minimum acceptable threshold for panel size and I-CVI = .80), in conjunction with qualitative
agreement among experts regarding the item’s clarity and contextual suitability.

With all the refinements, the final pool of items was 39 in total, adequately covering the areas
required to screen SLDs in primary school children (Table 5).

Table 5: Item reduction by Delphi survey

Version 1 No. of Items Version 2 No. of Items (After
Worksheet / Test i .
(Before Delphi) Delphi)
Arithmetic 19 11
Reading 17 17
Writing 14 11
Total 50 39
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Discussion

Cultural and linguistic relevance is important in adapting assessment tools to ensure their validity
and reliability across diverse populations (Pefia, 2007). The unique educational context in Sri
Lanka, characterized by its distinctive linguistic and cultural characteristics, necessitates a locally
adapted screening tool for effectively identifying SLDs among primary school children. These
tools are crucial for addressing the particular difficulties children face in order to ensure that
assessments are relevant and practical.

By reaching consensus through expert input, the Delphi method has repeatedly demonstrated its
efficacy in refining the developed evaluation tools, particularly in sectors with scant empirical
proof (Vogel, 2011; Keeney et al., 2011). This study not only highlights the value of the Delphi
approach in refining culturally sensitive tools but also aligns with global initiatives promoting
inclusive education frameworks that support children with learning disabilities, ensuring equity
in educational opportunities (Kochhar and Heishman, 2010). This research contributes to the
development of a relevant screening tool for early detection and intervention for children with
SLDs in Sri Lanka.

The findings of this study are consistent with international efforts to develop early screening tools
for learning difficulties, particularly those grounded in the identification of core cognitive and
academic skill domains. For example, research by Snowling and Hulme (2020) highlights that
early literacy development is strongly underpinned by phonological awareness and decoding
skills, which are among the most robust predictors of later reading success; these constructs are
central to widely used early assessment tools such as the Phonological Assessment Battery
(PhAB) and the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS). Similarly, Fletcher et
al. (2019) emphasise that effective screening frameworks for learning disabilities integrate both
language-based and numeracy-related competencies, an approach reflected in instruments such
as the Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing (CTOPP-2) and the Test of Early
Mathematics Ability (TEMA-3). These tools highlight that early deficits in number sense, symbolic
processing, and phonological skills are closely associated with later academic difficulties. The
prominence of these domains in the present study therefore provides empirical support for the
cross-cultural relevance of these foundational constructs, while reinforcing their importance in
early identification frameworks.

However, unlike many screening tools developed in Western contexts, which are often
standardised within relatively homogeneous linguistic and educational systems, the present
instrument incorporates linguistic, curricular, and contextual adaptations specific to Sinhala-
medium learners. This distinction is critical, as prior research demonstrates that the
manifestation and detection of learning difficulties are influenced by orthographic transparency,
instructional practices, and sociocultural factors, which shape reading acquisition processes and
the expression of learning difficulties across languages (Borleffs et al., 2019; Spencer, 2003; Katzir
etal, 2012).

The study also emphasizes certain limitations. While the Delphi process facilitated the refinement
of test items, field-level validation through pilot studies and broader community-based surveys
remains necessary to assess the real-world efficacy of the tool and scalability, which were done
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later in this study. Furthermore, the success of this screening tool depends heavily on the training
of educators and their awareness of SLDs, highlighting the need for complementary capacity-
building initiatives.

Conclusion

This research which includes a Delphi survey critically highlights the importance of expert
consensus in addressing the unique linguistic, cultural, and educational challenges faced by Sri
Lankan primary school children. By systematically integrating expert feedback, the Delphi survey
achieved a notable refinement of the initial item pool. The finalized screening tool is prepared to
effectively assess SLDs, allowing early identification and interventions. The findings emphasize
the critical role of culturally sensitive research methodologies in developing practical educational
assessments and set a foundation for future research and interventions aimed at improving the
quality of life and learning outcomes for children with SLDs in Sri Lanka.

This Delphi survey achieved its intended objective of non-statistical item reduction by
systematically establishing expert consensus on the relevance, clarity, and contextual
appropriateness of screening tool items for primary school children. The iterative refinement
process ensured that the retained items are theoretically sound, culturally aligned, and suitable
for the early identification of SLDs in Sinhala-medium learners. These findings provide a strong
foundation for subsequent quantitative validation and contribute to the development of a
contextually sensitive and psychometrically sound screening instrument.
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