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	 This manual is a compendium of information regarding DIBELS 8th Edition. It details the 

nature and purpose of DIBELS 8, how DIBELS 8 differs from previous editions of DIBELS, 

how to administer and score DIBELS 8 subtests, and how to use DIBELS 8 data to inform 

instructional decision-making. It also provides appendices for passage statistics, fidelity of 

implementation checklists, and composite scores. This manual begins with an overview of the 

history of the DIBELS assessment system.

DIBELS History

	 The Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) consists of a set of 

measures for assessing reading skills. DIBELS began as a series of short tests that assessed 

early childhood literacy in kindergarten and first grade (Meyer, 2000). Over the years, DIBELS 

has gone through several editions, expanding the range of skills assessed and grades in which 

it can be used. DIBELS is now in its 8th Edition, which offers reading measures for Grades K-8.

	 DIBELS began as Dynamic Indicators of Basic Skills (DIBS; Shinn, 1989, 1998). Inspired 

by Deno’s (1986) definition of curriculum-based measurement (CBM), DIBS, and DIBELS 

after it, was an attempt to ground classroom assessment practices and decision making 

in measurement science. With the support of a federal grant, the first DIBELS measures 

intended for use in the elementary grades (i.e., kindergarten and first grade) were developed 

as part of Dr. Ruth Kaminski’s doctoral thesis in 1992 at the University of Oregon, where 

Dr. Roland Good served as her advisor. The measures were Letter Naming Fluency, Picture 

Naming Fluency, and Phonemic Segmentation Fluency. In the years since, the evolution of 

DIBELS measures and their interpretation has involved a number of University of Oregon 

faculty in addition to Dr. Good and Dr. Kaminski, including, but not limited to, Dr. Edward 

Kame’enui, Dr. Mark Shinn, and Dr. Deborah Simmons. In addition, numerous University 

of Oregon graduate students have contributed to the rich history of DIBELS research and 

development, including Dr. Sylvia Barnes Smith, Dr. Rebecca Briggs, Dr. Kelli Cummings, Dr. 

Deborah Laimon, and Dr. Kelly Powell-Smith, among others.

	 Updated editions of DIBELS have been released every several years beginning in 1996. 

Before DIBELS 8th Edition, the last update (DIBELS Next) was in 2010 and before that in 

2002 (DIBELS 6th Edition). Over the years, subtests have come (e.g., Nonsense Word Reading 

Fluency, Oral Reading Fluency) and gone (e.g., Picture Naming Fluency, Initial Sound Fluency). 

DIBELS 8th Edition continues the legacy of development and research that has been ongoing 

Introduction to DIBELS® 8th Edition
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at the University of Oregon since the late 1980s. It introduces several changes, including 

new features such as measures spanning kindergarten through eighth grade, a new DIBELS 

measure (Word Reading Fluency), and modern measurement approaches to scoring, as well 

as the retirement of two existing measures (First Sound Fluency and Retell Fluency). 

Dimensions of Reading Assessed by DIBELS 8

	 DIBELS 8th Edition offers six subtests designed to assess component skills involved in 

reading: Letter Naming Fluency (LNF), Phonemic Segmentation Fluency (PSF), Nonsense 

Word Fluency (NWF), Word Reading Fluency (WRF), Oral Reading Fluency (ORF), and Maze. 

These subtests are aligned to four of the five “Big Ideas” in reading identified by the National 

Reading Panel (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 2000), including 

phonological awareness, phonics (or the alphabetic principle), fluency, and comprehension 

(Riedel, 2007; see Table 1.1). In many ways the DIBELS subtests represent not only the 

constructs in the National Reading Panel Report (NICHD, 2000), but also a developmental 

continuum. As a result, the subtests included change across grades in a manner that parallels 

student development and instructional foci (Adams, 1990; Chall, 1996; Ehri, 2005; Paris & 

Hamilton, 2009).

Table 1.1 The Big Ideas in Reading and DIBELS 8 Subtests

Pattern LNF PSF NWF WRF ORF Maze

Phonemic awareness X

Alphabetic principle X X X

Accuracy and fluency with text X X X

Vocabulary

Comprehension X X

	 Some DIBELS 8 subtests are also aligned to subskills of reading that are associated with 

risk for dyslexia and other word reading disabilities. The International Dyslexia Association 

(IDA) recommends universal screening of students in kindergarten through second grade 

(IDA, 2019). Consistent with IDA recommendations, DIBELS 8 offers LNF, PSF, and NWF 

subtests as dyslexia screening measures of rapid naming (or processing speed), phonemic 

awareness, and letter-sound correspondence for use in kindergarten and first grade. Also 

consistent with IDA recommendations, DIBELS 8 offers real and nonsense word measures 

(NWF, WRF, and ORF) as dyslexia screening measures.
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Description of DIBELS 8

	 DIBELS 8th Edition takes a curriculum-based measurement (CBM) approach to assessing 

reading. It is intended for assessing reading skills from the beginning of kindergarten through 

the end of eighth grade. DIBELS 8 subtests are designed as brief, easily administered 

measures of reading. Five of the subtests (LNF, PSF, NWF, WRF, and ORF) are 60-second 

measures designed to be administered individually in a quiet setting. The sixth subtest, 

Maze, is a 3-minute measure designed to be administered in group settings. Because DIBELS 

subtests are timed measures, efficiency in reading skills is considered as well as accuracy. The 

subtests offered in specific grades are aligned to curriculum and instruction typical for each 

grade, as well as to recommendations made by the IDA (see Figure 1.1).

Figure 1.1 DIBELS 8th Edition Timeline of Subtest Availability by Grade

	 To maintain efficiency of benchmark assessment procedures, we have instituted 

new discontinuation rules to save time and avoid student frustration during benchmark 

assessment. As a result, total administration time varies by grade and by student skill  

(see Table 1.2).

Table 1.2 Administration Time in Minutes by Grade and Administration Type

Pattern K 1 2-3 4-8

Individual 4-6 5-7 4 2

Group NA NA 5 5

Note. Ranges are provided in grades where rules exist for discontinuing a benchmark assessment. Only Maze is 
administered in a group setting. NA = not applicable.

Beg Mid End Beg Mid End Beg Mid End Beg Mid End Beg Mid End Beg Mid End Beg Mid End Beg Mid End Beg Mid End

Kindergarten First Grade Second Grade Third Grade Fourth Grade Fifth Grade Sixth Grade Seventh Grade Eighth Grade

Letter Naming Fluency (LNF)

Phoneme Segmentation Fluency (PSF)

Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF)

Word Reading Fluency (NWF)

Oral Reading Fluency (ORF)

Maze
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	 Letter Naming Fluency (LNF). LNF is a standardized, individually-administered test that 

provides a measure of risk for reading achievement. LNF is based on research by Marston and 

Magnusson (1988) and is administered to students in the beginning of kindergarten through 

the end of first grade.

	 For LNF, students are presented with a page of 100 uppercase and lowercase letters 

arranged in a random order and are asked to name as many letters as they can. Students 

are given 1 minute to provide letter names. If a student does not know a letter name, the 

examiner provides the letter name and marks the letter name incorrect. The LNF measure has 

3 benchmark forms for each grade in which it is available. As in previous editions, alternate 

progress-monitoring forms are not provided for LNF because it serves solely as a risk 

indicator. 

	 Phonemic Segmentation Fluency (PSF). PSF is a standardized, individually-administered 

measure of phonological awareness. PSF is a good predictor of reading achievement and is 

administered to students in the beginning of kindergarten through the end of first grade.

	 PSF assesses students’ ability to fluently segment two- to six-phoneme words into 

their individual phonemes. In PSF, the examiner orally presents a series of words and asks 

a student to verbally produce the individual phonemes for each word. For example, if the 

examiner said “sat,” and the student said “/s/ /a/ /t/”, the student would receive three points 

for the word. After each response, the examiner presents the next word. Students are given 1 

minute to segment the words into phonemes. The PSF measure has 3 benchmark forms and 

20 alternate progress-monitoring forms for each grade in which it is available. 

	 Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF). NWF is a standardized, individually-administered 

measure of the alphabetic principle. NWF is seen as a “pure” measure of the alphabetic 

principle, because vocabulary and sight word knowledge cannot play a role in recognizing 

nonsense words. NWF is administered to students in the beginning of kindergarten through 

the end of third grade. 

	 NWF assesses students’ ability to decode words based on the alphabetic principle. For 

NWF, students are presented with an 8.5-inch x 11-inch sheet of paper with nonsense words 

(e.g., sig, ral) and asked to verbally produce (a) the whole nonsense word or (b) individual 

letter sounds. For example, if the stimulus word is “hap”, a student could say the nonsense 

word as a whole or “/h/ /a/ /p/” to receive three letter sounds correct. On DIBELS 6th 

Edition, if the nonsense word was read as a whole (either initially or after sounding out), the 

student received credit for one whole word read correctly. On DIBELS Next, the student only 

received credit for reading the nonsense word correctly if it was read as a whole in the initial 

attempt. DIBELS 8th Edition reverts to the DIBELS 6th Edition practice because it more 
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accurately captures students’ knowledge of sound-spelling patterns and the ability to blend 

sounds into words, which is the primary intent of NWF. Students are given 1 minute to read or 

sound out as many nonsense words as they can. The NWF measure has 3 benchmark forms 

and 20 alternate progress-monitoring forms for each grade in which it is available.

	 Word Reading Fluency (WRF). The new WRF subtest involves reading real words out of 

context. Inspired by other CBMs that incorporate WRF, most especially easyCBM (Alonzo 

& Tindal, 2007), it is a standardized, individually-administered measure of accuracy and 

fluency in reading “sight” words. Sight words include words with irregular pronunciations 

(non-decodable words like “the” and “was” and “of”) as well as common words with regular 

pronunciations (decodable words like “in” and “we” and “no”). WRF is administered to 

students from the beginning of kindergarten through the end of third grade. 

	 In WRF, students are presented with an 8.5-inch x 11-inch sheet of paper with real words 

and asked to verbally produce the whole word. Students must blend words to receive credit. 

In contrast to NWF, no credit is given for individual letter sounds. Students are given 1 minute 

to read as many words as they can, and the final score is the number of words read correctly 

within 1 minute. The WRF measure has 3 benchmark forms and 20 alternate progress-

monitoring forms for each grade in which it is available.

	 Oral Reading Fluency (ORF). ORF is a standardized, individually-administered measure of 

accuracy and fluency with connected text. ORF is administered to students in the beginning of 

first grade through the end of eighth grade.

	 ORF assesses a student’s ability to read words in connected text. In ORF, the examiner 

presents the student with a passage and asks the student to read the passage aloud for 1 

minute. Words omitted, substituted, and hesitations of more than three seconds are scored 

as errors. Words Self-corrected within three seconds are scored as accurate. The final score 

is the number of words read correctly (and Self-corrected) within 1 minute. The ORF measure 

has 3 benchmark forms and 20 alternate progress-monitoring forms for each grade in which 

it is available. 

	 Maze. Maze is a standardized, group-administered measure of reading comprehension. 

Maze is administered to students in the beginning of second grade through the end of eighth 

grade.

	 In Maze, the examiner presents students with a passage that has every seventh word 

removed and replaced with three options. In third through eighth grade, the first and last 

sentence are left intact, and in second grade, the first two sentences and last sentence are 

left intact. The final score is one-half the number of overt errors subtracted from the number 

of maze words selected correctly within 3 minutes. Skipped items are treated as errors, but 
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items not reached are not counted as errors. The Maze measure has 3 benchmark forms for 

each grade in which it is available. We will release a limited number of progress monitoring 

forms by fall 2020; the number will be limited because reading comprehension does not 

improve as rapidly as the other components of reading assessed by DIBELS and therefore 

monitoring is conducted less often.

Appropriate Uses of DIBELS 8

	 DIBELS 8 measures are designed to be used from the beginning of kindergarten through 

the end of eighth grade. Although DIBELS 8 can be used for off-grade assessment, it has not 

been validated for this use.

	 DIBELS 8 subtests were developed and researched as indicators of risk and progress in 

overall reading, as well as risk for dyslexia and other reading difficulties. DIBELS 8 has three 

principal uses: to identify students who may be at risk of reading difficulties by screening up 

to three times per year, to document students’ progress of reading skills as a consequence 

of special intervention programs through progress monitoring, and to provide minimum 

levels of performance for all students to reach to be considered on track for becoming a 

reader through benchmark goals and timelines. DIBELS 8 benchmark forms were validated 

as screening measures administered at the beginning, middle, and end of a school year. 

Additional forms have been validated for use in progress monitoring and are provided for 

most measures. 

	 DIBELS was also designed as a means to evaluate the effectiveness of intervention for 

those students receiving support, in order to inform changes in intervention strategy as 

necessary to improve student learning and growth. Similarly, DIBELS was designed for use in 

research on reading development, especially the development of readers at risk.

	 DIBELS 8 can be used to make judgments about the instructional needs and 

responsiveness of individual students and regarding the efficacy of curriculum and 

instructional practices. It has not been designed to render judgments regarding teacher 

effectiveness or school progress.

Rationale for and Innovations in DIBELS 8

	 DIBELS 8 was developed consistent with best practices in educational measurement 

(AERA, APA, & NCME, 2014). The most recent standards for educational testing suggest that 

test creators must renorm tests “with sufficient frequency to permit continued accurate and 

appropriate score interpretations” (AERA et al., 2014, p. 104). This standard is interpreted 

as meaning that not only should norms be updated regularly (as DIBELS Next norms have 
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been), but related validity evidence must also be updated, especially when used for critical 

instructional decision-making. Given that validity data on the last edition of DIBELS was 

almost a decade old and educational practices have shifted during that decade (for example, 

the introduction of Common Core Standards and a new generation of state tests), a new 

edition of DIBELS was deemed necessary. In addition, a new edition provided an opportunity 

to improve DIBELS in several ways. These innovations are summarized in this section.

	 Expanded grade levels. DIBELS 8 can be used in kindergarten through eighth grade. The 

expansion through eighth grade means that DIBELS can now be used in schools with a wider 

range of grade configurations: K-3, K-5, K-8, 5-8, 6-8, etc.

	 Consistent subtests within grade. DIBELS 8 subtests used at any point during a given 

grade are available for all benchmark periods in that grade (see Figure 1.1). This availability 

supports users who may want or be required to have consistent data across all three 

benchmark assessment periods in the school year.  

	 Discontinue benchmark rules. To maintain efficiency of benchmark assessment 

procedures, we have instituted new discontinuation rules in kindergarten and first grade 

(see Table 1.3). These rules are intended to save time and avoid student frustration during 

benchmark assessment. For example, in the beginning of the school year, if a kindergarten 

student cannot segment any phonemes on PSF, or if a first grade student cannot read any 

words on WRF, the administrator does not need to administer the remaining subtests (NWF 

and WRF in kindergarten and ORF in first grade). In this way, administration remains efficient, 

while still yielding information on more able readers.

Table 1.3 Discontinue Benchmark Rules

Grade and Season
Benchmark  
Discontinue Rule

Scoring

Kindergarten, Fall If PSF is discontinued, do not 

administer NWF and WRF.

Enter 0 for PSF. Do not enter 

scores for the remaining 

subtests: NWF and WRF

Kindergarten, Winter If NWF is discontinued, do not 

administer WRF.

Enter 0 for NWF. Do not enter 

scores for the remaining 

subtest: WRF

First grade, Fall If WRF is discontinued, do not 

administer ORF.

Enter 0 for WRF. Do not enter 

scores for the remaining 

subtest: ORF
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	 These rules are intended to save time and to spare the student unnecessary frustration. 

The rules were derived from a national field trial that indicated students who scored 0 for the 

indicated assessments in the periods specified above were extremely unlikely to get any items 

correct on the remaining subtests. Nonetheless, examiners have the option of administering 

the remaining subtests based on professional judgment.

	 Font type and size. The font chosen for DIBELS 8th Edition was informed by research 

on the effect of fonts for children with and without word reading disabilities like dyslexia. 

Although a great deal of research has explored the effects of different fonts, including 

“dyslexia friendly” fonts like Dyslexie and Open Dyslexic, very few of these studies used 

rigorous scientific methods. The few peer-reviewed studies that have employed randomized 

trials have yielded equivocal results. Dyslexia-friendly fonts have no discernible effects on 

readers with and without dyslexia and other word reading disabilities. For example, children 

with and without dyslexia showed no significant differences in reading speed or reading 

accuracy when the Dyslexie, Times New Roman, and Arial fonts were compared, especially 

when spacing of letters was controlled across fonts (Duranovic, Senka, & Babic-Gavric, 

2018; Marinus et al., 2016; Wery & Diliberto, 2017). More promising is research that shows 

that the spacing of letters, which co-varies with font-size, does affect reading speed and 

comprehension for all readers. 

	 As a result, we paid a great deal of attention to font sizes in the development of 

DIBELS 8th Edition (see next section), but the ultimate choice of font was guided by the 

distinguishability of letters. Of paramount concern was that the capital i (I) be easily 

distinguishable from a lowercase L (l). To accomplish this aim, it was necessary to use a font 

with serifs, which are the slight projections on letters in some fonts. For example, in Arial font, 

which does not have serifs, the uppercase i and lowercase L are nearly indistinguishable: I, l. 

	 However, no serif font represents the letters a, g, j, and q in the forms they are more 

commonly taught in the primary grades: a, a, g, j, and q. In fact, any font that represents one 

of these letters as they are typically taught represents other letters in a less typical form. 

Given that no font fulfilled all of these practical considerations, we opted for the Rockwell font, 

which is similar to the more familiar Times New Roman but has slightly thicker serifs and a 

more typical form of lower-case G (see Table 1.4).

Table 1.4 DIBELS 8th Edition Fonts

Times New Roman Rockwell

i, I, l, L
a, g, j, q

i, I, l, L
a, g, j, q
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	 Rockwell is used for all subtests except for Oral Reading Fluency (ORF) and Maze, where 

Times New Roman is used instead. Times New Roman is used when subtest probes involve 

reading in context because research has shown that young readers, including those with 

dyslexia and other word reading difficulties, prefer familiar fonts (Kuster, van Weerdenburg, 

Gompel, & Bosman, 2018; Wery & Diliberto, 2017). This same research indicated that font 

and preference did not affect overall performance for any group of readers. As a result, we 

used the more familiar Times New Roman to minimize any potential interference in meaning-

making that a less familiar font might cause.

	 Font sizes for DIBELS 8th Edition were informed by research on the effects of font sizes 

for children with and without word reading disabilities like dyslexia. For all readers, larger font 

sizes promote faster reading speeds up to a “critical” font size when increases in font size no 

longer result in faster reading (O’Brien, Mansfield, & Legge, 2005). This critical font decreases 

in size with grade level for all readers, suggesting that font sizes can be safely decreased each 

year for all readers. Although readers with dyslexia benefit from larger font sizes than readers 

without dyslexia, their ability to read smaller font each year efficiently progresses in a similar 

fashion. Additional research demonstrates that smaller font sizes and longer line lengths 

can also interfere with primary grade readers’ ability to comprehend text (Katzir, Hershko, 

& Halamish, 2013). However, for intermediate grade readers larger font sizes interfered with 

comprehension, while line lengths had no effect. Spacing between lines had no effect for 

either group of readers. In general, research indicates that larger print results in younger 

readers reading faster and comprehending better, but that there are diminishing and even no 

benefits the older a reader is (Hughes & Wilkins, 2000; Katzir et al., 2013; O’Brien et al., 2005; 

Wilkins, Cleave, Grayson, & Wilson, 2009). Thus, DIBELS 8th Edition font sizes start at 24pt 

in Kindergarten and get slowly, but progressively smaller until fifth grade (see Table 1.5). ORF 

font sizes are slightly smaller than font sizes for the other DIBELS 8th Edition subtests to keep 

passages from taking up more than the front and back of a single page without resorting to 

overly narrow margins.

Table 1.5 DIBELS 8th Edition Font Sizes

Subtest K 1 2 3 4 5+

LNF 24pt 24pt NA NA NA NA

NWF 24pt 22pt 20pt 18pt NA NA

WRF 24pt 22pt 20pt 18pt NA NA
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Table 1.5 DIBELS 8th Edition Font Sizes

Subtest K 1 2 3 4 5+

ORF NA 20pt 18pt 16pt 14pt 13pt

Maze NA NA 18pt 16pt 14pt 13pt

Note. NA = not applicable.

	 Letter Naming Fluency improvements. For DIBELS 8th Edition, LNF now accounts for how 

frequently letters appear in both uppercase and lowercase forms. To better control differences 

in difficulty between forms, consistent rules are used in both kindergarten and first grade 

regarding when less frequent letters can appear on the forms. Each form in both grades begins 

with a sampling of the 20 most frequently seen letters (Jones & Mewhort, 2004), thereby 

preventing students from getting frustrated by forms that begin with rarer letters, such as X or 

q. The kindergarten version of LNF also only assesses the 40 most commonly seen uppercase 

and lowercase letters, while the first grade version assesses 49 uppercase and lowercase 

letters. 

	 LNF excludes three letters on all forms: uppercase and lowercase W and lowercase L. 

Although these are obviously important letters for students to know, they introduce real 

problems in a fluency assessment. W is the only letter with a multi-syllabic name: three 

syllables to be exact. As a result, any time W appears, it takes three times as long to name as 

other letters, which negatively affects a student’s LNF score. The lowercase L (l) was eliminated 

because it is easily confused with both the uppercase I and the number 1.  

Not only does this visual similarity pose problems for students, but it has also historically 

created scoring problems for the adult administering the assessment. By avoiding these 

letters, each included item (or letter) is equally challenging, other than in terms of its frequency 

in printed language.

	 Phonemic Segmentation Fluency improvements. In DIBELS 8th Edition, PSF accounts 

for both word frequency and the number of phonemes in a word. All forms draw only from the 

2,500 most frequent words in English (Balota et al., 2007) to minimize vocabulary familiarity 

from interfering with student performance. In addition, to better control differences in difficulty 

between forms, consistent rules are used in both grades regarding where less frequent words 

can appear on the forms. Moreover, spelling patterns are ordered in terms of the number of 

phonemes, proceeding from two phoneme words to words with progressively more phonemes. 

	 In kindergarten, the first 20% of items have two phonemes, while the remaining 80% have 
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three phonemes. In this way, PSF now avoids the distinct floor effects (i.e., many students 

scoring zero) in kindergarten that have plagued previous versions and, thus, eliminates the 

need for a separate measure of initial sound fluency. In first grade, the progression in difficulty 

is a bit more rapid, with the first 13% of items having two phonemes and then increasing in 

phonemes with additional increases after every eight items.

	 Nonsense Word Fluency improvements. In DIBELS 8th Edition, NWF now accounts for the 

frequency of spelling patterns (Jones & Mewhort, 2004; Norvig, 2012). As a result, all forms 

utilize only phonetically regular letter combinations that actually appear in English. Thus, 

students will no longer be asked to decode nonsense words like “fev” or “kaj”, and nonsense 

words like “kex” will appear less often than ones like “lat”. 

	 DIBELS 8th Edition also expands the spelling patterns assessed beyond simply consonant-

vowel-consonant (CVC) after kindergarten. While kindergarten forms are limited to CVC 

patterns, the first grade forms also include vowel-consonant (VC) spelling patterns. In addition, 

the latter half of first grade forms include additional spelling patterns typically taught in first 

grade, thus increasing the instructional relevance of this DIBELS subtest. DIBELS 8th Edition 

also now offers NWF in second and third grade by including more complex phonics patterns in 

these grades. As a result, DIBELS NWF forms provide instructionally relevant information even 

for students who are at minimal risk in kindergarten through third grade. New spelling patterns 

included in first through third grade appear in Table 1.6 below. 

Table 1.6 Examples of First through Third Grade NWF Spelling Patterns

Pattern Grade introduced Example non-word

CVCe 1 bace

CVr(C) 1 zart

CVCC 1 melb

CCVC 1 scap

CCVCC 1 brold

(C)CVVC(C) 2 geap

CVCCy 2 foddy

(C)V|CVC(C) 3 cotalm 

(C)VC|CVC(C) 3 fudlerk
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	 An additional improvement to NWF is that we have reverted to scoring words recoded 

correctly (WRC; DIBELS 6th Edition practice) rather than whole words read (WWR; DIBELS 

Next practice). Whereas with WWR students only received credit if they correctly read a 

nonsense word at first sight (i.e., without sounding out), with WRC they also receive credit 

if they blend a nonsense word after sounding out the component sounds. Because both 

methods of scoring predict student risk, in DIBELS 8th Edition, students receive credit for 

blending nonsense words whether they sound them out first or not. In addition, with WWR 

the information about students’ ability to blend words was lost if students first verbalized 

the sounds prior to blending them into words. In this case students would receive no credit 

for whole words read even though they blended sounds into words. Since the main purpose 

of NWF is to assess readers’ understanding of the alphabetic principle and sound-symbol 

correspondence, WRC was deemed the more appropriate scoring method.

	 Word Reading Fluency innovative features. WRF targets real words based on age of 

acquisition in students’ vocabulary (Brysbaert & Biemiller, 2017) and their frequency in 

written text (Balota et al., 2007). WRF assesses only words that are typically acquired orally in 

or before a given grade. This reduces the likelihood that students will encounter words on the 

assessment that they have never heard before and are not yet expected to know. 

	 In addition, each form starts with a sample of the most frequent words seen in text and 

then moves on to less frequent words in the latter half of the form. In this way, WRF yields 

instructionally relevant information both for students at risk and students at minimal risk. 

	 Finally, DIBELS WRF accounts for word complexity, as measured by the number of 

syllables in a word. All forms include one-syllable words. Grades 1-3 include two-syllable 

words, and Grades 2-3 include two-syllable and three-syllable words. In Grade 3, we also 

included words with more than three syllables, but again only those that are typically acquired 

by Grade 3 and are frequently seen in print. 

	 These features ensure the instructional relevance of DIBELS WRF results for all students. 

Importantly, our research, as well as that of others (Clemens, Shapiro, & Thoemmes, 2011; 

Fuchs, Fuchs, & Compton, 2004; Smith, Cummings, Nese, Alonzo, Fien, & Baker, 2014), has 

shown that the inclusion of WRF helps to identify students at risk who might otherwise be 

missed by other DIBELS subtests.

	 Oral Reading Fluency improvements. DIBELS 8th Edition marks the first time that 

DIBELS ORF requires the administration of only one passage per benchmark period. Research 

has shown that administering more than one passage does little to improve the reliability and 

validity of ORF, meaning that the minimal benefits of administering three passages just does 

not warrant the additional administration time (Baker et al., 2015; Petscher & Kim, 2011). 
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Rather, a single passage works just as well, and reduces the testing burden for both students 

and assessors.

	 An additional unique and exciting feature of DIBELS 8th Edition ORF passages is that they 

were written by experienced and aspiring children’s authors, most of whom have previous 

experience writing for students and have previously published short stories. The authors 

have diverse backgrounds, come from across the US, and have experience writing in a range 

of genres.  As a result, ORF passages are not only more engaging for both students and 

assessors, but also read as more authentic and appropriate for the grades in which they 

appear.

	 Maze improvements. Maze has now been informed by research that shows consistently 

that maze measures tend to assess low-level comprehension (e.g., January & Ardoin, 2012; 

Shanahan, Kamil, & Tobin, 1982). To make DIBELS maze measures more informative, we 

undertook several innovations. First, as with ORF, maze passages are written by experienced 

and aspiring authors. Second, more work has gone into the selection of distractors, and this 

work is described in the section on development. Third, the formatting of Maze was revised 

to make reading the passages easier on the eye, reflecting research that suggests that overly 

long lines can cause disfluency and interfere with reading comprehension for young readers 

(e.g., Dyson & Haselgrove, 2001; Katzir et al., 2013). Finally, maze measures will be available in 

second through eighth grade instead of only third through sixth.

	 Retirement of subtests. Both First Sound Fluency (FSF) and Retell Fluency (RTF) have 

been removed from DIBELS 8 as subtests for several reasons. First and most critically, both 

subtests add time to the administration of DIBELS without adding much useful information 

for screening or instructional planning. Thus, the information yielded through these measures 

relative to the time spent administering them was not deemed as worthwhile as it was for the 

other DIBELS subtests. 

	 Additional factors that played into the decision to drop FSF were its redundancy and 

constrained nature. Given our modifications to PSF, FSF was deemed more redundant with 

PSF than it had been in the past. In addition, First Sound Fluency taps a very constrained 

aspect of phonemic awareness: the detection of initial phonemes. Given that this phonemic 

awareness skill is mastered quite quickly, especially in the presence of instructional 

intervention, FSF was not a good candidate for administering in all three benchmark 

periods in kindergarten. In other words, its best use was incompatible with the new design 

specifications of DIBELS 8, which requires the same subtests to be available throughout  

a grade.

	 Additional factors that played into the decision to drop RTF were questions regarding its 



Administration and Scoring Guide18   |   DIBELS 8th Edition

© 2018-2019 University of Oregon. All rights reserved.

validity and the new availability of Maze in lower grades. DIBELS users have often questioned 

whether a words-per-minute rate for retelling captures comprehension adequately. When 

measured as a rate, factors unrelated to comprehension can radically affect scores. For 

example, students with speech impediments like stutters will produce fewer words in their 

retell regardless of their level of comprehension. Similarly, students learning English who 

have more limited expressive vocabulary than receptive vocabulary also have a tendency 

to score lower than their English-only speaking counterparts regardless of their level of 

comprehension. In other words, RTF was as much a measure of expressive language 

fluency as it was of reading comprehension. The influence of expressive language fluency is 

undesirable in a measure of reading comprehension. 

	 Furthermore, recent research has demonstrated that retell in the absence of word 

reading fluency is almost useless. Word reading accounts for almost all the variability in first 

grade reading comprehension measures (e.g., Lonigan & Burgess, 2017; Lonigan, Burgess, & 

Schatschneider, 2018). In fact, word reading sets a hard limit on whether a student can read 

enough text to build a mental representation of what is read. For students who score below 

the risk cut-score in first grade, which is 4 or fewer words at the beginning of the year and 

27 or fewer words at the end of the year, very little of substance has been read. As a result, 

only the students with the most advanced reading skills will be able to give a retelling that 

yields any useful information. However, this picture begins to change quickly past first grade. 

Consequently, Maze, which has superior predictive powers to retell fluency, is now available 

from Grade 2 onward.

Development of DIBELS 8

	 DIBELS 8 was developed consistent with the most recent standards in educational 

measurement (AERA et al., 2014). These standards provide criteria for test development that 

promote the validity of interpretations of test scores. The development process outlined by 

the standards includes detailing the intended uses of a test, specifying content and format 

requirements, and using specifications to create item pools, inform item selection, and guide 

assignment of items to forms. These standards also recommend an iterative approach to 

development decisions and evidence gathering.

	 Consistent with these standards, the intended uses of DIBELS 8 were defined (as noted 

in the section of this manual on Appropriate Uses). Prior to determining specifications, 

DIBELS researchers performed a comprehensive literature review of critiques and limitations 

of DIBELS and other reading CBMs. Researchers also consulted with DIBELS Data System 

(DDS) customer service at the University of Oregon to gain an understanding of which 

aspects of DIBELS first-hand users reported as the most valuable and the least valuable, as 
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well as what they frequently ask for that DIBELS did not yet offer.  As a result, several new 

goals were identified for DIBELS 8.

	 Increase the utility of NWF by expanding the spelling patterns assessed and grades 
in which it is available. Research (e.g., January, Ardoin, Christ, Eckert, & White, 2016) has 

demonstrated that NWF can be a more useful tool for screening and monitoring progress 

when patterns assessed move beyond CVC words. Research has also shown that this utility 

extends beyond kindergarten and first grade. As a result, expanding both the spelling patterns 

assessed by NWF and grades in which NWF was assessed became a goal.

	 Pay attention to order effects. Research (e.g., Burns et al., 2009) has shown the order in 

which items appear on fluency measures affects reading rate. Specifically, a form that begins 

with easier items and in which items become progressively more difficult allows for maximal 

performance by students, essentially by allowing them to gain momentum. In contrast, when 

item difficulty is more randomly distributed, the rate is adversely affected. As a result, using 

progressive difficulty as a principle in item assignments to forms became a goal for LNF, PSF, 

NWF, and WRF.

	 Compensate for form effects on oral reading fluency and maze through equating. A 

wealth of research (e.g., Baker et al., 2015; Cummings, Park, & Bauer Schaper, 2013; Santi, 

Barr, Khalaf, & Francis, 2016) has demonstrated that ORF is subject to form effects that can 

obscure the actual progress of readers. Form effects are average difficulty effects of reading 

passages that persist despite the efforts with DIBELS and other reading CBMs to tightly 

control passage equivalence through readability formulas and passage piloting. These effects 

have been well studied for ORF and were presumed to affect Maze equally, as well as the other 

DIBELS subtests to a lesser extent. As a result, equating alternate forms for DIBELS subtests 

became a goal, with the equating of ORF and Maze taking first priority. Given that all students 

are assessed with benchmark forms, the equating of benchmark forms also took precedence 

over the equating of all alternate forms. 

	 Add a word reading fluency measure. Research (e.g., Fuchs et al., 2004; January et al., 

2016; Smith et al., 2014; Wise et al., 2010) has also shown that NWF and ORF do not capture 

all struggling readers. Particularly in the early elementary grades, WRF improves prediction 

of students at risk, as well as monitoring of progress. As a result, the incorporation of WRF 

became a priority.

	 Provide consistent subtests within a grade. DDS customers frequently expressed a 

desire for consistency in subtests available within a grade. The lack of consistency, especially 

in kindergarten through second grade, made tracking the progress of all students during an 

academic year more challenging. 
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	 Validate specifically for use as a dyslexia screening tool. Perhaps the number one 

question of DDS customers in the last few years has been whether DIBELS is a valid screening 

assessment for dyslexia. While DIBELS has always been validated as a screener of risk for 

reading difficulties, it had never been specifically validated as a screening measure for word 

reading disabilities, including dyslexia. Of particular concern was the use of LNF as a measure 

of processing speed via rapid automatized naming (RAN). As a result, this new use of LNF, and 

DIBELS in general, informed development decisions as never before.

	 Letter Naming Fluency development process. The item pool for LNF consists of the 

uppercase and lowercase versions of all English letters, with the exception of the lowercase 

L (l) and both uppercase and lowercase W. Although these are obviously important letters 

for students to know, they were excluded to better align LNF to its increasing use as a RAN 

measure of processing speed. For the same reason, the kindergarten item pool was further 

limited to the 40 most frequently seen uppercase and lowercase letters. The kindergarten 

pool therefore includes all lowercase letters except z and q, while the first grade pool includes 

the remaining nine letters.

	 To better control for differences in difficulty between forms, consistent rules are used 

in both kindergarten and first grade regarding when less frequent letters can appear on the 

forms. Each form in both grades begins with a sampling of the 20 most frequently seen 

letters, thereby preventing students from getting frustrated by forms that begin with rarer 

letters. Uppercase and lowercase letter frequency was determined based on the average 

frequency from five large corpora, as reported in Jones & Mewhort (2004). The 49 letters in 

the item pool were then grouped by average frequency into ten bins of five items each (with 

the exception of the final group, which includes only four items). In kindergarten, three sets 

of the top 20 items and two sets of items 21-40 were combined to create a total item pool of 

100 letters per form. In Grade 1, two sets of the 49-item pool, plus two additional, randomly 

selected letters were combined to create a total item pool of 100 letters per form.

	 Each item was then assigned a random number using the default random number 

generator available in the statistical programming language R (R Core Team, 2018). Next, 

items were sorted so that each row included one letter from each bin, with the relative 

position of the individual letters in each bin determined by the random numbers assigned to 

each letter. Letters with a lower random number appeared before letters with a higher random 

number. Within each row, letters were strategically positioned so that the first row presented 

bins in decreasing order of frequency, and subsequent rows ordered the bins in varying 

combinations of difficulty.

	 This process, including the generation of a new set of random numbers, was repeated  

50 times per grade to generate a pool of 50 potential forms. Multiple research staff  
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reviewed each form, from which three were selected as the benchmark forms, and an 

additional 20 were selected as the progress monitoring forms by eliminating forms in which 

the same letter occurred more than once in succession or in which sequences of letters 

spelled English words.

	 Phonemic Segmentation Fluency development process. To minimize the effect of 

vocabulary familiarity, all forms draw from the 2,500 most frequent two- to six-phoneme 

words in English, based on data from the English Lexicon Project (Balota et al., 2007). The 

initial item pool included all words from the English Lexicon Project that a) were identified as 

one of 2,500 most frequent words in both the Kučera & Francis (1967) word frequency list and 

the Hyperspace Analogue to Language (HAL) frequency norms (Lund & Burgess, 1996); b) 

had at least one meaning known by at least 50% of second grade students (Dale & O’Rourke, 

1981); and c) had an adult-rated age of acquisition less than or equal to 7 (Brysbaert & 

Biemiller, 2017). This resulted in an initial pool of 662 words. We then removed homonyms 

(e.g., two, hear), potentially sensitive words (e.g., fight, hit), and two-phoneme words that 

were not among the 200 most frequent words. This resulted in a first grade item pool of 594 

words. For the kindergarten item pool, we further removed four- through six-phoneme words, 

resulting in a kindergarten item pool of 295 words.

	 To better control differences in difficulty between forms, consistent rules were used in 

both grades regarding where less frequent words can appear on the forms. Moreover, spelling 

patterns were ordered in terms of the number of phonemes, proceeding from two-phoneme 

words to words with progressively more phonemes. In kindergarten, the first six items have 

two phonemes, while the remaining 24 have three phonemes. In this way, PSF now avoids 

the distinct floor effects (i.e., many students scoring zero) in kindergarten that have plagued 

previous versions and, thus, eliminates the need for a separate measure of initial sound 

fluency. In first grade, the progression in difficulty is more rapid, with the first four items 

having two phonemes, the second six having three phonemes, and each subsequent group of 

six words having one more phoneme than the previous group.

	 All words in the final PSF item pool were assigned a random number using the default 

random number generator available in the statistical programming language R (R Core Team, 

2018). This number was used to select words for inclusion in each section of the form (e.g., 

in kindergarten, the six two-phoneme words with the lowest random numbers were selected 

first, followed by the 24 three-phoneme words with the lowest random numbers). This 

process, including the generation of a new set of random numbers, was repeated 25 times per 

grade to create a pool of 25 potential forms. Multiple research staff reviewed each form, from 

which three were selected as the benchmark forms, and an additional 20 were selected as the 

progress monitoring forms.
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	 Nonsense Word Fluency development process. The NWF item pool for DIBELS 8th 

Edition differs from previous versions of NWF in two important respects. First, all items now 

respect the English order and word position rules of individual letter combinations (Jones & 

Mewhort, 2004; Norvig, 2012), meaning that only phonetically regular letter combinations 

that actually appear in English are used: students are no longer asked to decode nonsense 

words such as fev or kaj. Second, the spelling patterns assessed have expanded beyond just 

the consonant-vowel-consonant (CVC) and vowel-consonant (VC) patterns used in previous 

versions. Although kindergarten forms are limited to CVC patterns, first grade forms include 

additional spelling patterns (described below) that are typically taught in first grade. DIBELS 

8th Edition also now offers NWF in second and third grades, and includes additional, more 

complex phonics patterns in these grades.

	 The NWF item pool was created by first compiling lists of legal word parts in English, 

including various onsets and rimes. A total of 78 onset patterns were identified, including 

single letter onsets (e.g., b, s), blends (e.g., bl, tr), digraphs (e.g., ch, kn), trigraphs (e.g., str, 

thr), and VC onsets (e.g., am, ev). An additional 219 rimes were identified, including VC rimes 

(e.g., ab, in), vowel-consonant-e (VCe) rimes (e.g., abe, ide), vowel-r (Vr) rimes (e.g., ar, ir), 

vowel-r-consonant (VrC) rimes (e.g., arm, ort), vowel-consonant-consonant (VCC) rimes (e.g., 

est, olk), and vowel-vowel-consonant (VVC) rimes (e.g., aid, eed). These lists were then cross-

combined in all possible legal English combinations and matched to a list of 31,845 real words 

and a separate list of 704 nonsense words that are pronounced like either a real word or a 

proper name or were deemed inappropriate or difficult to pronounce. Items on either list were 

removed from the item pool.

	 Finally, we used frequency counts of English letter n-grams (Norvig, 2012) to weight the 

relative frequency with which various word parts should appear on each form, computed 

a total frequency estimate for each nonsense word, and divided the total pool of nonsense 

words into quartiles based on that frequency estimate. Words with the least frequently 

appearing combinations of letters (i.e., those in the bottom quartile) were dropped from the 

pool, resulting in a total NWF item pool of 79,314 nonsense words.

	 Items are arranged in five columns, and forms include between 75 (in kindergarten) and 

100 (Grade 3) nonsense words. Form templates were created for each grade, which specified 

a particular sequence and relative frequency of each spelling pattern. In kindergarten, all 75 

items are CVC words. In the first grade template, the first five rows (a total of 25 items) consist 

entirely of CVC and VC nonsense words. In the next four rows, half of the items are again 

CVC or VC nonsense words, and the other half are silent-e (CVCe) and r-controlled (CVrC) 

nonsense words. In the next three rows, consonant blends (CVCC) and digraphs (CCVC) are 

introduced: 1/3 of items (i.e., 5 words) are VC and CVC, 1/3 are CVCe and CVrC, and 1/3 are 

CVCC and CCVC. In the final three lines, more complex patterns (i.e., CCVCC and CCCVC) are 
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introduced: 1/3 of items are CVCe and CVrC, 1/3 are CVCC and CCVC, and 1/3 are CCVCC and 

CCCVC. The templates for second and third grades followed similar patterns but introduced 

additional spelling patterns: vowel digraphs (Grade 2), short vowel words ending in Y (Grade 

2), and two-syllable words (Grade 3).

	 As with the other subtests, all nonsense words in the final NWF item pool were assigned 

a random number using the default random number generator available in the statistical 

programming language R (R Core Team, 2018). This number was used to select words for 

inclusion in each section of the form (e.g., in Grade 1, the 15 CVC and VC nonsense words with 

the lowest random numbers were selected first, and then the next 10 CVC and VC nonsense 

words were combined with the 10 CVCe and CVrC words with the lowest random number to 

complete the second section). Within each section, items were further randomized to ensure 

each word type appeared in a variety of positions. This process was repeated for each section, 

and then 36 times per grade (including the generation of a new set of random numbers) to 

create a pool of 36 potential forms. Multiple research staff reviewed each form, from which 

three were selected as the benchmark forms, and an additional 20 were selected as the 

progress monitoring forms.

	 Word Reading Fluency development process. Four different word lists contributed to the 

definition of the item pool for WRF. The Dale and O’Rourke (1981) word list is the only known 

list of words with age of acquisition determined by actual assessment with children. Because 

they assessed only fourth grade students and above, we supplemented their list with the far 

more recent work by Brysbaert and Biemiller (2017). 

	 Importantly, Biemiller estimated in earlier work (2010), that words known by 80% or more 

of fourth graders were likely to be known by 50% or more of second graders, thereby allowing 

for extension of the Dale and O’Rourke grade of typical acquisition down to second grade. 

These researchers asked adults to retrospectively estimate the age at which they knew words 

on the Dale and O’Rourke list. Results showed remarkable agreement between the children 

(test-based) and adults (retrospective) in terms of age of acquisition. As a result, we used the 

more fine-grained information from the newer list to further winnow down the list used for 

each grade.

	 Two word frequency lists were also used in creating the WRF pool. The Kučera and Francis 

(1967) word list is widely used for its comprehensiveness and availability. Nonetheless, it 

is an older list and the English language changes constantly. Thus, we also used the newer 

Hyperspace Analogue to Language (HAL) frequency norms (Lund & Burgess, 1996), which 

includes internet-based texts and is used very commonly as well. We consulted these word 

frequency lists together with age of vocabulary acquisition lists because most word frequency 

corpora, including the two we used, do not restrict themselves to children’s texts. The 
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combination of all four lists ensures that the words chosen have been frequent over several 

decades and are age- and grade-appropriate.

	 To create the WRF item pool, we began with a list of about 40,000 English words with a 

test-based age of acquisition rating (Dale & O’Rourke, 1981). We then excluded items that 

met any of four criteria words whose meaning was known by less than 50% of fourth grade 

students (Dale & O’Rourke, 1981). Next, we eliminated words with an adult-rated age of 

acquisition greater than 9 (Brysbaert & Biemiller, 2017). From this more limited pool, we 

further narrowed down the list to words with a frequency rating in both the Kučera & Francis 

(1967) word frequency list and the Hyperspace Analogue to Language (HAL) frequency 

norms (Lund & Burgess, 1996) that was greater than 7,500 per million words. Finally, words 

with at least one meaning identified as potentially inappropriate or distracting for students 

were omitted from the list. This resulted in a total item pool of 2,065 words for Grade 3.

	 Additional restrictions were imposed on the item pools for kindergarten through second 

grade. For all three grades, words had to be known by at least 50% of second grade students 

(Brysbaert & Biemiller, 2017). In Grade 2, words also had to have a frequency rating in the 

top 5,000 in both the Kučera & Francis (1967) and Lund & Burgess (1996) frequency norms, 

have an adult-rated age of acquisition less than or equal to 8, and could only be up to three 

syllables in length. The total item pool for Grade 2 was 1,111 words. In Grade 1, these criteria 

were further constrained. Namely, words had to have a frequency rating in the top 2,500 

in both the Kučera & Francis (1967) and Lund & Burgess (1996)  frequency norms, have an 

adult-rated age of acquisition less than or equal to 7, and be one or two syllables in length. The 

total item pool for Grade 1 was 652 words.

	 Finally, in kindergarten, the words had to have a frequency rating in the top 1,000 in both 

the Kučera & Francis (1967) and Lund & Burgess (1996) frequency norms, have an adult-rated 

age of acquisition less than or equal to 6 (Brysbaert & Biemiller, 2017), and could only be one 

syllable in length. The total item pool for kindergarten was 242 words.
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	 In each grade, the item pool was grouped into three bins based on relative frequency. In 

kindergarten, words rated as one of the 50 most frequent words by both Kučera & Francis 

(1967) and Lund & Burgess (1996) were placed in the first bin, words with a frequency 

rating between 51 and 300 were placed in the second bin, and words with a frequency rating 

between 301 and 1,000 were placed in the third bin. In Grade 1, words rated as one of the 

50 most frequent words by both Kučera & Francis (1967) and Lund & Burgess (1996) were 

placed in the first bin, words with a frequency rating between 51 and 1,000 were placed in the 

second bin, and words with a frequency rating between 1,001 and 2,500 were placed in the 

third bin.

	 In Grade 2, words rated as one of the 300 most frequent words by both Kučera & Francis 

(1967) and Lund & Burgess (1996) were placed in the first bin, words with a frequency rating 

between 301 and 2,500 were placed in the second bin, and words with a frequency rating 

between 2,501 and 5,000 were placed in the third bin. In Grade 3, words rated as one of the 

1,000 most frequent words by both Kučera & Francis (1967) and Lund & Burgess (1996) were 

placed in the first bin, words with a frequency rating between 1,001 and 5,000 were placed in 

the second bin, and words with a frequency rating between 5,001 and 7,500 were placed in 

the third bin.

	 Items were then assigned a random number using the default random number generator 

available in the statistical programming language R (R Core Team, 2018) and arranged by 

frequency bin and random number. In kindergarten, the 15 words in the first frequency bin 

with the lowest random numbers were selected as the top three rows of the form, the 35 

words in the second frequency bin with the lowest random numbers were selected as the next 

seven rows, and the 35 words in the third frequency bin with the lowest random numbers were 

selected as the last seven rows. In Grade 1, the 15 words in the first frequency bin with the 

lowest random numbers were selected as the top three rows of the form, the 45 words in the 

second frequency bin with the lowest random numbers were selected as the next nine rows, 

and the 45 words in the third frequency bin with the lowest random numbers were selected as 

the last nine rows.

	 In Grade 2, the 20 words in the first frequency bin with the lowest random numbers were 

selected as the top four rows of the form, the 55 words in the second frequency bin with the 

lowest random numbers were selected as the next 11 rows, and the 55 words in the third 

frequency bin with the lowest random numbers were selected as the last 11 rows. In Grade 3, 

the 30 words in the first frequency bin with the lowest random numbers were selected as the 

top six rows of the form, the 55 words in the second frequency bin with the lowest random 

numbers were selected as the next 11 rows, and the 55 words in the third frequency bin with 

the lowest random numbers were selected as the last 11 rows.



Administration and Scoring Guide26   |   DIBELS 8th Edition

© 2018-2019 University of Oregon. All rights reserved.

	 This process, including the generation of a new set of random numbers, was repeated 30 

(in kindergarten and Grade 1) to 40 (in Grades 2 and 3) times per grade to create a pool of 

potential forms. Multiple research staff reviewed each form, from which three were selected 

as the benchmark forms, and an additional 20 were selected as the progress monitoring 

forms.

	 Oral Reading Fluency development process. Rather than hiring item writers to author 

the new ORF passages, we hired published and aspiring short story authors: Rose Gowen, 

Kristen Havens, Sarah Meacham, Ben Seipel, Bob Thurber, Tina Truitt, and Andrew Wilson. 

Rose Gowen is an American writer and mother of two living in Montreal who has been 

published in the American Poetry Review, Night Train, and McSweeney’s among other venues 

and attended the 2018 Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference. Kristen Havens is a writer and editor 

living in Los Angeles, CA, who has written for many clients including the Special Olympics, 

has received multiple honorable mentions from Glimmer Train, and was nominated for the 

PEN/Robert J. Dau Short Story Prize for Emerging Writers. Sarah Meacham is a writer, 

anthropologist, and mother living in Los Angeles, CA, who was a staff writer for the UCLA 

Division of Social Sciences and External Affairs and worked with the Strategic Education 

Research Partnership in Boston Public Schools. Ben Seipel is an Assistant Professor at 

California State University, Chico, and is an aspiring author who taught Spanish in K-12 in 

Minnesota for many years. Bob Thurber is an author and father living in North Attleboro, MA, 

who has published two novels and innumerable short stories, appeared in over 50 short story 

anthologies, and won more than 20 writing awards. Tina Truitt is an author, mother of three, 

and preschool teacher living in Cherry Hill, NJ, who has published two books, including a 

children’s multicultural, bilingual picture book about teamwork. Andrew L. Wilson is an author 

and editor living in Eugene, OR, who has published poetry and short stories in a wide range 

of venues, including Exquisite Corpse and In Posse Review, and has edited the online literary 

journal Linnaean Street as well as academic books and technical reports. The authors come 

from diverse socio-economic and cultural backgrounds. 

	 Authors were given detailed specifications to guide them in writing their assigned 

passages, which included narrative and informational texts for multiple grade levels. 

Specifications for passage length and Flesch-Kincaid grade-level readability were also 

provided (see Table 1.7). Authors were coached to represent diverse experiences in terms of 

culture, geography, and locale, as well as to avoid hackneyed and culturally sensitive topics.

	 In addition, authors were asked to give each passage a relatively short title that did not 

give away the ending, as well as use standard English formatting and grammar and grade-

level appropriate topics and vocabulary. Narrative texts were required to have a discrete 

beginning, middle, and end, with multiple episodes or events in the middle. Informational texts 

were required to have a clear introduction and conclusion with intermediate paragraphs that 
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provided supporting details, and where possible utilize text structures frequently used in the 

elementary grades (i.e., compare-contrast, cause-effect, problem-solution, and sequence). 

Authors were also asked to avoid dialogue, headings, slang, italics, and bold font, as well 

as content that could be considered religious, controversial, or offensive to some cultures. 

Finally, they were encouraged to refrain from writing passages that were too funny or 

emotional, consistently similar in style and tone, or overly arcane or familiar in topic.

 Table 1.7 DIBELS 8th Edition Oral Reading Fluency Passage  
Writing Specifications 

Grade Required length in words Target Flesch-Kincaid grade level

1 150-200 1.5-2.0

2 150-200 2.5-3.0 

3 175-225 3.5-4.0 

4 175-225 4.5-5.0 

5 200-250 5.5-6.0 

6 200-250 6.5-7.0 

7 250-300 7.5-8.0 

8 250-300 8.5-9.0 

	 Once passages were turned in by the authors, the DIBELS 8th Edition development team 

reviewed them for consistency with the specifications. In cases where passages diverged 

from these specifications, passages were revised by the DIBELS 8th team in cases where 

the passage was deemed salvageable. Others were discarded at this stage. Grade level was 

determined by readability level (i.e., Flesch-Kincaid grade level).

	 Next, all passages were reviewed by a team of external reviewers who were parents and/

or former teachers with experience with K-8 students and settings. Reviewers were trained by 

familiarizing them with oral reading fluency measures and the purposes of the review, as well 

as the criteria by which they would evaluate stories. They reviewed the passages for grade-

level appropriateness of their vocabulary, syntax, sentence length, and overall content, as well 

as the background knowledge required for comprehension.   

	 They also indicated when passages were likely to evoke an emotional reaction from 

readers that might interfere with reading rate (e.g., laughing out loud, gasping in surprise). 
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In addition, they were asked to rate passages for how accessible and enjoyable they were for 

slow and struggling readers, helping to ensure that the first few sentences were not overly 

difficult and provided a hook (or schema) that supported comprehension. Furthermore, 

they reviewed passages for potential bias, indicating whenever they judged a passage as 

potentially offensive to readers or teachers based on gender, ethnicity, race, national origin, 

religion, disability status, sexual orientation, and geographical region. They were also asked 

to rate potential for bias due to passage topic and tone, especially bias toward students 

from backgrounds typically under-represented in children’s texts. Note that potential bias in 

ORF passages was also addressed through sensitivity analyses of classification accuracy for 

readers for different backgrounds. This information can be found in the Technical Manual.

	 Finally, reviewers indicated if a given passage might be as or more appropriate for other 

grade levels. Importantly, the training emphasized that reliability of ratings was not a goal and 

diversity of opinions was perfectly acceptable. 

	 Once passages had been reviewed by two or more of the panel members, DIBELS 8th 

Edition researchers analyzed ratings and revisited all passages where reviewers noted one or 

more problems. In some cases, passages were immediately discarded. Judgments regarding 

vocabulary inappropriateness were supplemented with checks of word frequencies and 

age of acquisition, and in cases where the inappropriateness was confirmed, a more grade-

appropriate substitution was made. Judgments regarding syntactic complexity resulted 

almost uniformly in similar revisions. 

	 Of particular importance was the content appropriateness, which resulted in passages 

being considered for assignment to higher and lower grade levels than their readability would 

suggest. These judgments were sometimes based on the background knowledge required to 

comprehend a passage, but also often relied on the sophistication of literary and rhetorical 

devices and overall conceptual complexity. In such cases, some effort was made to increase 

or decrease readability to improve apparent “fit” with the new grade level assignment. 

Nonetheless, current consensus is that the appropriate grade level of reading material is more 

than a matter of strict readability. Thus, given that oral reading fluency is intended to act as 

an indicator of reading comprehension (rather than strictly of decoding skill efficiency), some 

passages were assigned to higher and lower grade levels even when readability did not strictly 

match the assigned grade (see Appendix A). 

	 Finally, all passages were field-tested in their targeted grade levels. Passages where 

reviewers disagreed about text complexity and grade appropriateness were field-tested in 

multiple grades. The final assignment of passages to grades and benchmark periods was 

based on student performance on the passages, the predictive validity of specific passages 

in a given grade, and maintaining a balance of narrative and informational texts. We increased 
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the diversity of narrative and informational subgenres represented across the intermediate 

and middle grades. Among the subgenres we included in these grades are fantasy, science 

fiction, western, and mystery passages. For informational texts, we increasingly varied topics 

across content areas (e.g., life sciences, earth sciences, ancient history, modern history, 

biography) and also varied text structures (e.g., compare and contrast, cause and effect, 

description, problem and solution, and procedural). In many cases, it is difficult to categorize 

a passage as narrative or informational; for instance, a passage written in the first person 

about an informational topic could be considered narrative, informational, or an amalgam of 

both depending on its particular style. Nonetheless, in Grades 1-5, we required that narrative 

passages make up more than half the passages with an average balance of 60% narrative to 

40% informational. In Grades 6-8, we relaxed this requirement and selected more informational 

passages with an average balance of 40% narrative to 60% informational. Key text readability 

and complexity statistics are reported for all benchmark passages in Appendix A.

	 Maze development process. Maze passages were developed in the same manner as 

ORF passages but went through a few additional steps of development. First, passages were 

lengthened to reach typical lengths found in other CBMs and in previous DIBELS editions 

to allow for enough items for appropriate measurement of readers with better fluency and 

comprehension.  

	 Second, following common rules, the first and last sentences of every passage were left 

intact, except in Grade 2 where the second sentence was also left intact to allow for better 

establishment of a situation model for the passage (Kintsch, 1998). Third, beginning with the 

third word of the second sentence (or third sentence in Grade 2), every seventh word was 

deleted with a few caveats. If the seventh word was a proper noun or number, then the eighth 

word was deleted. If the seventh word was highly specialized (e.g., an uncommon scientific 

term for a given grade), it would not be deleted unless it had occurred previously in the 

passage. Also, hyphenated words were treated as one word.  

	 Third, the deleted word became one of the answer choices, and two distractors were 

written for each deleted word. Each distractor was written by a different DIBELS 8th Edition 

researcher according to a number of rules informed by research. Distractors could not begin 

with the same letter as the correct word (Conoyer et al., 2017). Distractors were also kept to 

within two letters in length of the correct answer, although this rule was relaxed in the upper 

grades (i.e., Grade 5 and beyond). When the deleted word was a noun, verb, or adjective, 

distractors had to be grammatically correct. For instance, if the word to be chosen followed 

“an”, then the distractors had to begin with a vowel. When the deleted word was a contraction, 

all distractors also had to be contractions and tense agreement was deemed unimportant. 

Different forms of the same word were never used as distractors (e.g., “be”, “is”, and “are”). 

For all other parts of speech, grammatical correctness was not a requirement because it was 
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found to result in repetitive distractors. For example, when the deleted word was an article, 

requiring grammatical correctness resulted in the answer choices always being “a”, “an”, and 

“the.” It was deemed undesirable to have answer choices repeat too frequently. Finally, in 

Grade 5 and up, one of the distractors was required to have semantic similarity to the correct 

word. That is, it could make sense in a given sentence but not in the story as a whole. 

	 Once distractors were written, they were reviewed by another DIBELS 8th Edition 

researcher, who would make corrections when rules were violated. If the reviewer found a 

particular item to be inordinately difficult, the item was brought to a subset of researchers for 

discussion and potential revision. Finally, the answer choices were reordered so that they were 

always listed alphabetically.

	 Benchmark passages were selected from the resulting pool using rules that balanced 

readability, text complexity, and Lexile ratings (see Table 1.8). In order to balance these 

factors, readability grade levels were permitted to go above grade level in all but second grade. 

Key text readability and complexity statistics are reported for all benchmark passages in 

Appendix B.

Table 1.8 DIBELS 8th Edition Maze Benchmark Passage Selection Specifications

Grade
Required 

length in words

Target  
Flesch-Kincaid 

grade level
Lexile

Coh-Metrix 
narrativity score

2 350+ 2.0-2.9 500L – 600L 80+

3 350+ 3.0-4.9 500L – 600L 70+

4 400+ 4.0-5.9 700L – 900L 60–90

5 400+ 5.0-7.5 800L – 1000L 50–80

6 400+ 6.0-8.5 900L – 1100L 20–70

7 450+ 7.0+ 900L – 1100L 20–70

8 450+ 8.0+ 1000L – 1200L < 70
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Summary

	 This chapter has laid out the history and most recent developments of DIBELS measures. 

As noted throughout, DIBELS researchers based decisions about DIBELS 8th Edition on 

the research literature, user feedback, and ongoing research conducted by the University of 

Oregon (UO). Research into the properties of DIBELS and how to improve its usefulness is 

ongoing at UO. Regular addendums to this manual will keep DIBELS 8 users up-to-date on the 

features and technical qualities of DIBELS.
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	 DIBELS® 8th Edition is intended for use with students enrolled in kindergarten through 

eighth grade. Subtests can be administered to students with or without reading difficulties 

and disabilities, with frequency of assessment adjusted based on the assessment purpose 

(e.g., universal screening, progress monitoring).

	 Examiners who give and interpret DIBELS 8th Edition must receive training in 

standardized administration and scoring procedures. Standardization ensures reliable scores 

and allows for comparisons between results and research-determined criteria.

	 The next section presents general guidelines for administering DIBELS. That section is 

followed by specific instructions for administering and scoring the six DIBELS 8th Edition 

subtests: (a) letter naming fluency, (b) phonemic segmentation fluency, (c) nonsense word 

fluency, (d) word reading fluency, (e) oral reading fluency, and (f) maze. Specific materials 

required for each subtest are listed in the subtest descriptions. Throughout this chapter, bold 
Arial font is used to indicate scripted directions or prompts provided to the student. 

DIBELS 8th Edition General Guidelines

	 There are a number of common features across the DIBELS 8th Edition individually-

administered subtests. For each subtest, the following are provided:

•	 Applicable grades: the grades for which a subtest is designed;

•	 Objective: the activity in which the student engages, including administration time;

•	 Uses: the uses for which the subtest is designed.

	 In addition, a list of required materials is provided for each subtest, along with detailed 

administration instructions. Instructions include when to start and stop timing, how to score, 

and the allowed reminders and prompts. Numerous scoring examples are also given for each 

subtest.

	 All DIBELS subtests are best administered in a quiet location where minimal interruptions 

can be expected. For individually administered measures (i.e., all but Maze), a table or desk 

separated from distractions is best. When individually administered measures are conducted 

in a classroom setting, other students should be engaged in quiet, independent activities. 

The assessment administrator should sit so that the student’s face is easily seen and close 

Administration Instructions and  
Scoring Procedures
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enough to easily point to forms and hear what the student says. No matter how close the 

student and administrator sit, the scoring booklet should not be visible to the student, which 

is why we recommend using a clipboard.

General Timing and Scoring Guidelines

	 DIBELS is a timed measurement system. With the exception of Maze, all DIBELS 8th 

Edition subtests are 60-second timed measures. Maze is a 3-minute timed measure. In all 

cases, it is critical to time each administration as accurately as possible. Even small mistakes 

can result in less reliable, and thus less valid scores, and research has shown that timing 

mistakes are among the most common (Reed, Cummings, Schaper, Lynn, & Biancarosa, 

2018). For DIBELS to be a valid assessment, strict adherence to timing conventions is 

required.

	 Scoring for all the 60-second subtests has certain commonalities. When 60 seconds have 

elapsed, the examiner always places a bracket (i.e., ]) after the last item completed and says, 

“Stop.” Also, if a student makes an error, put a slash (i.e., /) through the incorrect item. If a 

student makes an error but Self-corrects the error within 3 seconds, mark SC over the item. 

Discontinue Rules

	 Each subtest has a specific discontinue rule. An assessment should only be discontinued 

if the specified conditions have been met, or if the administration is irrevocably interrupted 

(e.g., a fire drill occurs). See the rules for each subtest for its discontinue criteria.

	 For some subtests at certain time points, not only is that subtest discontinued, but 

benchmark assessment is also discontinued altogether. The benchmark discontinue rules are 

explained where applicable and are also summarized in Table 2.1.
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Table 2.1 Benchmark Discontinue Rules

Grade and Season Benchmark Discontinue Rule Scoring

Kindergarten, Fall If PSF is discontinued, do not 

administer NWF and WRF.

Enter 0 for PSF. Do not enter 

scores for the remaining 

subtests: NWF and WRF

Kindergarten, Winter If NWF is discontinued, do not 

administer WRF.

Enter 0 for NWF. Do not enter 

scores for the remaining 

subtest: WRF

First grade, Fall If WRF is discontinued, do not 

administer ORF.

Enter 0 for WRF. Do not enter 

scores for the remaining 

subtest: ORF

 

	 These additional rules are provided for two purposes. They are intended to save time 

and to spare students unnecessary frustration. The rules were derived from a national field 

trial that indicated students who scored 0 for the indicated assessments in the periods 

specified above were extremely unlikely to get any items correct on the remaining subtests. 

Nonetheless, examiners have the option of administering the remaining subtests based on 

professional judgment. 

Accounting for Situational and Examiner Error

	 Should the administration of a DIBELS 8th Edition measure be irrevocably interrupted, 

or otherwise spoiled, the administration should be discontinued, and no score should be 

recorded. Situations and errors that spoil an administrations include, but are not limited to, 

the student refusing to participate, the student being too ill to participate, the administrator 

forgetting to start the timer or missing the end of the 60-second period, and situational 

interruptions like fire drills. 

	 In all cases where an administration is spoiled, the student should be reassessed 

using a progress-monitoring form at another time or on another day depending on the 

administrator’s professional judgment. In general, though, the student should be assessed as 

soon as possible. 
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Giving Instructions and Encouragement

	 DIBELS 8th Edition is a standardized assessment, which means test administrators 

must adhere to scripted procedures for giving students directions in addition to following 

the  timing rules. Test administrators should only say what is provided in the administration 

instructions and should speak clearly enough for the student to hear well. 

	 Students should not be given feedback on their performance during or after an 

assessment. If an examiner wishes to give a student general encouragement in between 

subtests, praising the student’s effort is the best (e.g., “Nice effort! I can see you’re working to 

do your best.”).

	 For many subtests, practice items are provided. Again, the test administrator should 

adhere to the scripted instructions. Offering additional practice, corrections, or off-script 

explanations is not allowed. Because DIBELS is an assessment and is used for instructional 

decision-making, it is critical to determine a student’s performance without undue instruction 

or intervention. The practice items only serve the purpose of ensuring that students 

comprehend the task at hand. 

	 If a student clearly does not hear or understand instructions or practice items, the test 

administrator may repeat these procedures once. If the assessment has already begun, the 

timer should be kept running.

Articulation and Dialect

	 DIBELS 8th Edition measures early literacy skills in English. Therefore, students should 

use the English pronunciation of words. However, it is important to mention that students 

are not penalized for varied pronunciation due to dialect or articulation. For example, if the 

student consistently says /th/ for /s/ and pronounces “thee” for “see” when naming the 

letter “C”, credit is given for naming the letter correctly. This is a professional judgment and 

should be based on the student’s responses and any prior knowledge of the student’s speech 

patterns. 

	 Different regions of the country use different dialects of American English. The DIBELS 

8th Edition Phoneme Pronunciation Guide (see Appendix C) is particularly helpful with 

the Phonemic Segmentation and Nonsense Word Fluency subtests. These pronunciation 

examples may be modified consistent with regional dialects and conventions.  

	 An important update to the DIBELS pronunciation guide is the treatment of r-controlled 

vowels (e.g., word, far), which are sometimes also called r-colored vowels. Considerable 

disagreement exists about how many phonemes exist in words with r-controlled vowels 
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and thus in American English (e.g., Bizzocchi, 2017; Fry, 2004; Lockenvitz, Kuecker, & Ball, 

2015). Whereas earlier editions treated some as single phonemes and others as two or more 

phonemes, DIBELS 8th Edition simplifies the treatment of r-controlled vowels by treating 

them as single phonemes. Nonetheless, test administrators should take local dialects and 

articulation issues into account when scoring nonsense words or phonemic segmentations 

involving r-controlled vowels. In some regions in the US, r-controlled vowels are more clearly 

separated into multiple sounds or phonemes (e.g., “lair” might be pronounced as “layer”). 

Students using such a pronunciation should not lose points for this practice.

Accommodations

	 The DIBELS 8th Edition measures are designed to be used unmodified with all students. 

They have been validated with thousands of students using the DIBELS 8th Edition 

standardized procedures. Interpretation of student scores is only informative when students 

have been assessed in this standardized way. 

	 In a very small number of cases, however, several accommodations are approved. These 

accommodations should only be used in situations where they are necessary to obtain an 

accurate score for a student. In other words, accommodations should only be used if there 

is evidence that without them, the assessment would be measuring something other than 

the intended reading-related skill. For example, if a student is hard of hearing and without 

an accommodation the student would not be able to hear the testing directions, then that 

would result in the test measuring the student’s hearing abilities rather than reading skills. An 

accommodation would be appropriate in this case. 

	 DIBELS 8th Edition-approved assessment accommodations involve minor changes to 

assessment procedures that are unlikely to change the meaning of the results and have been 

approved either by DIBELS developers or assessment professionals. They should be used only 

when:

•	 An accurate score is unlikely to be obtained without the accommodation; and/or

•	 Specified in a student’s 504 plan or Individualized Education Plan (IEP).

	 The accommodations approved for DIBELS 8th Edition are listed in Table 2.2. When 

approved accommodations are used, the examiner should mark an “A” on the front cover of 

the testing booklet. Scores from tests administered with accommodations can be compared 

to other DIBELS 8th Edition benchmark scores and norms. Approved accommodations should 

only be used with students who have a documented need for such supports, such as a 504 

plan or IEP. 
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Table 2.2 Acceptable Accommodations for DIBELS 8th Edition

Accommodation LNF PSF NWF WRF ORF Maze

Quiet setting for testing X X X X X X

Breaks in between measures X X X X X X

Assistive technology (e.g., 

hearing aids, assistive 

listening devices, glasses)

X X X X X X

Enlarged student materials X X X X X

Colored overlays, filters, or 

lighting adjustments
X X X X X

Marker or ruler for tracking X X X X X

 

	 Anything an assessor does that is not listed in the standardized scoring and 

administration and is not an approved accommodation falls under the category of a 

modification. Any modification made to the standardized directions, timing or scoring rules 

renders results that are likely to be meaningfully different than they would have been without 

the modification. Examples of unapproved accommodations and modifications include: (a) 

extending the time on a DIBELS probe, (b) repeating practice items, (c) providing different or 

extra models of the task, (d) adding to or changing administration directions, and (e) offering 

unapproved prompts and feedback.

	 When unapproved accommodations or modifications are used, the examiner should mark 

an “M” on the front cover of the testing booklet. Scores are not valid in these cases and should 

not be entered in a data system or interpreted in relation to DIBELS 8th Edition benchmark 

goals and norms.

	 It is important to recognize that there are some students for whom DIBELS is not an 

appropriate assessment. Students for whom this is true include those: 

•	 With limited verbal language skills, 

•	 With fluency-based speech disorders or oral apraxia, and/or

•	 For whom reading in English is not an instructional goal (e.g., students learning to read 

exclusively in a language other than English).



Administration and Scoring Guide38   |   DIBELS 8th Edition

© 2018-2019 University of Oregon. All rights reserved.

	 In these cases, other assessments and curricular tools (e.g., end-of-unit tests, 

individualized progress monitoring materials, other-language reading assessments) are best 

suited to screening students and monitoring student progress toward goals.

Letter Naming Fluency (LNF)

Applicable grades: Beginning of kindergarten through end of first grade.

Objective: Student names letters for 60 seconds.

Uses: Benchmark and risk assessment.

Materials

•	 Scoring book

•	 Student form

•	 Pen or pencil

•	 Clipboard

•	 Timer

Administration

1.	 Position the clipboard and scoring book so that the student cannot see what you 

record.

2.	 Place the student copy of the LNF subtest in front of the student.

3.	 Say these specific directions:

Here are some letters

(point to the student form).

Tell me the names of as many letters as you can.

When I say “Begin,” start here,

(point to the first letter)

and go across the page

(point).
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Point to each letter and tell me the name of that letter.

If you come to a letter you don’t know, I’ll tell it to you.

Put your finger on the first letter.

Ready?

Begin.

4.	 Start the timer after saying “Begin.”

5.	 Follow along in the Scoring Booklet. Put a slash (/) through each letter name read 

incorrectly. See Acceptable Prompts and Scoring Rules for more details.

6.	 At the end of 60 seconds, place a bracket (]) after the last letter named and say, 

“Stop.”

Acceptable prompts

There are two acceptable prompts for LNF: a prompt for when students hesitate and for when 

they produce letter sounds. 

Hesitation Prompt. If the student hesitates for 3 seconds on a letter, score the letter 

as incorrect, provide the correct letter, point to the next letter, and say:

Keep going.

This prompt may be repeated. For example, if the letters are “p T n” and the student 

says, “p” then does not say anything for 3 seconds, prompt by saying “T”, then point to 

“n” and say:

Keep going. 

Repeat this as many times as needed throughout administration. The maximum time 

for each letter is 3 seconds.

Letter Sound Prompt. If the student provides the letter sound rather than the letter  

name, say:

Remember, tell me the letter's name, not its sound.

This prompt may be provided once during the administration. If the student continues 

providing letter sounds, mark each letter as incorrect.
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Discontinue rules

Discontinue LNF Rule. If the student reads 0 correct letter names within the first line, 

discontinue LNF, put a bracket after the last letter attempted and record a score of 0.

Discontinue Benchmark Assessments Rule. Benchmark assessment always 

continues regardless of LNF score.

Scoring rules

LNF provides one score: the number of letters named correctly. Mark student responses 

according to the rules in the first table below. The second table provides several examples of 

common situations and how to score in them.

Correct responses Do not mark correct responses on the scoring book.

Incorrect responses Make a slash (/) through each letter named incorrectly.

Self-corrections If a student makes an error but corrects it within 3 seconds, 

write “SC” above the letter and score it as correct.
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Situation How to score

Letter reversals A letter is incorrect if the student substitutes a different letter for the 

stimulus letter, even if the substituted letter is similar in appearance. 

(Note that lowercase L does not appear on LNF forms, and the font 

used in LNF distinguishes the uppercase I from the lowercase L and 

number one very well.)

Letters Student Says Scoring Procedure Correct Letters

b T n E “d…T…n…E” b T n E 3 /4

p S n L “q…S…m…L” p S n L 2 /4

M I k L “M…L…k…L” M I k L 3 /4

Letter sounds A letter is incorrect if the student provides the letter-sound for the 

stimulus letter (e.g., /d/ for “D”). A prompt for providing letter-sounds 

is allowable only once (see Acceptable Prompts).

Letters Student Says Scoring Procedure Correct Letters

b T n E “/b/…T…n…E” b T n E 3 /4

p S n L “p…/s/…n…L” p S n L 3 /4

M I k L “M…I…/k/…L” M I k L 3 /4

Omissions A letter is incorrect if the student skips the letter. If the student skips 

an entire line, cross out the line and record a score of 0 for that line.

LNF Fidelity of Administration

The observer should judge the full test administration. That includes observing setup and 

directions, timing and scoring the test in parallel with the examiner, checking the examiner’s 

accuracy in procedures using the fidelity checklist in Appendix D, and deciding if the examiner 

passes or needs more practice for each procedure listed. 
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Phonemic Segmentation Fluency (PSF)

Applicable grades: Beginning of kindergarten through end of first grade.

Objective: Student breaks words into phonemes for 60 seconds.

Uses: Benchmark and risk assessment; progress monitoring.

Materials

•	 Scoring book

•	 Pen or pencil

•	 Clipboard

•	 Timer

Administration

1.	 Position the clipboard and timer so that the student cannot see what you record.

2.	 Say these specific directions:

I am going to say a word.

After I say it, you tell me all the sounds in the word.

So, if I say “am,” you would say “/a/ /m/.”

Let’s try one.

(1 second pause)

Tell me the sounds in “it.”
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Student response Examiner response

CORRECT Very good.

If student says “/i/ /t/” The sounds in “it” are /i/ /t/.

INCORRECT The sounds in “it” are /i/ /t/.

Any other response Your turn.

Tell me the sounds in “it.”

 OK. Here is your first word.

3.	 Give the student the first word and start the timer.

4.	 Follow along in the Scoring Booklet. As the student says the sounds, underline each 

different, correct, sound segment produced. Put a slash (/) through sounds produced 

incorrectly. See Acceptable Prompts and Scoring Rules for more details.

5.	 As soon as the student is finished saying the sounds in the current word, present the 

next word promptly and clearly.

6.	 At the end of 60 seconds, stop presenting words and stop the timer. Place a bracket (]) 

after the last sound provided by the student.

Acceptable prompts

There is only one acceptable prompt for PSF: a prompt for when students hesitate.

Hesitation Prompt. If the student hesitates for 3 seconds, give the next word, and 

score the word (or remaining sounds in the word if word has been partially segmented) 

as incorrect by leaving it unmarked (no slashes or underlines). Repeat this prompt as 

many times as needed throughout administration.

Discontinue rules

Discontinue PSF Rule. If a student has not given any sound segments correctly in the 

first 5 words, discontinue PSF, put a bracket after the last word attempted and record a 

score of 0.
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Discontinue Benchmark Assessments Rule. For beginning of kindergarten only, if 

student does not get any sounds correct in the first 5 words, discontinue PSF and any 

further benchmark assessments (i.e., NWF and WRF) for that time of year. At all other 

times of year, benchmark assessment continues regardless of PSF score.

Scoring rules

PSF provides one score: the sum of sound segments produced. Students receive 1 point for 

each different, correct, part of the word. Mark student responses according to the rules in the 

first table below. The second table provides several examples of common situations and how 

to score in them.

Correct responses Underline the sound segments in the word the student 

produces that are correctly pronounced.

Incorrect responses Make a slash (/) through sounds pronounced incorrectly. 

Circle the item if the student repeats the word correctly, but 

without segmentation.

Self-corrections If a student makes an error but corrects it within 3 seconds, 

write “SC” above the phoneme and score it as correct.

Situation How to score

Schwa sounds Schwa sounds (/u/) added to consonants are not counted as errors. 

Some phonemes cannot be pronounced correctly in isolation without 

a vowel, and some early learning of sounds includes the schwa. For 

example, if the word is “track,” and the student says “tu...ru...a...ku” 

they would receive 4 of 4 points.

Word Student Says Scoring Procedure Correct Segments

track “tu…ru…a…ku” /t/ /r/ /a/ /k/ 4 /4

bet “bu…e…tu” /b/ /e/ /t/ 3 /3
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Additions Additions are not counted as errors if they are separated from the 

other sounds in the word. For example, if the word is “track,” and the 

student says “t...r...a...ck...s,” they would receive 4 of 4 points.

Word Student Says Scoring Procedure Correct Segments

track “t…r…a…ck…s” /t/ /r/ /a/ /k/ 4 /4

top “s…t…o…p” /t/ /o/ /p/ 3 /3

top “st…o…p” /t/ /o/ /p/ 2 /3

top “s…t…ol…p” /t/ /o/ /p/ 2 /3

top “s…t…o…l…p” /t/ /o/ /p/ 3 /3

Sound 
elongation

The student may elongate the individual sounds and run them 

together as long as it is clear he or she is aware of each sound 

individually. For example, if the student says, “ssssuuuunnnn,” with 

each phoneme held long enough to make it clear they know the 

sounds in the word, they would receive credit for 3 phonemes correct. 

This is a professional judgment and should be based on the student’s 

responses and prior knowledge of the student’s instruction. When in 

doubt, no credit is given.

Word Student Says Scoring Procedure Correct Segments

sun “ssssuuuunnnn” /s/ /u/ /n/ 3 /3



Administration and Scoring Guide46   |   DIBELS 8th Edition

© 2018-2019 University of Oregon. All rights reserved.

Partial 
segmentation

The student is given credit for each correct sound segment, even if 

they have not segmented to the phoneme level. Use the underline 

to indicate the size of the sound segment. For example, if the word 

is “track,” and the student says “tr...ack,” they would receive 2 of 4 

points.

Word Student Says Scoring Procedure Correct Segments

track “tr…ack” /t/ /r/ /a/ /k/ 2 /4

bet “b…et” /b/ /e/ /t/ 2 /3

Overlapping 
segmentation

The student receives credit for each different, correct, sound segment 

of the word. Thus, if the word is “track,” and the student says “tra...

ack,” the student would receive 2 of 4 points because /tra/ and /ack/ 

are both different, correct, sound segments of “track.” 

Word Student Says Scoring Procedure Correct Segments

track “tr…ack” /t/ /r/ /a/ /k/ 2 /4

bet “be…e…et” /b/ /e/ /t/ 3 /3

Mispronounced 
segment

The student does not receive credit for sound segments that are 

mispronounced. For example, if the word is “track,” and the student 

says “t...r...a...gs” they would receive no credit for /gs/ because there 

is no /g/ or /s/ sound segment in the word “track.” 

Word Student Says Scoring Procedure Correct Segments

track “t…r…a…gs” /t/ /r/ /a/ /k/ 3 /4

bet “p…i…t” /b/ /e/ /t/ 1 /3

bet “d…e…t”” /b/ /e/ /t/ 2 /3
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No 
segmentation

If the student repeats the entire word, no credit is given for any 

sounds. For example, if the word is “track,” and the student says 

“track,” circle the entire word and record zero points. 

Word Student Says Scoring Procedure Correct Segments

track “track” /t/ /r/ /a/ /k/ 0 /4

Spelling If the student spells the word, no credit is given. For example, if the 

word is “track,” and the student says “t …r…a...c…k”, cross out each 

sound. 

Word Student Says Scoring Procedure Correct Segments

track “t…r…a…c…k” /t/ /r/ /a/ /k/ 0 /4

Omissions A sound is incorrect if the student omits the sound, but the sound is 

left unmarked.

Word Student Says Scoring Procedure Correct Segments

track “tr…” (3 seconds) /t/ /r/ /a/ /k/ 1 /4

bet “b… t” /b/ /e/ /t/ 2 /3

PSF Fidelity of Administration

The observer should judge the full test administration. That includes observing setup and 

directions, timing and scoring the test in parallel with the examiner, checking the examiner’s 

accuracy in procedures using the fidelity checklist in Appendix D, and deciding if the examiner 

passes or needs more practice for each procedure listed.
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Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF)

Applicable grades: Beginning of kindergarten through end of third grade. 

Objective: Student reads or sounds out nonsense words for 60 seconds.

Uses: Benchmark and risk assessment; progress monitoring.

Materials

•	 Scoring book

•	 Student form

•	 Pen or pencil

•	 Clipboard

•	 Timer

Administration

1.	 Position the clipboard and timer so that the student cannot see what you record.

2.	 Place the student copy of the NWF practice items in front of the student.

3.	 Say these specific directions:

Look at this word.

(point to first word on the practice form)

It’s a make-believe word.

Watch me read the word: /h/ /a/ /p/, “hap.”

(point to each letter, then run your finger fast beneath the whole word)

I can say the sounds of the letters, /h/ /a/ /p/

(point to each letter)

or I can read the whole word “hap.”

(run your finger fast beneath the whole word)

Your turn to read a make-believe word.
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Read this word the best you can.

(point to the word “lum”)

Make sure you say any sounds you know.

Student response Examiner response

CORRECT That’s right. 

If student says “lum” or “/l/ /u/ /m/” The sounds are “/l/ /u/ /m/” or “lum”.

INCORRECT
Remember, you can say the sounds or 
you can say the whole word.

Any other response Watch me: the sounds are “/l/ /u/ /m/.”

(point to each letter)

Or “lum.”

(run your finger fast beneath the whole 

word)

Let’s try again.

Read this word the best you can.

(point to the word “lum”)

(place the student copy of the form in front of the student)

Here are some more make-believe words.

(point to the student form)

Start here

(point to the first nonsense word)

and go across the page

(point across the page)

When I say “Begin,” read the words the best you can.

Point to each letter and tell me the sound or read the whole word.
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Put your finger on the first word.

Ready?

Begin.

4.	 Start the timer after saying “Begin.”

5.	 Follow along in the Scoring Booklet. As the student says sounds/words, underline 

each correct sound/word produced. Put a slash (/) through sounds/words produced 

incorrectly. See Acceptable Prompts and Scoring Rules for more details.

6.	 At the end of 60 seconds, place a bracket (]) after the last nonsense word for which 

the student provided sound/word and say, “Stop.”

Acceptable prompts

There is only one acceptable prompt for NWF: a prompt for when students hesitate. Execution 

of the prompt depends on whether a student is initially blending nonsense words or sounding 

them out. If the student is reading words, the rule applies to words; if the student is sounding 

words out, the rule applies to sounds.

Hesitation Prompt. If student hesitates for 3 seconds on a sound/word, mark the 

sound/word as incorrect, point to the next sound/word, and say:

Keep going.

Repeat this as many times as needed throughout administration. The maximum time 

for each sound/word is 3 seconds.

Discontinue rules

Discontinue NWF Rule. If a student does not get any sounds correct in the first 5 

words, discontinue NWF, put a bracket after the last nonsense word attempted and 

record a score of 0 for both CLS and WRC.

Discontinue Benchmark Assessments Rule. For middle of kindergarten only, if 

student does not get any sounds correct in the first 5 words, discontinue NWF and any 

further benchmark assessments for that time of year (i.e., WRF). At all other times of 

year, benchmark assessment continues regardless of NWF score.
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Scoring rules

NWF provides two scores: the sum of correct letter sounds (CLS) and the sum of words read 

or recoded correctly (WRC). Every correct letter sound receives 1 point for CLS, regardless of 

whether a student blends. Words read correctly, whether sounded out initially or not, receive 

1 point each for WRC. Mark student responses according to the rules in the first table below. 

The second table provides several examples of common situations and how to score in them.

Correct responses Underline the letters that the student produces correctly. 

Underline multiple letters for partially blended words and 

whole words for fully blended words (with or without sounding 

out initially).  

Incorrect responses Make a slash (/) through sounds/words produced incorrectly.

Self-corrections If a student makes an error but corrects it within 3 seconds, 

write “SC” above the phoneme and score it as correct.

Situation How to score

Sounds 
followed by 
word

When a student sounds out a nonsense word and then blends it, 

underline the individual letters and then the nonsense word as a  

whole and score a 3 for CLS and a 1 for WRC.

Word Student Says Scoring Procedure
Score

CLS WRC

rab “/r/…/a/…rab” /r/ /a/ /b/ 3 /3 1 /1

mot “/m/…/o/…/t/…mot” /m/ /o/ /t/ 3 /3 1 /1
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Repeated 
sounds

Letter sounds given twice receive credit once. For example, if stimulus 

word is “rab” and the student says /r/ /a/ /ab/, the student receives 

only 1 point for the letter sound “a” even though the correct sound was 

provided twice, and a total CLS score of 3 and a total WRC score of 0.

Word Student Says Scoring Procedure
Score

CLS WRC

rab “r…a…ab” /r/ /a/ /b/ 3 /3 0 /1

mot “m…o…t…mo…t” /m/ /o/ /t/ 3 /3 0 /1

Partially 
correct 
responses

If a word is partially correct, underline the corresponding letters 

for the sounds produced correctly and word parts for any sounds 

blended. Put a slash (/) through incorrectly produced letter sounds 

(to distinguish from omissions; see Omissions scoring rule). For 

example, if the word is “rab” and the student says “rayb” (with a long 

/a/), the letters “r” and “b” would be underlined, and the letter “a” 

would be slashed with a score of 2 for CLS and 0 for WRC. 

Word Student Says Scoring Procedure
Score

CLS WRC

rab “r…ay…b” /r/ /a/ /b/ 2 /3 0 /1

nar “n…er” /n/ /a r/ 1 /2 0 /1
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Sounds out of 
order

Letter sounds produced out of order are scored as incorrect. For 

example, if the stimulus word is “mot” and the student says /t/ /o/ /m/, 

only /o/, the letter sound read correctly, would be underlined with a 

score of 1 for CLS and 0 for WRC. This is true even if the student using 

partial or full blending. Blended letter sounds must be correct and in the 

correct position (beginning, middle, end) to receive credit (see last two 

examples). If a student reads a nonsense word using blending, letter 

sounds produced out of order are scored as incorrect. 

Word Student Says Scoring Procedure
Score

CLS WRC

mot “t…o…m” /m/ /o/ /t/ 1 /3 0 /1

mot “to…om…tom” /m/ /o/ /t/ 1 /3 0 /1

mot “tom” /m/ /o/ /t/ 1 /3 0 /1

mot “mob” /m/ /o/ /t/ 2 /3 0 /1

ag “ga” /a/ /g/ 0 /2 0 /1

Omissions If a student skips a word or row, skip marking any slash and move to 

the next word, row, or page with the student.

NWF Fidelity of Administration

The observer should judge the full test administration. That includes observing setup and 

directions, timing and scoring the test in parallel with the examiner, checking the examiner’s 

accuracy in procedures using the fidelity checklist in Appendix D, and deciding if the examiner 

passes or needs more practice for each procedure listed. 
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Word Reading Fluency (WRF)

Applicable grades: Beginning of kindergarten through end of third grade.

Objective: Student reads sight words for 60 seconds.

Uses: Benchmark and risk assessment; progress monitoring.

Materials

•	 Scoring book

•	 Student form

•	 Pen or pencil

•	 Clipboard

•	 Timer

Administration

1.	 Position the clipboard and timer so that the student cannot see what you record.

2.	 Place the student copy of the WRF form in front of the student.

3.	 Say these specific directions:

Please read from this list of words.

(point to the student form)

Start here

(point to the first word)

and go across the page.

(point across the page)

When I say “Begin,” point to each word and read it the best you can.

If you get stuck, I will tell you the word, so you can keep reading.

Put your finger on the first word.

Ready?

Begin.
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4.	 Start the timer when student says first word.

5.	 Follow along in the Scoring Booklet. As the student provides responses, put a  slash 

(/) through each word read incorrectly. See Acceptable Prompts and Scoring Rules for 

more details.

6.	 At the end of 60 seconds, place a bracket (]) after the last word read and say, “Stop.”

Acceptable prompts

There is only one acceptable prompt for WRF: a prompt for when students hesitate. 

Hesitation Prompt. If student hesitates for 3 seconds on a word, give the correct 

word, mark the word as incorrect, point to the next word, and say:

Keep going.

Repeat this as many times as needed throughout administration. The maximum time 

for each word is 3 seconds.

Discontinue rules

Discontinue WRF Rule. If a student does not get any words correct in the first line (5 

words), discontinue WRF, put a bracket after the last word attempted and record a 

score of 0.

Discontinue Benchmark Assessments Rule. For beginning of first grade only, if 

student does not get any sounds correct in the first 5 words: discontinue WRF and any 

further benchmark assessments for that time of year (i.e., ORF). At all other times of 

year, benchmark assessment continues regardless of WRF score.

Scoring Rules

WRF provides one score: the sum of words read correctly. Mark student responses according 

to the rules in the first table below. The second table provides several examples of common 

situations and how to score in them.
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Correct responses Do not mark correct items on the scoring book.

Incorrect responses Put a slash (/) through words produced incorrectly.

Self-corrections If a student makes an error and corrects it within 3 seconds, 

write “SC” above the word and score it as correct.

Situation How to score

Sounded out 
words

If a word is sounded out without blending, it is incorrect. If a word is 

sounded out and then blended, it is correct.

Words Student Says Scoring Procedure Score

joy draw cloud “/j/ /oy/ draw cloud” joy draw cloud 2 /3

joy draw cloud “/j/ /oy/ joy draw cloud” joy draw cloud 3 /3

Word order Words read correctly but in the wrong order are scored as incorrect.

Words Student Says Scoring Procedure Score

joy draw cloud “joy cloud draw” joy draw cloud 1 /3

Omissions A word is incorrect if the student skips the word. If the student skips 

an entire line, cross out the line and record a score of 0 for that line.

WRF Fidelity of Administration

The observer should judge the full test administration. That includes observing setup and 

directions, timing and scoring the test in parallel with the examiner, checking the examiner’s 

accuracy in procedures using the fidelity checklist in Appendix D, and deciding if the examiner 

passes or needs more practice for each procedure listed. 
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Oral Reading Fluency (ORF)

Applicable grades: Beginning of first grade through end of eighth grade.

Objective: Student reads a passage aloud for 60 seconds.

Uses: Benchmark and risk assessment; progress monitoring.

Materials

•	 Scoring book

•	 Student form

•	 Pen or pencil

•	 Clipboard

•	 Timer

Administration

1.	 Position the clipboard and timer so that the student cannot see what you record.

2.	 Place the student copy of the ORF form in front of the student.

3.	 Say these specific directions:

Please read this

(point to the 1st word of the 1st paragraph of the passage)

out loud.

If you get stuck, I will tell you the word, so you can keep reading.

When I say “Stop” I may ask you to tell me about what you read, so

do your best reading.

Start here

(point to the first word of the passage).

Ready?

Begin.
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4.	 Start the timer when the student says the first word of the passage. Do NOT count the 

title. If the student fails to say the first word after 3 seconds, tell the student the word 

and mark it as incorrect, then start the timer.

5.	 Follow along in the Scoring Booklet. As the student provides responses, put a slash  

( / ) through each word read incorrectly. See Acceptable Prompts and Scoring Rules 

for more details.

6.	 At the end of 60 seconds, place a bracket (]) after the last word read and say, “Stop.”

Acceptable prompts

There is only one acceptable prompt for ORF: a prompt for when students hesitate. 

Hesitation Prompt. If student hesitates for 3 seconds on a word, give the correct 

word, and mark the word as incorrect. Repeat this as many times as needed 

throughout administration. The maximum time for each word is 3 seconds.

Discontinue rules

Discontinue ORF Rule. If the student does not read any words correctly in the first 

line of the passage, discontinue ORF, put a bracket after the last word attempted and 

record a score of 0.

Discontinue Benchmark Assessments Rule. Benchmark assessment always 

continues regardless of ORF score.

Scoring rules

ORF provides two scores: the sum of words read correctly and an accuracy percentage. The 

accuracy percentage is calculated by dividing the sum of words read correctly by the number 

of total words attempted (including errors) and multiplying by 100:

Accuracy =
words read correctly

x 100
total words read
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Mark student responses according to the rules in the first table below. The second table 

provides several examples of common situations and how to score in them.

Correct responses Do not mark correct items on the scoring book.

Incorrect responses Put a slash (/) through words produced incorrectly.

Self-corrections If a student makes an error and corrects it within 3 seconds, 

write “SC” above the word and score it as correct.

Situation How to score

Insertions Inserted words are ignored and not counted as errors. The student 

does not get points for inserted words. If the student frequently 

inserts extra words, it may be worth noting the pattern at the bottom 

of the scoring page.

Passage Student Says Scoring Procedure Score

I have a dog. “I have a new dog.” I have a dog. 4 /4

The walk was fun. “The walk was  

really fun.”

The walk was fun. 4 /4

Repetitions Words that are repeated are not scored as incorrect so long as they 

are read correctly. They are treated as insertions and ignored in 

scoring.

Passage Student Says Scoring Procedure Score

I have a dog. “I have a … I have  

a dog.”

I have a dog. 4 /4
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Sounded out 
words

A word is scored as incorrect if it is sounded out correctly but not 

blended. If it is blended, it is scored as correct.

Passage Student Says Scoring Procedure Score

We like to read. “We like to rrrr … 

eeee … d read.”

We like to read. 4 /4

We like to read. “We like to rrrr … 

eeee … d.”

We like to read. 3 /4

Abbreviations Abbreviations should be read in the way you would normally 

pronounce the abbreviation in conversation. For example, ASAP  

could be read as “ay ess ay pea” or “ay sap” and Dr. would be read  

as “doctor.”

Passage Student Says Scoring Procedure Score

Tell me ASAP. “Tell me ay ess  

ay pea.”

Tell me ASAP. 3 /3

Tell me ASAP. “Tell me ay sap.” Tell me ASAP. 3 /3

Dr. Jones looked at 

my teeth.

“Doctor Jones looked 

at my teeth.”

Dr. Jones looked at 

my teeth.

6 /6

Dr. Jones looked at 

my teeth.

“’D’ ‘r’ Jones looked 

at my teeth.

Dr. Jones looked at 

my teeth.

5 /6

Mispronounced 
words

A word is scored as incorrect if it is pronounced incorrectly in the 

context of the sentence. 

Passage Student Says Scoring Procedure Score

We like to read. “We like to red.” We like to read. 3 /4
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Word order All words that are read correctly but in the wrong order are scored  

as incorrect. 

Passage Student Says Scoring Procedure Score

The green park 

has flowers.

“The park green  

has flowers.”

The green park  

has flowers.

3 /5

Omissions Omitted words are scored as incorrect. If a student skips an entire 

row, cross out the row and mark the skipped words incorrect.

ORF Fidelity of Administration

The observer should judge the full test administration. That includes observing setup and 

directions, timing and scoring the test in parallel with the examiner, checking the examiner’s 

accuracy in procedures using the fidelity checklist in Appendix D, and deciding if the examiner 

passes or needs more practice for each procedure listed. 
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Maze

Applicable grades: Beginning of second grade through end of eighth grade.

Objective: Student silently reads a passage for 180 seconds, choosing the best multiple-

choice answer for missing words.

Uses: Benchmark and risk assessment; progress monitoring.

Materials

•	 Maze administration directions and scoring key

•	 Student worksheets (one per student)

•	 Pen or pencil (one per student)

•	 Clipboard

•	 Timer

Administration

1.	 Say:

I am going to give you a worksheet. When you get your worksheet,

please write your name at the top and put your pencil down.

2.	 Hand out the Maze student worksheets.

3.	 Make sure students have written their names down before proceeding.

4.	 Say these specific directions:

You are going to read a passage with some words missing from

it. For each missing word you will see a box with three words in it.

Your job is to circle the word you think makes the most sense in the

context of the passage. Let’s look at the Practice Passage together.

Listen as I read.

(pause)
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Tom goes to a school far from his house. Every morning, he takes 

a school

(pause)

bus, pen, work 

(pause)

to go to school.  

(pause)

Let’s stop there. Let’s circle the word “bus” because I think “bus”

makes the most sense here. Listen to how that sentence sounds

now.

Every morning, he takes a school bus to go to school.

Now it’s your turn. Read the next sentence silently to yourself.

When you come to a box, read all the words in the box and circle

the word that makes the most sense to you. When you are done,

put your pencil down.

5.	 Allow up to 30 seconds for students to complete the example and put their pencils 

down. If necessary, after 30 seconds say Put your pencil down.

6.	 As soon as all students have their pencils down, say 

Good job.

Now listen. In the 

(pause)

afternoon, library, morning, 

(pause)

he also takes a bus home. You should have circled “afternoon”

because “afternoon” makes the most sense. 

(pause)
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Listen. In the afternoon, he also takes a bus home.

Okay, when I say “Begin,” turn the page and start reading the

passage silently. When you come to a box, read all the words in the

box and circle the word that makes the most sense in the passage.

You will stop when you come to a stop sign or I say Stop.

Ready? 

Begin.

7.	 Start the timer.

8.	 At the end of 3 minutes, stop the timer and say, Stop. Put your pencils down.

9.	 Make sure all students have stopped working and collect all the student worksheets.

Acceptable Prompts

There are two acceptable prompts for Maze: one for when students read aloud and another 

for when a student stops working.

Student Reading Aloud Prompt. If a student starts reading the passage out loud, say 

Please read the passage silently. (Repeat as often as needed.) 

Student Stopped Working Prompt. If a student stops working, say 

Please keep going until you reach the end of the passage. Just do your best 
work. (Repeat as often as needed.) 

Discontinue rules

There are no discontinue rules for Maze. Every student should be encouraged to try 

their best until three minutes have passed.

Scoring rules

Maze provides one score that is derived by summing up the number of items answered 

correctly and subtracting one-half the sum of items answered incorrectly. Worksheets are 

scored after the assessment has been completed, and students are not present. Use the 

scoring key to mark answers as correct or incorrect.
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1.	 A response is correct if the student clearly circled or otherwise marked (e.g., 

underlined or checked) the correct word.

2.	 Mark a slash ( / ) through any incorrect responses. Incorrect responses include 

situations when the wrong answer is circled or otherwise marked, more than one 

answer is marked, or an item is left blank (only if  it occurs before the final item 

answered).

3.	 If there are erasure marks, scratched out words, or any other extraneous markings, 

and the student’s final response is obvious, score the item based on the final response. 

4.	 Items left blank after the last response are not slashed or counted as incorrect.

5.	 Count the number of items answered that are not slashed to obtain the number of 

items answered correctly. Enter the total next to the word Correct on the student’s 

booklet.

6.	 Count the number of items marked with a slash. Enter the total next to the word 

Incorrect on the student’s booklet.

7.	 Calculate the adjusted score (unnecessary for DIBELS Data System and Amplify 

customers) using the following formula:

Maze = Correct   –
Incorrect

2

By definition, this formula will sometimes result in scores with decimal values. These scores 
should not be rounded.

Mark student responses according to the rules in the first table below. The second table 

provides several examples of common situations and how to score in them.

Correct responses Do not mark correct items.

Incorrect responses Put a slash (/) through items answered incorrectly, skipped 

(before the last valid response), or marked in a confusing 

manner.

Self-corrections If a student makes corrections to a response, the answer is 

counted as correct so long as the final intended answer is 

both clear and correct.
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Situation How to score

Inconsistent 
marking

Students sometimes change how they mark the correct answer. 

So long as the student’s intention is clear and correct, changes in 

marking system are not penalized. In the example below, the student 

gets 3 items correct and none incorrect.

buys food

Tom goes a school bus to go to radio . In the afternoon,

takes school

a

he also takes few bus home.

it

Skipped items Skipped items are marked incorrect when they are clearly skipped 

(i.e., a later item is answered), as in the first example below. They 

are left unmarked and not counted as correct or incorrect if no 

subsequent item is answered, as in the second example below. In the 

first example, the student gets 2 correct and 1 incorrect. In the second 

example, the student gets 1 correct and none incorrect.

buys food

Tom goes a school bus to go to radio . In the afternoon,

takes school

a

he also takes few bus home.

it

buys food

Tom goes a school bus to go to radio . In the afternoon,

takes school

a

he also takes few bus home.

it

→
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Unclear or 
multiple 
responses

When more than one choice is marked, and the intended final answer 

is not clear, the item is scored as incorrect. In the example below, the 

child gets no items correct and 3 incorrect.

buys food

Tom goes a school bus to go to radio . In the afternoon,

takes school

 a 

he also takes few bus home.

 it 

Multiple marks 
with clear 
intention

An item is scored as correct even in the presence of multiple marks if 

the final intention is clear and correct. In the example below, the child 

gets 3 items correct and none incorrect.

buys food

Tom goes a school bus to go to radio . In the afternoon,

takes school

 a 

he also takes few bus home.

it

Maze Fidelity of Administration

The observer should judge the full test administration and subsequent scoring and 

calculations. That includes observing setup and directions, timing and scoring the test in 

parallel with the examiner, checking the examiner’s accuracy in procedures using the fidelity 

checklist in Appendix D, and deciding if the examiner passes or needs more practice for each 

procedure listed.
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Interpreting DIBELS 8th Edition Scores

	 This chapter covers the interpretation of DIBELS 8th Edition scores. Topics include the 

scores available for DIBELS 8 and cautions in interpreting results.

DIBELS 8 Test Scores and their Interpretation

	 DIBELS 8 offers five types of scores: raw scores, equated scaled scores, percentile ranks, 

growth zones, and composite scores. These scores offer teachers a wealth of information that 

can be used in planning instruction and monitoring student growth. Each is discussed in turn. 

For information about DIBELS 8 benchmark goals, please refer to:  https://dibels.uoregon.

edu/docs/DIBELS8thEditionGoals.pdf.

	 Raw scores. Raw scores are the most basic score available. They generally represent 

the number of items a student has answered correctly in one minute, with a few exceptions. 

Maze provides an adjusted raw score where half the number of incorrect items is subtracted 

from the total number correct. ORF Accuracy is the proportion of words read correctly in one 

minute and is derived by dividing the number of words read correctly by the total number of 

words read, including those that were incorrect.

	 Raw scores have weaknesses in their interpretation. Despite strenuous efforts to create 

equivalent forms, differences in difficulty between forms still occurs. While these “form 

effects” are generally quite mild for many subtests as a result of the constrained item pool 

(e.g., LNF), they become more apparent in subtests involving connected text (i.e., ORF and 

Maze). Where form effects are more pronounced, differences in scores over time can be 

obscured or exaggerated. For example, a student who scores 100 words-correct-per-minute 

(WCPM) in the beginning of year and 120 WCPM in the middle of year has indeed read the 

middle of year passage at a faster rate, but whether the difference in 20 WCPM is due to 

actual growth or the middle of year passage simply being easier to read remains unclear. 

Because form effects can make interpreting student progress difficult, DIBELS 8 offers several 

alternative score types, especially equated scaled scores (ESS) for subtests where form 

effects are most obvious.

	 Risk classification. Although raw scores are not ideal for tracking growth, they can be 

utilized for screening purposes. Specifically, we created cut-scores for determining students’ 

risk using raw scores. To support this use, we have provided three types of cut-scores for 

classifying students. 

	 The first score, called the risk cut-score, can be used to classify students who are well 

below benchmark in their performance and at risk for reading difficulties, including dyslexia. 
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	 The second score, called the benchmark goal, can be used to classify students who are 

performing at benchmark levels and are at minimal risk and on track for meeting grade-level 

proficiency goals from those who are below benchmark performance levels and thus at some 

risk for not meeting proficiency goals.

	 On average, this cut-score identifies 80% or more of students performing below the 40th 

percentile rank on an external measure of reading ability at the end of the year.  Students 

falling above this cut score are typically in need of core support alone, meaning the general 

curriculum should serve these children well. Students falling between the risk and benchmark 

cut-scores are at some risk for not meeting proficiency goals compared those who are on 

track for meeting proficiency goals. These students are in need of strategic support.

	 Finally, we have introduced a third cut-score, which represents an ambitious goal for 

students, and can be used to classify students who are performing well above benchmark and 

are at negligible risk for not meeting proficiency goals. The ambitious cut-score is designed 

to identify the students who are least at risk in reading. On average, this cut-score identifies 

90% or more of students performing below the 40th percentile rank on an external measure 

of reading ability at the end of the year.  Students who fall at or above the ambitious cut-score 

have a greater chance of performing above the 40th percentile rank on an external measure 

of reading ability at the end of the year than do students who fall between the benchmark 

and ambitious cut-scores. Students falling above this cut-score are very likely in need of core 

support alone, meaning the general curriculum should serve these children well. Students 

performing well above benchmark may benefit from instruction on more advanced skills.

	 Equated scaled scores. Equated scaled scores (ESS) account for average differences 

in the difficulty of forms. By having students take multiple forms at the same time, DIBELS 

researchers are able to quantify how much the forms differ in difficulty. The results of this 

analysis enable DIBELS to put different forms onto the same scale. As part of the research 

design, DIBELS researchers also had students take a single “linking” form at each benchmark 

period. The incorporation of a linking form means that ESS for equated DIBELS subtests 

capture growth over time, in addition to removing forms effects.

	 Presently, two DIBELS subtests have equated benchmark forms: ORF and Maze. 

Specifically, the ORF WCPM and Maze adjusted raw scores have been equated across 

benchmark periods. By using ESS, teachers can have confidence that differences between 

scores from two different benchmarks represent real differences in performance. 

	 ORF ESS are scaled so that 400 is the mean ESS across time for a given grade and the 

standard deviation is 40. As a result, students scoring 400 can be interpreted as reading at 

the average rate for their grade level. Also, increases in ESS between benchmark periods 

represent real change and can be interpreted relative to the standard deviation of 40.



DIBELS 8th Edition   |   71Administration and Scoring Guide

© 2018-2019 University of Oregon. All rights reserved.

	 Maze ESS are scaled so that 100 is the mean ESS across time for a given grade and 10 is 

the standard deviation. Thus, students scoring 100 can be interpreted as reading with average 

comprehension for their grade level. Likewise, increases in ESS over time represent real 

change and can be interpreted relative to the Maze ESS standard deviation of 10.

	 Percentile ranks. Percentile ranks (also known as percentiles) are a way of expressing 

student performance relative to the norming sample for DIBELS 8. Percentiles look like 

percentages and represent the percentage of the norming sample that a given student 

scores at or above on a given subtest. For example, a student who is at the 60th percentile 

scored the same as or higher than 60% of the norming sample. Because DIBELS researchers 

made strong efforts to recruit a nationally representative sample when norming DIBELS 8, 

percentile ranks have strong generalizability. 

	 Zones of Growth. DIBELS 8th Edition also offers scores that can be used to interpret 

growth relative to the norming sample by defining percentile gains, which are normative 

data regarding changes in performance over time. Percentiles gains facilitate comparisons 

of an individual student’s performance over time relative to the performance over time of 

other students with a similar starting score. These comparisons provide a more nuanced 

understanding of student progress than cut-scores or percentile ranks. They are an especially 

useful tool for evaluating the progress of students who perform below the benchmark level 

and whose performance over time needs to be monitored more closely. 

	 Composite scores. DIBELS 8th Edition also provides composite scores as a means of 

interpreting and reporting student performance across subtests. The approach to creating 

the composite scores represents a marked improvement over the DIBELS Next approach in 

that a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to determine the optimal weighting of 

DIBELS subtest raw scores while simultaneously accounting for relations among subtests. 

Our primary concern was correcting for the fact that NWF and ORF each contribute two 

scores to the composite. These analyses are described in greater detail in the DIBELS 8th 

Edition Technical Manual. The final CFA models for kindergarten through third grade utilized 

all available subtests and accounted for the covariance between NWF scores. The final CFA 

models for fourth through eighth grade utilized all available subtests without accounting for 

covariances. All solutions were scaled so that 400 represents the mean across time for a 

given grade with 40 as the standard deviation. Thus, similar to ORF, students scoring 400 can 

be interpreted as an average reader for their grade level. In addition, increases in composite 

between benchmark periods can be interpreted relative to the standard deviation of 40.
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Cautions in Interpreting DIBELS 8 Scores

	 Even though DIBELS 8th Edition has undergone rigorous research and development 

procedures, no test is ever 100% reliable and accurate. Moreover, no single test should drive high-

stakes decisions made about individual students. DIBELS 8 is not a diagnostic measure in the 

sense that it cannot diagnose the root causes of reading problems, although using all the subtests 

provided within a grade can lead to strong hypotheses. Nonetheless, hypotheses regarding the 

origins and diagnosis of reading problems should be interpreted with caution and tested through 

the use of other measures and observations. Beyond this general caution, which applies to any 

single test, there is one additional caution worthy of mention, namely inter-rater reliability.

	 The reliability statistics reported in the DIBELS 8 Technical Manual were obtained after 

teachers were well trained in the administration and scoring of DIBELS 8. Although we obtained 

excellent inter-rater reliability during the course of DIBELS 8 research, we do not report it in 

this manual. Inter-rater reliability obtained in a study has no bearing on the use of a measure in 

schools other than the fact that it suggests high inter-rater reliability is possible to achieve. In 

other words, the reliability of different raters cannot be assumed and should be established in the 

specific context in which DIBELS 8 is to be used. In addition to initially training test administrators 

and assessing inter-rater agreement, DIBELS 8 users should recalibrate (i.e., assess inter-rater 

agreement after a certain period and retrain as needed) at least once a year.
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Appendix C: DIBELS 8th Edition Pronunciation Guide

Phoneme Phoneme Example Phoneme Phoneme Example

/a/ bad /b/ bat

/e/ bed /d/ dad

/i/ bid /f/ fat

/o/ cod, law /g/ get

/u/ bud, “a” in about /h/ hot

/A/ bait /j/ jam, edge

/E/ bead /k/ can, kit, pick

/I/ tie /l/ lap

/O/ boat /m/ man

/oo/ food /n/ nap

/uu/ good /p/ pen

/ow/ cow /r/ rat, write

/oy/ point, boy /s/ sit, city

/ar/ (1 phoneme) car /t/ tap

/air/ (1 phoneme) chair /v/ van

/er/ (1 phoneme) her, bird /w/ wet

/ear/ (1 phoneme) clear /y/ yak

/or/ (1 phoneme) for /z/ zoo

/oor/ (1 phoneme) pour /ch/ chin

/sh/ shed
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Phoneme Phoneme Example Phoneme Phoneme Example

/SH/ measure, beige

/th/ thin

/TH/ then

/ng/ sing

Note: Both voiced and unvoiced forms of ‘th’ and ‘sh’ are acceptable for nonsense words containing these digraphs.
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Letter Naming Fluency Fidelity Checklist

Pass
Needs 

practice

o o
1.	 Holds clipboard and timer so student cannot see what  

is recorded.

o o 2.	 Places the student copy in front of the student.

o o 3.	 Performs standardized directions verbatim.

o o 4.	 Starts timer after saying “Begin”.

o o
5.	 Follows along and marks the scoring book as the  

student responds.

o o
6.	 Administers acceptable prompts (i.e., hesitation and 

letter sound) correctly and when appropriate.

o o 7.	 Applies scoring rules consistently and correctly.

o o 8.	 Applies the discontinue rule correctly, if appropriate.

o o
9.	 At the end of 60 seconds, puts a bracket (]) after the last 

letter named and says “Stop”.

o o
10.	 Accurately determines and records the total number 

of correct letter names in 60 seconds. Score is within 2 

points of the expert examiner.

Appendix D: Administration and Scoring  
Fidelity Checklists
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Phonemic Segmentation Fluency Fidelity Checklist

Pass
Needs 

practice

o o
1.	 Holds clipboard and timer so student cannot see what  

is recorded.

o o
2.	 Performs standardized directions verbatim, including the 

correction procedure, if applicable.

o o 3.	 Starts timer after presenting the first word.

o o
4.	 Follows along and marks the scoring book as the  

student responds.

o o
5.	 As soon as the student is finished saying the sounds  

in the current word, presents the next word promptly  

and clearly.

o o
6.	 Administers acceptable prompts correctly and  

when appropriate.

o o 7.	 Applies scoring rules consistently and correctly.

o o 8.	 Applies the discontinue rule correctly, if appropriate.

o o
9.	 Stops at the end of 60 seconds and puts a bracket (]) 

after the last response.

o o
10.	 Accurately determines and records the total number of 

correctly produced phonemes in 60 seconds. Score is 

within 2 points of the expert examiner.
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Nonsense Word Fluency Fidelity Checklist

Pass
Needs 

practice

o o
1.	 Holds clipboard and timer so student cannot see what  

is recorded.

o o 2.	 Places student copy in front of the student.

o o
3.	 Performs standardized directions verbatim, including the 

correction procedure when appropriate.

o o 4.	 Starts timer after saying “Begin”.

o o
5.	 Follows along and marks the scoring book as the  

student responds.

o o 6.	 Administers acceptable prompts correctly, if appropriate.

o o 7.	 Applies scoring rules consistently and correctly.

o o 8.	 Applies the discontinue rule correctly, if appropriate.

o o
9.	 At the end of 60 seconds, puts a bracket (]) after the last 

sound provided and says “Stop”.

o o
10.	 Accurately determines and records the correct letter 

sounds produced and words read correctly within 60 

seconds. Score is within 2 points of the expert examiner.
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Word Reading Fluency Fidelity Checklist

Pass
Needs 

practice

o o
1.	 Holds clipboard and timer so student cannot see what  

is recorded.

o o 2.	 Places student copy in front of the student.

o o 3.	 Performs standardized directions verbatim.

o o 4.	 Starts timer when the student says the first word.

o o
5.	 Follows along and marks the scoring book as the  

student responds.

o o 6.	 Administers acceptable prompts correctly, if appropriate.

o o 7.	 Applies scoring rules consistently and correctly.

o o
8.	 Applies the discontinue rule correctly and  

when appropriate.

o o
9.	 At the end of 60 seconds, puts a bracket (]) after the last 

sound provided and says “Stop”.

o o
10.	 Accurately determines and records the number of  

words read correctly. Score is within 2 points of the 

expert examiner.
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Oral Reading Fluency Fidelity Checklist

Pass
Needs 

practice

o o
1.	 Holds clipboard and timer so student cannot see what is 

recorded.

o o 2.	 Places student copy in front of the student.

o o 3.	 Performs standardized directions verbatim.

o o 4.	 Starts timer when the student says the first word.

o o
5.	 Follows along and marks the scoring book as the  

student responds.

o o 6.	 Administers acceptable prompts correctly, if appropriate.

o o 7.	 Applies scoring rules consistently and correctly.

o o
8.	 Applies the discontinue rule correctly and  

when appropriate.

o o
9.	 At the end of 60 seconds, puts a bracket (]) after the last 

sound provided and says “Stop”.

o o
10.	 Accurately determines and records the number of  

words read correctly. Score is within 2 points of the 

expert examiner.
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Maze Fidelity Checklist

Pass
Needs 

practice

o o
1.	 Ensures each student has a copy of the Maze student 

materials, and students have written their name on it.

o o 2.	 Performs standardized directions verbatim.

o o 3.	 Starts timer after saying “Begin”.

o o 4.	 Administers acceptable prompts correctly, if appropriate.

o o
5.	 At the end of 3 minutes, says “Stop. Put your pencils 

down.”

o o
6.	 Applies scoring rules consistently and correctly, using the 

scoring key.

o o
7.	 Accurately determines and records the number of items 

answered correctly and incorrectly. Score is within 2 

points of the expert examiner.

o o
8.	 If not using the DIBELS Data System, accurately 

calculates the Maze Adjusted Score using the formula 

Correct – (Incorrect / 2).
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Appendix E: Composite Score Calculation Guide

To calculate the DIBELS 8 composite score, a student must have been administered all 

available subtests for their grade. Apply the following steps, in order:

1.	 For each subtest raw score, multiply the student’s raw score by the Weight listed in the 

table on the next page, rounding the result to the 100ths place.

2.	 Sum the resulting weighted scores across all applicable subtests.

3.	 From that sum, subtract the Mean for the appropriate grade from the table on the next 

page.

4.	 Divide the result by the standard deviation (SD) for the appropriate grade in the table 

on the next page and round to the 100ths place.

5.	 Multiply the result by 40 and round to the ones place.

6.	 Add the scaling Constant corresponding to the grade and season in which the student 

was tested from the table on the next page. The result is the composite score.

Note that ORF Accuracy should be represented in these calculations as a proportion of words 

correct (e.g., .99), rather than percent correct (e.g., 99).

An example calculation is provided after the table on the next page.
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Grade Subtest 
score Weight Mean SD Fall 

constant
Winter 

constant
Spring 

constant

Kindergarten   

LNF 8.86 1346 682 360 400 440

PSF 4.13

NWF-CLS 14.93

NWF-WRC 3.56

WRF 5.62

First

LNF 10.72 4706 2468 360 400 440

PSF 2.13

NWF-CLS 23.13

NWF-WRC 7.79

WRF 13.51

ORF-WRC 25.36

ORF-ACC 0.25

Second

NWF-CLS 32.74 7100 3617 360 400 440

NWF-WRC 10.95

WRF 21.26

ORF-WRC 35.36

ORF-ACC 0.15

MAZE 4.28
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Grade Subtest 
score Weight Mean SD Fall 

constant
Winter 

constant
Spring 

constant

Third

NWF-CLS 40.02 10220 3797 360 400 440

NWF-WRC 11.80

WRF 19.83

ORF-WRC 39.42

ORF-ACC 0.09

MAZE 4.79

Fourth

ORF-WRC 36.42 3907 1357 360 400 440

ORF-ACC 0.06

MAZE 6.29

Fifth

ORF-WRC 31.12 3889 1066 360 400 440

ORF-ACC 0.03

MAZE 4.58

Sixth

ORF-WRC 40.71 5247 1796 360 400 440

ORF-ACC 0.05

MAZE 5.03

Seventh

ORF-WRC 40.55 5818 1615 360 400 440

ORF-ACC 0.06

MAZE 7.34
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Grade Subtest 
score Weight Mean SD Fall 

constant
Winter 

constant
Spring 

constant

Eighth

ORF-WRC 37.69 5125 1333 360 400 440

ORF-ACC 0.03

MAZE 6.75
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Example	

For a second grade student with fall DIBELS 8 scores of 152 for NWF Correct Letter Sounds 

(CLS), 48 for NWF Words Read Correctly (WRC), 45 for WRF, 88 for ORF Words Read Correctly 

(WRC), 99% ORF Accuracy, and 11.5 for Maze Adjusted, we would calculate this student’s 

composite score as follows. 

Step 1: Multiply each subtest raw score by the corresponding weight listed in the table.

Subtest score Raw score Weight Weight score

NWF-CLS 152.00 * 32.74 = 4976.48

NWF-WRC 48.00 * 10.95 = 525.60

WRF 45.00 * 21.26 = 956.70

ORF-WRC 88.00 * 35.36 = 3111.68

ORF-ACC 0.99 * 0.15 = 0.15

Maze 11.50 * 4.28 = 49.22

Step 2: Sum the resulting weighted scores across all applicable subtests: 

4976.48 + 525.6 + 956.7 + 3111.68 + 0.15 + 49.22 = 9619.83

Step 3: Subtract from that sum the mean of the weighted scores for the appropriate grade:

9619.83 – 7100 = 2519.83

Step 4: Divide that value by the standard deviation for the appropriate grade: 

2519.83 / 3617 = 0.70

Step 5: Multiply that score by 40 and round to the ones place: 

0.70 * 40 = 28

Step 6: Add the scaling constant corresponding to the season in which the student was tested 

to obtain the final composite score:

28 + 360 = 388




