
 A recent article from Education Week about the DIBELS 
assessment (below) brought back memories from when I worked as a 
public school preschool teacher.  We were required to test our children 
on phonemic awareness.  We used a little test that came in a cute box 
with a puppy dog on the box.  This test preceded the DIBELS which has 
taken the testing of reading skills to new levels of stupidity.  At the 
time, I did a little action research project by recording the test with the 
children.  We were required to say words and have the children repeat 
them, show the children pictures and let them tell us about them (a bad 
version of the Peabody), and let the children break down words by their 
sounds.  Of particular interest was asking the children to say parts of 
words.  I was instructed to say:  "Say firebrick without the brick."  
Invariably, the child responded:  "Firebrick without the brick."  I then 
asked the children what they thought about the activity we had just 
done.  Some timidly said that it was fun, other more outspoken children 
said that it was silly or stupid.  I agree with them. 
  
DIBELS is a timed test.  Somehow we have lost the goal of teaching 
reading, which ought to be comprehension.  Reading fast is related to 
fluency.  Fluency comes with practice.  Practice means reading a lot.  
Practice should not be confused with "drill & kill" which comes from 
reading a lot of words and sounds out of context.   
  
I have read much of the work of Stephen Krashen, Ken Goodman, and 
Frank Smith.  I firmly believe that if you want a child to learn to read, 
give him/her a book that he/she wants to read.  Then, use the tools of 
phonics to help him/her learn to read it.  Hence, I am heavily involved 
in the First Book Organization which provides books for children who 
may not otherwise be able to own books.     
  
The advocates of behaviorist, "skills-based" teaching for working class 
children, including the people running Reading First nationwide, are 
now campaigning to make DIBELS the universal test for "reading" for 
young children.  There is plenty of big money from test publishers 
behind this campaign. DIBELS is one of a number of decontextualized, 
word list tests with no connection to comprehension or meaning-
making. 
  
NOTE:  There is NO RESEARCH that shows a causal link between success 
on these tests and the eventual acquisition of reading comprehension -  
NONE.   
 
Here is an interesting discussion, initiated by Stephen Krashen, 
professor emeritus California State University, from a discussion list for 
literacy educators and researchers. 
 
 
From: Stephen Krashen skrashen@yahoo.com 
 
Concerning DIBELS: the real problem 
 



The article from Education Week on DIBELS gives the 
impression that the argument is whether the right test 
is DIBELS or some other skills test, such as PALS, a 
test of phonemic awareness. Missing, except for a 
brief quote from David Pearson, is a discussion of 
what I think is the real problem. 
 
If Frank Smith and Kenneth Goodman are right, and I 
think they are, the “skills” children need to pass 
DIBELS and other tests of skills are the result of 
reading.  They use DIBELS and its cousins encourage 
test preparation in the form of skills, a confusion of 
cause and effect. In other words, practicing reading 
nonsense words quickly, in preparation for the DIBELS, 
will not contribute very much to helping children 
learn to read. And doing phonemic awareness activities 
in preparation for PALS will not contribute very much 
to helping children learn to read. But experience with 
reading comprehensible and interesting texts will 
result in the ability to read as well as develop the 
ability to read nonsense words quickly and pass tests 
of phonemic awareness.  Any good reader can easily 
read the list of nonsense words presented in Ed Week 
whether they have had extensive skills training or 
not.  
 
The correlation between DIBELS scores and subsequent 
reading test performance is, in other words, 
“spurious.” Both are the result of the experience of 
real reading. 
 
NOTE: A small amount of consciously learned knowledge 
of phonics (“basic phonics”) may be of a little help 
in making texts more comprehensible for beginning 
readers (see my paper “Basic Phonics” at 
http://www.sdkrashen.com).  
  
Here is the article: 
  
Published: September 28, 2005  
National Clout of DIBELS Test Draws Scrutiny 

Critics say reading tool's scope fails to justify its broad use. 

By Kathleen Kennedy Manzo  

Just a few years ago, a set of tests known as “dibbles” would have 
elicited little more than a chuckle from educators or anyone else. Today, 
they’re taking it seriously, because the acronym DIBELS has come to 
symbolize the standard for early-literacy assessment throughout much 
of the country.  



Teachers in Reading First schools in more than 40 states now use the 
Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills to screen K-3 pupils for 
potential reading problems and to monitor their progress. And state 
officials are collecting the data from the short reading-fluency tests to 
determine whether schools receiving some of the $1 billion given 
annually in federal Reading First grants are making adequate progress 
in getting students up to grade-level proficiency.  
Several states have gone so far as to adopt the assessments for all 
schools to use regularly.  
  

Seen as Reliable  

Developed by researchers at the University of Oregon, DIBELS has 
become a catchphrase in the schoolhouse and the statehouse as 
officials look to test data to inform instruction, to identify children at 
risk of failure in reading, and to hold schools accountable for student 
achievement.  

But while teachers, administrators, and researchers praise the tests for 
their ease of use and reliability in predicting which children may have 
reading difficulties later, the use of DIBELS has drawn criticism from 
some in the field. Critics cite the tendency of some educators to teach to 
the tests or give the measures too much weight in gauging reading 
ability, as well as the often-aggressive promotion of DIBELS by federal 
employees and consultants to the Reading First program.  
  
“If you want a test of whether kids can read fast with low 
comprehension, then DIBELS is great,” said G. Michael Pressley, a 
professor of education at Michigan State University in East Lansing and 
a former editor of the Journal of Educational Psychology. “It is not as 
well developed as the claims that are being made.”  
  
DIBELS has become the de facto national assessment for Reading First 
over the last three years, with the tests’ use in most of the 4,800 
schools in the program and a number of other schools. Reading First, 
adopted under the No Child Left Behind Act, authorized $6 billion over 
six years to implement strongly skills-based reading instruction in the 
nation’s struggling schools.  
Although the total number of schools using the tests is unknown, more 
than 8,200 schools in 2,600 districts have signed up for the associated 
data-management system offered by the University of Oregon at a cost 
of $1 per student.  
DIBELS has become widely used because “it is pretty darn good,” 
Roland H. Good III, who developed the tests with Ruth A. Kaminski, 
wrote in an e-mail message to Education Week. 
“DIBELS is a reliable and valid measurement tool…that helps teachers 
make decisions to change reading outcomes for students,” he wrote. “It 
is also very efficient to use and requires modest resources to 
implement.”  

DIBELS measures such skills as letter naming, recognizing the sounds of 
each letter, sounding out words, and read-aloud fluency. Its appeal is 



that the tests are “brief, replicable, and relatively easy to administer,” 
said Natalie Rathvon, a Bethesda, Md.-based consultant and the author 
of Early Reading Assessment: A Practitioner’s Handbook. “DIBELS is 
great for testing those foundational skills.”  

The tests for K-6 cover a range of tasks and include benchmarks for 
determining whether pupils are on grade level or at risk of problems 
with reading. On the test of letter-naming fluency for kindergartners, 
for example, youngsters are asked to identify as many randomly listed 
uppercase and lowercase letters as they can in one minute.  
  
Sounding It Out 

Children in kindergarten and 1st grade are given this test of their 
fluency in decoding nonsense words as part of the Dynamic Indicators 
of Basic Early Literacy Skills.  

tob dos et tuf kej 
mun ik saf naf mid 
jag vof biv sel yic 
liv hef zis jom vaj 
raj ak kuj rit hik 
buj vog fap daf doz 
sig zog meb kag lin 

mup tik zok eg fub 
hoc wik fup rez yem 
toj mam en zez hij 
zuz fez dut nas wus 
nos yez neg ek jal 
ak vib ic tak hul 
kan hez piv az vuv 
tej wiv pik fif koj 
lef fern fot zim ad 

SOURCE: Dynamic Measurement Group 
  
  

  

‘Lol’ and ‘Tob’  

On the nonsense-word-fluency test, K-2 pupils must decode pseudo-
words, such as “lol” or “tob,” as quickly as they can for one minute, a 
measure intended to gauge how well they know the letter sounds. First, 
2nd, and 3rd graders are also given a test of their oral-reading fluency, 
which measures how many words in a given text passage they can read 
accurately in a minute.  
At Spencer Math and Science Academy in Chicago last week, Rachel 
Woodrick, the Reading First coach, was in the midst of testing 3rd 



graders on how well they could read DIBELS passages. After spending a 
few minutes with each student, she entered the scores into a hand-held 
computer and received feedback on how each child measured up to the 
desired standard.  
“Once you learn to do the test it’s really easy to do … and it gives me a 
fast result,” she said. “And the test does not push [the children] to an 
extreme frustration level” if they are struggling with their reading.  
The battery of tests was not the first choice for Illinois and some states 
applying for the federal money. In fact, a number of states had intended 
to use other assessments for screening children and gauging progress 
in Reading First schools. They changed their plans, they maintain, after 
federal officials and consultants pressured them to include DIBELS in 
their grant proposal as a condition for approval. Federal officials deny 
those charges. ("States Pressed to Refashion Reading First Grant 
Designs," Sept. 7, 2005.) 
Still, observers say that DIBELS, which was in use years before the 
Reading First initiative, may have seemed the best fit for Reading First 
schools because the tests are quick and yield information about 
aptitude on a range of reading tasks. They were also designed around 
the same research on effective reading instruction that guides the 
federal initiative, Mr. Good said.  
“It is not a coincidence … that the structure of our work corresponds so 
closely to Reading First and the National Reading Panel report,” the 
influential research review released in 2000, Mr. Good wrote. “We were 
all reading the same research and committed to following the evidence 
and the data.”  
  

Competitive Edge  

Some states were able to make a case for other tests. In Virginia, for 
example, Reading First schools use the Phonological Awareness Literacy 
Screening tests, or PALS. That system, developed by researchers at the 
University of Virginia in Charlottesville, has been the early-literacy 
assessment in that state since 1997 and is used by schools and districts 
in more than 40 other states as well.  

Virginia was able to make its case for using the test in Reading First 
schools based on its use in nearly all of the state’s 135 school districts 
over the last 8 years. Several other states also initially chose PALS as 
their evaluation instrument. But federal reviewers, who questioned the 
validity and reliability of the tests, repeatedly returned those proposals. 
Marcia Invernizzi, the director of PALS, calls the federal claims 
“outrageous.”  
“I would pit PALS’ validity and reliability studies against any Reading 
First assessment,” she said. “DIBELS is a terrific assessment tool, … but 
it lacks the instructional transparence and utility that teachers need.”  
Ms. Rathvon, the Maryland-based consultant, agrees. While DIBELS 
provides good assessment tools, it is “a work in progress,” she writes in 
her book. Nor does it give teachers clear answers for designing 
instruction around students’ needs. For example, PALS pinpoints if a 
2nd grader is reading at a level expected of a mid-year 1st grader, while 



DIBELS determines only if a pupil does or does not measure up to the 
benchmarks set for his or her own grade level.  
The Virginia test system, however, was not included in a federally 
commissioned expert review of research-based early-literacy 
assessments that met Reading First requirements, although Ms. 
Invernizzi said she twice submitted the materials.  
Only a few states were able to get tests other than DIBELS, such as the 
Developmental Reading Assessment and the Texas Primary Reading 
Inventory, approved under Reading First.  
Some critics charge that DIBELS got the competitive edge not because 
of its superiority, but because its developers and their colleagues at the 
University of Oregon, located in Eugene, were key consultants to the 
U.S. Department of Education for Reading First. Mr. Good was on the 
assessment committee that evaluated 29 early-literacy tests, including 
DIBELS, his own product. That list was provided as a resource to states 
for drafting their Reading First plans.  
  

Related Products  

While the tests are free for download, slick, packaged sets and related 
products are sold by Sopris West, a Longmont, Colo.-based company 
that sells instructional materials and assessments and offers teacher 
training. The data-management program has been licensed to Wireless 
Generation, a New York City-based company selling hand-held 
computers to schools for assessment and data management.  

States and districts have also paid for training sessions. Mr. Good said 
his influence on Reading First “has been negligible” and credits other 
researchers with guiding the federal initiative.  
Some of the harshest criticism is aimed at the test content itself. Some 
researchers question whether children’s speed at reading nonsense 
words or carefully crafted passages has anything to do with the 
ultimate goal of comprehension, according to P. David Pearson, the 
dean of education at the University of California, Berkeley. Moreover, 
Mr. Pearson said, the assessment measures have not been studied 
adequately enough to support its widespread use in Reading First.  
Research has shown that students’ ability to decode nonsense words, 
and their speed in reading grade-level passages, are valid and reliable 
predictors of whether they will have reading difficulties later on, 
according to Ms. Rathvon.  
  
Even so, some researchers argue that DIBELS’ reliability and its 
usefulness to teachers is questionable.  
Michigan State’s Mr. Pressley is completing a technical report on 
DIBELS. So far, he said, his analysis shows that it is an accurate 
indicator of how pupils will perform on high-stakes state tests in 
reading. But DIBELS does not show whether students are on target for 
developing higher-level reading skills, such as vocabulary and 
comprehension.  
“These [tested skills] become your end goal,” Mr. Pressley said. 
“DIBELS is leading some teachers to infer the wrong end goal, which is 
to read the words fast.”  



  
    


