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It is very hard to be objective about 

DIBELS



1. There is a lots of real peer-reviewed research by literacy researchers that 

critically examine DIBELS –

➢ Not a valid or reliable measure of real reading

➢ Not an accurate predictor of real reading

2.  Little (if any) peer-reviewed research to support DIBLES.

3. DIBELS incorrectly predicts real reading performance



4. DIBELS becomes a curriculum – speed is more important –

understanding is secondary.

5. Not based on what expert readers do to create meaning with 

text.



Don’t be fooled by the fancy charts and important sounding numbers.



Quantifying things does not make it any more real.



Understanding the Reading Process

1. DIBELS based on a “misunderstanding” of reading process  - it 

is not sounding out words 



cortex

phonological 

processing

words appearing on the page

phonological processing model

This model is not accurate!



2. Brain uses 3 cueing systems to predict what a word 

might be. 



3. Phonological cueing system is the LEAST efficient or 

effective.



What is DIBELS?

1. A set of measures to assess early literacy and reading skills -

students K-6th grade.



2. According to DIBELS it is used to:

a) identify students who may be at risk for reading difficulties 

b) help teachers identify areas to target instruction support

c) monitor at-risk students with they receive additional, targeted 

instruction

d) examine the effectiveness of your school’s system of 

instruction support.



3. According to DIBELS it is should be used to help make 

decisions about reading instruction.



4. According to DIBELS it is designed to “measure” key 

components that are representative of a reading skill area 

and predict overall reading competency.



5. A series of six tests.

a. letter naming fluency LNF

b. phoneme segmentation fluency (PSF)

c. nonsense word fluency (NWF)

d. DIBELS oral reading fluency (ORF or DORF)

e. retell fluency (optional) (RTF)

f. word use fluency (optional) (WUF)
We will look at two 

additions to DIBELS 

Next as well.



LETTER NAMING FLUENCY – LNF

1.Students presented with pages of upper and lower case letters

2.Asked to name as many as they can in 1 minute.



INITIAL SOUND FLUENCY – ISF

1. Measures phonological awareness

2. Child presented four pictures.

• name picture that begins with the sound produced by examiner.

• produce sound for a word that matches one of the pictures. 

3. It is timed.

4. ISF score = 60 x number correct

seconds



PHONEME SEGMENTATION FLUENCY - PSF

1.Students = identify and reproduce orally the individual 

phonemes for each word.

2.Number of correct phonemes produced in one minute – score.



1. Test of alphabetical principle

2. Nonsense words.

a. CVC pattern

b. VC paper.

3. One minute to produce as many sounds 

as s/he can.

4. Score = number of letter sounds correct 

in one minute.

NONSENSE WORD FLUENCY - NWF





DIBELS ORAL READING FLUENCY – DORF 

1. Student read graded passage aloud for one minute

2. Scored – words read correctly vs. words omitted, substituted, and 

hesitations

3. WPM = reading rate.



STORY RETELLING FLUENCEY - RTF

1. Intended to measure comprehension

2. Counts number of words child used in retelling comprehension 

passage in one minute.



WORD USE FLUENCY – WUF

1.Students are given a word – they have to use it in a sentence

2.Score = how many words can be utilized in constructed sentences in 

one minute.





1. Replaced initial sound 

fluency

2. Eliminates problems related 

to pictures

3. Assessor says word –

student must name initial sound

4. Speed – it is timed

FIRST SOUND FLUENCY – FSF



1. For measuring comprehension

2. Can be given to a whole class.

3. Every 7th word is replaced by a box

a. contains the correct word and 2 

distractor words.

4. Students get points for correct 

responses

5. timed.

DAZE



Conclusions?

1. DIBELS gets schools focusing on DIBELS things so that they do 

better on DIBELS measures.

2. DIBELS things do not enhance children’s ability to create meaning 

with print.

3. DIBELS is only predictive of one’s ability to perform on a DIBELS-

related measure.



4. DIBELS often mis-predicts reading performance

5. DIBELS is not a valid measure, not supported by peer-reviewed 

research, it is not based on research-based theory.



6. DIBELS equates speed with reading performance.  Expert readers 

read something fast and other things slow.

7. Reading sub-skills may be correlated with later success – but -

correlation does not infer causation.  

a. letter naming fluency LNF

b. phoneme segmentation fluency (PSF)

c. nonsense word fluency (NWF)

d. DIBELS oral reading fluency (ORF)

e. retell fluency (optional) (RTF)

f. word use fluency (optional) (WUF)
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