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The Diagnostic Decoding Surveys are used to determine instructional needs for students of any age with 
reading weaknesses. The Surveys are diagnostic, meaning that they provide detailed information about a 
student’s strengths and weaknesses when decoding familiar and unfamiliar words. The scores from the Surveys 
are the basis of instructional recommendations and grouping to meet the needs of students who demonstrate 
decoding skills weaknesses.

Eight Steps for Effective RTI
Response to Intervention (RTI) is a model to ensure that (1) students are provided with strong core instruction; 
(2) students who are not reading as well as expected at any point during their education are identified early 
and placed in appropriate interventions; (3) students who are referred for special education have been given 
effective, research-based instruction; and (4) the effectiveness of core and intervention instruction is measured 
on a regular and ongoing basis. 

Below we describe eight steps involving data that are part of implementing a strong program for reading 
education. These steps follow the RTI guidelines. We describe how the Diagnostic Decoding Surveys fit in 
Step 3 (diagnosis), Step 4 (grouping), Step 5 (instructional planning), and Step 7 (progress monitoring).

 1.  Implement Effective, Evidence-Based Core Reading and Language Arts Instruction 
Excellent core instruction for reading,1 writing, oral expression, spelling, and penmanship is at the heart 
of effective reading instruction. Excellent core instruction addresses the components critical to learning 
at the specific grade being taught. It also provides for differentiated instruction in order to meet the 
various needs of students in the classroom, school, and district. Data from various assessments will 
determine whether the core materials are effective.

 2.  Screen Students 
Screen all students with a one-minute oral reading fluency (ORF) measure to identify students who do 
not meet the grade-level benchmarks and therefore may not be reading as strongly as expected.

 •  WCPM (words correct per minute) benchmarks will be specified by the screening assessment.

 •  Students also need to meet an Accuracy Percentage benchmark. We recommend:

○ First grade: 90%

○ Second grade: 95%

○ Third grade and higher: 97%

Response to Intervention (RTI)  
& the Surveys

1  Reading instruction should include the five essential components as defined by the National Reading Panel (2000), which are 
phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension.  Language arts instruction should also include oral and 
written expression, as well as penmanship and spelling, all of which reinforce reading skills.
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   Categorize students as those who meet both the WCPM and Accuracy Percentage benchmarks for the 
screening assessment and those who do not: 

 •  Students whose scores meet both benchmarks do not need further diagnostic assessment. 

 •   Students whose scores do not meet both benchmarks (WCPM and Accuracy Percentage) need 
diagnostic assessment to determine why they do not meet the benchmarks.

   Assessment Information 
DIBELS (grades K–6) and AIMSWeb (grades K–8) are two popular ORF one-minute screening assessments. Some 
core reading programs also offer ORF measures.

 3. Diagnose Weaknesses
   Use informal diagnostic assessment data to pinpoint the specific weaknesses of students who do 

not meet screening benchmark scores. The general areas that need to be assessed are decoding, 
vocabulary, and comprehension. For students with more severe reading problems, other areas will also 
need to be assessed.

   For students of all ages, decoding should be assessed first. Even if a student has a strong oral 
vocabulary and good reasoning (comprehension) skills, poor decoding skills can keep the student from 
reading well, no matter what the student’s age (Gough & Tunmer, 1986).

   Assessment Information 
The Diagnostic Decoding Surveys are diagnostic assessments that identify decoding weaknesses. If the Surveys 
show that a student does not have decoding weaknesses, assess vocabulary and comprehension to determine 
instructional needs in those areas.

   Students with poor decoding skills may also need instruction in vocabulary or comprehension strategies. However, 
time limitations for intervention instruction often allow only enough time for teaching one skill. The first skill to 
be addressed should be decoding, because unless decoding skills are strong, there will be a ceiling on reading 
comprehension abilities (Gough & Tunmer, 1986).

 4. Group Students
   Identify students with similar instructional needs based on the screening and diagnostic data.

   Grouping Information 
The Diagnostic Decoding Surveys show both specific decoding weaknesses and the depth of decoding 
weaknesses. The Error Grid column scores on the Surveys, in combination with WCPM and Accuracy Percentage 
scores from the ORF screening assessment, can be used to group students with similar instructional needs. The 
Grouping Matrix™ (see Chapter 16) uses these assessment scores to place students in appropriate groups for 
phonics and decoding instruction to improve accuracy, fluency, and comprehension.

 5.  Plan Instruction 
Use data acquired during screening and diagnosis to set goals for students and to plan intervention 
instruction that will help students meet the goals.

   Data to Help Plan Instruction 
The Diagnostic Decoding Surveys identify specific instructional needs in basic phonics skills. Column scores from 
the Surveys can be used to plan instruction. The Grouping Matrix (see Chapter 16) provides recommendations for 
appropriate instructional materials.

 6.  Teach 
Implement the instructional plan for students in small, homogenous groups using the best and most 
appropriate evidence-based instructional methods.
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 7.  Progress Monitor 
Use progress monitoring assessments to measure student progress toward goals and to adjust 
instruction.

   Assessment Information 
Administering alternate forms B–G of the Diagnostic Decoding Surveys will provide information about a student’s 
improvement in decoding abilities.

   Administering ORF progress monitoring will provide information about how well the intervention instruction is 
transferring to general reading abilities.

 8.  Adjust Instruction 
Make appropriate changes in instructional practices for any students who are not demonstrating 
adequate progress toward meeting instructional goals, as measured by progress monitoring 
assessments.
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