
Play Basics: 
Dungeons & Dragons 
 Dungeons & Dragons is a game of adventure, discovery, 
combat, and mystery. It can feel like a lot to new players, so 
here are a few bullet points for your first game. These terms 
are common throughout Dungeons & Dragons and you’ll see 
them pop up in other roleplaying games, too.  

Dice Terminology 
 Dice are often referred to as “d##” where “##” is replaced 
by the number of sides on the die. So a common six-sided die 
is called a d6, while the twenty-sided die is called a d20. 
There are also d4s, d8s, d10s, and d12s used in Dungeons & 
Dragons. A d100 is two d10s, one of which is the 10s, the 
other the 1s. When you see “1d8” or “3d6,” it means you use 
“one eight-sided die” or three six-sided dice” respectively. 

Rolling Dice 

 Whenever the Dungeon Master (DM) asks for a “roll,” 
“skill roll,” “skill check,” “saving throw,” or an “attack roll,” 
you’re going to roll a d20. Other dice are used for dealing 
damage, healing, and special abilities, but most rolls in D&D 
are made with the d20. Based on your character statistics 
(“stats”), you’ll add or subtract to the die result; this is the 
value your DM wants to know, not just what the die rolls.  
 In Dungeons & Dragons, you’ll often roll with Advantage 
or Disadvantage. With Advantage, roll two d20s and use the 
higher value, with Disadvantage, roll two d20s and use the 
lower value, and apply your modifier to determine your 
success or failure. Flanking a combatant, attacking while 
hidden, or putting extra work into roleplaying (acting like or 
speaking in the voice of) your character, you may gain 
advantage. If you are knocked prone or restrained by a wall of 
sticky honey, you’ll likely have disadvantage. 

Attacks, Weapons, & Magic 
 When you initiate an attack (which may be a sword, a bow, 
or one of many spells), you first make an Attack roll using a 
d20. The d20’s result plus your Attack Modifier must be 
higher than the target’s Armor Class (AC) to hit, and 
enemies will attack you, trying to beat your AC. You may not 
know your target’s AC. AC is a value that represents the 
resilience of your armor, the swiftness of your dodge, or some 
other supernatural protection. 

Weapon Damage 
 Weapons use different dice to determine damage. Small 
weapons like daggers and clubs usually deal 1d4 damage. 
Light weapons like handaxes, shortswords, and shortbows 

deal 1d6. Full-sized weapons like longswords, battleaxes, and 
longbows deal 1d8. A few weapons like pikes and heavy 
crossbows deal 1d10, as well as longswords and battleaxes 
when held in both hands. The largest weapons like 
greatswords, mauls (big hammers), and greataxes deal 1d12 
or 2d6 damage. When you deal damage with a weapon, you 
usually add bonus damage based off of your Strength of 
Dexterity modifier, which should already be recorded on 
your character sheet next to the damage die of the weapon. 

Spells & Magic Damage 
 Spells can deal damage and often have other effects. Spell 
damage varies from spell to spell. You’ll often use multiple 
dice to represent that damage. Ray of Cold deals 1d8 cold 
damage and slows down the target for one round. Acid Splash 
deals 1d6 acid damage, but can hit two targets if they’re near 
one another.  
 Some spells aren’t aimed; instead, they force the target to 
resist or dodge the attack. This is called a saving throw and is 
common for “area of effect” (AoE) spells like Fireball or 
Lightning Bolt. Sacred Flame, for example, forces the target 
to take a Dexterity saving throw (they attempt to dodge the 
attack), if they fail they take 1d8 radiant damage. Spells of 1st 
level and higher that require a saving throw often deal half 
damage even when your target succeeds their saving throw! 

An Example 
 Abigail walks into a dark room and she decides to see if 
someone is hiding within, so she makes a Wisdom 
(Perception) check. She rolls a d20 for a Perception check, 
which gains +4 based on her character sheet. She rolls a 9, 
adds 4 to it, resulting in 13.  
 She hears someone breathing heavily behind the desk in the 
room. She notches an arrow in her bow and calls out, “Show 
yourself, coward!” She makes a Charisma (Intimidation) 
check and gains advantage because she’s ready to shoot her 
bow. (Abigail means it!) She rolls a 6 and a 15, adds her 
Intimidation skill (+1), resulting in 16. The figure moves 
around the desk… It is a goblin! Another one stands up in the 
corner, but isn’t the least bit intimidated!  
 Abigail shoots into the dark room with disadvantage. She 
rolls a 19 and 5, adds +5 to the lower roll, resulting in 10. The 
arrow misses and sticks in the wall behind. The goblin 
launches a bullet with a sling at Abigail but misses against her 
armor class of 15! The original goblin stumbles for a turn, 
doing nothing. The original lobs a second shot, which finds its 
mark and deals 3 damage to Abigail. 
 Abigail fires her shortbow again at the attacking goblin, 
who is mostly veiled in shadows. She rolls 10 and 17, adds 
+5 to the attack, resulting in 15… It hits! Abigail then rolls 
1d6, gets a 5, and adds 3, resulting in 8 damage! The goblin 
falls to the ground with the fatal shot!  
 Should Abigail flee? Will the other goblin surrender and 
offer information? He wields a shortsword and deal some 
damage to Abigail, so maybe she should just attack? And 
where are her friends?! 



What a Turn Looks Like 

 Your turn consists three things, which can be moved around 
and sometimes split up. These things are: 
An	Action.	Actions	include	attacking,	casting	a	spell,	using	an	
object,	hiding,	dashing,	disengaging	(carefully	backing	away	
from	an	enemy),	or	dodging	(a	defensive	stance).	

Movement.	Your	movement	in	a	turn	is	equal	to	your	speed	
value	as	noted	on	your	character	sheet.	Moving	more	than	
your	speed	means	you’re	dashing	as	your	action,	up	to	
double	your	speed.	

Bonus	Action	(possible).	Bonus	actions	generally	depend	on	
your	class.	These	include	the	Barbarian’s	Rage,	the	Bard’s	
Inspiration,	the	Fighter’s	Second	Wind,	the	Ranger’s	
Hunter’s	Mark	spell,	the	Rogue’s	Cunning	Action,	or	the	
Warlock’s	Hex	spell.	Not	every	character	uses	bonus	actions	
regularly,	though	many	spells	can	be.	Note	that	you	can	
only	cast	one	spell	of	1st	level	or	higher	on	your	turn.	When	
you	attack	with	your	off-hand	(because	you’re	wielding	two	
weapons),	this	attacks	counts	as	a	bonus	action.	

Play When it is Not Your Turn 
 When it is not your turn, you may have a chance to take one 
Reaction or be the target of a saving throw (as discussed 
above), so pay attention! Reactions include: 
An	Attack	of	Opportunity.	Attacks	of	Opportunity	are	the	
most	common	Reaction.	When	an	enemy	moves	away	
without	disengaging	as	their	action,	you	can	make	a	split	
second	attack	to	strike	them.	This	is	also	the	case	if	you	
move	away	without	disengaging!	

Spells	with	Casting	Time	Reaction.	Certain	spells	like	Shield	
(which	helps	protect	you)	or	Hellish	Rebuke	can	be	used	
when	you	are	the	target	of	an	attack	or	a	hit,	protecting	you	
or	hurting	someone	attacking	you.		

Class	Features.	Some	classes	gain	reaction	abilities	like	the	
Rogue’s	Uncanny	Dodge	or	the	Monk’s	Deflect	Missiles.	
Check	to	see	if	your	character	has	any	reactions	to	use	in	
the	heat	of	battle!	

Feats.	Characters	may	gain	special	abilities	called	feats	as	
they	level	or	for	other	reasons.	Some	allow	a	reaction.	
Defensive	Duelist,	for	example,	allows	you	to	add	your	
proficiency	bonus	to	your	armor	class	as	a	reaction	as	you	
parry	an	attack!	

Understanding Your Character 

 When you first look at a character sheet, you may feel a 
little overwhelmed. The character sheet provides you with the 
information you’re going to need to know to play the game 
and it is organized intentionally. Let’s look at each section.  
 We’ve color coded each section to help us break it all out. 
Also, we’ve used the “alternative” character sheet as it is a 
little easier to understand the relationship of attributes to 
skills, and I just like it better.  

	

Blue:	Character	Title	&	Type.	At	the	top	of	the	page	is	where	
you’ll	find	your	character	name,	class	(cleric,	fighter,	rogue,	
wizard,	etc.),	level,	background	(what	they	did	to	make	a	
living),	race	(dwarf,	elf,	halfling,	human,	etc.),	alignment,	
and	your	name.	All	of	these	are	part	of	character	creation.	

Red:	Attributes	&	Skills.	On	the	left	of	the	page	are	your	six	
Attributes	with	a	box	for	modifiers.	These	attributes	define	
your	characters	physical,	intellectual,	and	social	capacities.	
You	also	write	in	your	“modifier”	based	on	your	attribute	
score.	In	D&D,	your	modifier	is	found	by	starting	with	your	
attribute	score,	subtract	10,	halve	the	value,	and	round	
down.	If	your	attribute	is	above	10,	your	modifier	will	be	0	
or	positive,	and	you’re	better	than	average	at	it;	if	your	
attribute	is	below	10,	your	modifier	will	be	negative,	
meaning	you’re	not	as	good	as	an	average	person	with	that	
particular	attribute.	If	you’re	Proficient	in	a	skill	(the	circle	
nearby	is	marked),	you	add	your	Proficiency	Bonus	(found	
at	the	top	of	the	red	box)	to	the	associated	attribute	
modifier.	Otherwise,	your	skill	is	identical	to	the	associated	
attribute	modifier.	Your	Proficiency	Bonus	increases	as	you	
level	up.	

Green:	Combat	Statistics.	In	the	green	box	is	most	of	the	
information	you’ll	need	to	know	when	you’re	in	combat.	At	
the	top	are	your	AC	(described	earlier),	Initiative	(the	
same	as	your	Dexterity	modifier),	and	speed	(based	on	your	
race	and	class).	Below	that	are	your	Hit	Points	(HP)	and	
space	to	track	changes	to	them.	Below	that	is	the	Hit	Dice	
window,	which	you	use	to	determine	your	HP	and	on	short	



rests.	Death	Save	are	only	used	when	you’re	reduced	to	0	
HP	and	fighting	for	your	life.	The	largest	window	has	space	
for	your	weapons,	their	attack	modifiers,	and	their	damage	
(as	described	above).	The	extra	space	helps	you	identify	
special	abilities	or	your	most	common	spells	in	combat.	
Initiative	is	a	special	kind	of	skill	roll	that	starts	off	a	
Combat	Encounter:	Roll	a	d20,	add	your	initiative,	and	
provide	this	value	to	the	DM;	this	value	compared	to	others’	
initiative	determines	when	you	act	in	combat.		

Purple:	Roleplaying	Traits.	Personality	Trait,	Ideal,	Bond,	
and	Flaw	are	ways	for	you	to	define	how	your	character	
acts	and	what	their	values	are.	If	you	play	up	these	
elements	of	your	character,	you	may	gain	Inspiration.	
Inspiration	is	a	special	resource	(not	all	DM’s	use	it)	that	
you	get	for	roleplaying	your	character.	Roleplaying	means	
acting	out	that	character	with	voice,	gestures,	or	panache,	
or	ensuring	that	your	character	follows	their	values,	for	
good	or	evil,	law	or	chaos.	If	your	DM	uses	inspiration,	you	
can	spend	a	point	to	gain	advantage	on	any	d20	roll.		

Teal:	Features	&	Traits.	This	window	is	where	you	tract	
your	special	abilities	that	come	from	your	race,	class,	and	
background.	At	higher	levels,	you	may	need	to	add	
additional	sheets,	but	to	start,	write	down	your	racial	
abilities	like	Darkvision,	your	class	abilities	like	the	
Fighter’s	Action	Surge,	and	your	background’s	feature	like	
the	Charlatan’s	False	Identity.	Some	combat	abilities	may	
be	put	here.	This	area	highlights	the	special	capacities	of	
your	character.		

Orange:	Proficiencies	&	Equipment.	At	the	bottom	of	the	
page	to	the	left	you	can	track	all	the	non-skill	subjects	with	
which	you’re	proficient.	These	will	likely	include	languages,	
armor,	weapons,	and	tools.	You	may	want	to	put	the	Rogue	
and	Bard’s	Expertise	feature	here,	too.	To	the	right,	you	can	
track	your	equipment	including	your	starting	gear	pack,	
your	background’s	equipment,	coin	you	may	find,	and	other	
treasures.		

Additional	Sheets:	Character	Details	&	Spellcasting.	Some	
characters	require	a	little	more	information.	Characters	
with	special	fighting	abilities	or	many	at	higher	level	may	
use	the	Character	Details	page	to	help	track	more	
information.	Spellcasters	are	provided	the	spellcasting	
sheet,	which	helps	your	track	the	spells	you	have	learned	
and	which	you’ve	prepared.	Not	all	players	may	need	these,	
but	those	that	do,	benefit	from	them.	You	can	also	see	that	
the	Character	Details	page	has	space	for	you	to	sketch	your	
character,	write	in	weight	and	height,	and	more	details	to	
help	your	portray	your	character.		

 

 


