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Assessing Reading Fluency

imberly and Thomas’s fourth grade teacher, Mr. Lee,

can’t quite pin down what is going on with these stu-

dents. Both are good at reading words; they are able
to decode all the words they encounter and seem to have a pret-
ty good understanding of them as well. Moreover, they appear to
be of average to above average intelligence and are knowledge-
able about the world around them. But, Mr. Lee also knows that
both Kimberly and Thomas do not comprehend what they read.
When he asks them questions about what they read, they usual-
ly respond “I don’t know,” “I don’t remember,” or give an incor-
rect or incomplete answer. Interestingly, when Mr. Lee reads to
the class, both children seem to have a good understanding of

what is read.

Mr. Lee refers Kimberly and Thomas to the school reading spe-
cialist, Mrs. Pearce, for further testing. Mrs. Pearce works with
Kimberly and Thomas separately. She asks each of them to read
aloud for her, after which she asks them to retell what they read.
Mrs. Pearce confirms Mr. Lee’s observations about accuracy in
decoding and poor comprehension. She also notes something
else that may be the cause of their reading comprehension prob-
lems: both read without appropriate phrasing or interest.
Thomas reads in a slow and labored word-by-word manner. His
reading rate is 56 words correct per minute. Kimberly buzzes
through the passage; she reads the words, but pays little atten-
tion to sentence juncture or other punctuation. Her reading rate
is 178 words correct per minute. Mrs. Pearce thinks she has
found the source of Kimberly and Thomas'’s difficulty in reading —

reading fluency.
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For years teachers thought that if students could learn to decode
words accurately, they would be successful in reading printed text.
While it is true that accuracy in decoding is important for fluency, it
is not the entire story. Readers not only need to decode the words
accurately; they also need to decode them effortlessly or automatical-
ly. The ability to read with appropriate phrasing and expression
(interpretation) is also important for fluency. In essence, reading flu-
ency refers to accurate and automatic decoding of the words in the
text, along with expressive interpretation of the text, to achieve opti-
mal comprehension. Fluency is important in reading, then, because it
affects how well readers understand what they read.

Defining Reading Fluency

A good analogy for understanding reading fluency comes from public
speaking. Fluent public speakers embed in their voices those same
elements that are associated with reading fluency — accuracy in
speech, appropriate speed, and phrasing and expression. The speak-
er’s use of these aspects of fluency facilitates the listener’s compre-
hension. Speaking in appropriate phrases, emphasizing certain
words, raising and lowering volume, and varying intonation help the
listener understand what the speaker is trying to communicate.

Contrast a fluent speaker with one who is less fluent, who is anxious
about speaking in public and renders a presentation in a slow, word-
by-word monotone. This less fluent speaker makes it considerably
more difficult for listeners to comprehend the presentation. They
have fewer verbal cues to use and will have to listen more closely
and intensely to make sense of the speech. Indeed, listeners may find
themselves drifting away from the presentation altogether if the effort
required to understand is too great. This analogy seems to apply fair-
ly well to reading. Reading fluency certainly affects reading compre-
hension.

Scientifically-based research reviews (Chard, Vaughn, & Tyler, 2002;
Kuhn & Stahl, 2000; National Institute of Child Health and Human
Development, 2000) have established that reading fluency is a critical
component of learning to read and that an effective reading program
needs to include instruction in fluency. The National Assessment of

2 + Pacific Resources for Education and Learning



Educational Progress (NAEP), for example, found that nearly half of
American fourth graders had not achieved a minimal level of fluency
in their reading, which was associated with significant difficulties in
comprehension while reading silently (Pinnell et al., 1995).

It may be helpful to think of reading fluency as a bridge between the
two major components of reading — word decoding and comprehen-
sion. At one end of this bridge, fluency connects to accuracy and
automaticity in decoding. At the other end, fluency connects to com-
prehension though prosody, or expressive interpretation. These com-
ponents of reading fluency are reflected in two major theories or
explanations.

Accuracy and Automaticity in Reading

Fluent readers decode words accurately and automatically, without
(or with minimal) use of their limited attention or conscious cognitive
resources. The theory that supports this aspect of fluency begins
with the notion that readers have limited attentional resources. If they
have to use a large portion of those resources for word decoding,
those resources will not be available for use in comprehension. The
theory of automaticity in reading suggests that proficient word
decoding occurs when readers move beyond conscious, accurate
decoding to automatic, accurate decoding (LaBerge & Samuels,
1974; Samuels, 2002; Stanovich, 1991). At the automatic level, read-
ers are able to decode words with minimal attention to the activity of
decoding. Most adult readers are at this level of processing. They do
not have to examine closely or sound out most of the words they
encounter; they simply recognize the words instantly and accurately
on sight. This type of processing frees the reader’s conscious atten-
tion to comprehend or construct meaning from the text.

Prosody in Reading

While it is good for readers to have the additional cognitive capacity
that comes from automaticity in word decoding, they also need to
actively use that capacity to make sense of the text. Readers can
employ their attention for comprehension or for other tasks. All read-
ers have had the experience of accurately and automatically decoding
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words while thinking about something else and, as a result, not com-
prehended the passage.

This is the point where fluency connects directly to comprehension.
The prosody component of reading fluency stresses the appropriate
use of phrasing and expression (Dowhower, 1987, 1991; Schreiber,
1980, 1987, 1991; Schreiber & Read, 1980). When readers embed
appropriate volume, tone, emphasis, phrasing, and other elements in
oral expression, they are giving evidence of actively interpreting or
constructing meaning from the passage. Just as fluent musicians
interpret or construct meaning from a musical score through phras-
ing, emphasis, and variations in tone and volume, fluent readers use
cognitive resources to construct meaning through expressive inter-
pretation of the text.

In a sense, then, reading fluency is multidimensional — one dimen-
sion stresses the importance of accuracy in word decoding, a second
dimension focuses on quick and automatic recognition of words in
connected text, and a third dimension stresses expressive and mean-
ingful interpretation of text. These dimensions are related to one
another — accurate and automatic reading creates the conditions for
expressive reading. All three are important for effective comprehen-
sion and overall good reading. All must be taught, and all must be
monitored.

Osborn and Lehr (2003) provide an excellent summary of ways in
which reading fluency can be taught and nurtured in classrooms.
Methods for assessing a student’s level of achievement at any given
moment and for determining growth over time are part of any good
instructional program. This paper explores how reading fluency can
be assessed in valid and efficient ways.

Fluency Assessments

The ability to measure students’ level of achievement in fluency and
monitor their progress is key to successful fluency teaching.

Teachers need to be able to gauge the effectiveness of their instruc-
tion in fluency; to do this, they need ways to assess student fluency
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validly and efficiently. The next section of this paper explores meth-
ods for assessing reading fluency. The inclusion of assessment
approaches in this booklet was guided by two important criteria.

First, fluency assessments must have some degree of reliability and
validity. Users of the assessments must be assured that the results
they obtain are reliable — that the results will provide consistent
measures of fluency and will not vary because of imperfections in the
assessment itself. Users must also be assured that the assessments
are valid — that they actually measure reading fluency. The assess-
ments themselves should resemble the ways in which reading fluen-
cy is defined. In this booklet, fluency is defined in terms of three key
components: accuracy in reading, automaticity in reading, and
prosody (or expression) in reading. Moreover, since fluency is a con-
tributor to overall reading proficiency, the fluency assessments pre-
sented here should correlate with other, more general measures of
reading proficiency.

Second, the assessments must be efficient in administration, scoring,
and interpretation. Assessments should be as quick and easy to use
as possible. If they are not, teachers may not find time to use them
or may use them in ways that are inconsistent with their intent.
Moreover, time given to assessment is usually time taken away from
instruction. Thus, quick and easy assessments will allow teachers to
gauge students’ progress and maximize teaching time so that aca-
demic progress can be made.

Since current views suggest that reading fluency consists of three
distinct components, this booklet aligns its approach to assessment
with these components:
¢ Decoding accuracy — the ability of readers to decode words
accurately in text.
o Automaticity — the ability of readers to decode words in text
with minimal use of attentional resources.
¢ Prosody — the ability of readers to appropriately use phrasing
and expression.
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Assessing Accuracy and Automaticity

Fluency has a decoding accuracy component — the ability of readers
to decode text accurately. Fluency also has a decoding automaticity
component — the ability of readers to decode words in text with mini-
mal use of attentional resources. These two aspects of fluency are
reflected in readers’ level of accuracy in decoding words and their
speed of reading, automaticity, as measured by the reading rate.

The importance of accuracy in reading has a rich history. Informal
reading inventories (IRIs), in use for decades, have used decoding
word accuracy as one of their key benchmarks for marking reading
achievement (Johnson, Kress, & Pikulski, 1987; Pikulski, 1990).
Accuracy is determined by the percentage of words a reader can read
correctly; it has been shown to be a valid measure of reading profi-
ciency (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Deno, 1982). The levels of accuracy in read-
ing (see Table 1), adapted from an examination of several IRIs, reflect
various levels of word decoding accuracy.

Table 1
Levels of Performance for Word Decoding Accuracy
Independent Level: 97-100%
Instructional Level: 90-96%
Frustration Level: < 90%

Readers who score in the 97-100% range (independent level) are
able to read the assessment text or other text of similar difficulty
without assistance. Readers who score within the 90-96% range
(instructional level) are able to read the assessment text or other text
of similar difficulty with some assistance, usually provided by a
teacher or parent. Those readers who score below 90% in word
accuracy (frustration level) find the assessment text or other texts of
similar difficulty too challenging to read, even with assistance.

For example, Theresa is a new fifth grader in Mrs. Hall’s classroom.
Mrs. Hall administers an abbreviated version of an IRl in which
Theresa is asked to read orally a 245-word, fifth-grade passage.
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Theresa makes 13 errors while reading, which gives her an accuracy
rate of 94.7%. Thus, Theresa can read fifth grade material at an
instructional level (able to read with instructional support).

Although IRls incorporate accuracy into their determination of read-
ers’ overall achievement level, they have one distinct disadvantage.
They require the reader to read multiple word lists and passages oral-
ly and to be checked on comprehension for each passage. While this
process leads to an in-depth assessment, it is also very time-
consuming, especially if the inventory is administered to a struggling
reader. Administration of a complete IRl can take one to two hours.
Most teachers, pressed for instructional time, are not willing to invest
this amount of time for more than a few students. Using IRIs to
assess decoding accuracy of an entire classroom is not a viable
option for most teachers.

Reading rate provides a way of determining students’ level of auto-
maticity. The assumption is that fast reading is a reflection of auto-
maticity in word recognition. Recognizing the need for a reading
assessment that was valid and time efficient, Stanley Deno (1985) of
the University of Minnesota developed an approach referred to as
Curriculum-Based Measurement (CBM) in reading. Because this
approach is clearly focused on reading fluency, it has also been
called an Oral Reading Fluency (ORF) assessment.

The CBM/ORF approach to assessment (see Figure 1 for administra-
tion procedures), like the IRI, requires the reader to read grade-level
text orally. However, the CBM/ORF only takes 60 seconds. During this
period, the teacher or person administering the test marks the read-
er's uncorrected errors and then counts the total number of words
read correctly (words read correctly per minute, or WCPM). Because
the assessment is so quick, it can be repeated at one sitting on dif-
ferent passages. If multiple assessments are given, comparing the
median (middle) score against performance norms is recommended
(see Table 2).
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Figure 1
Procedures for Measuring Accuracy and Rate in CBM/ORF

1. Find a passage(s) of approximately 250 words written at
the student’s grade placement. Submit the passage to a
text readability formula to estimate its grade appropriate-
ness.

2. Ask the student to read the passage for one minute and
tape-record the reading. Emphasize that the text should be
read aloud in a normal way, and not faster than normal.

3. Mark any uncorrected errors made by the student. Errors
include mispronunciations, substitutions, reversals, omis-
sions, or words pronounced by the examiner after a wait of
2-3 seconds without an attempt or response from the stu-
dent. Mark the point in the text the student has come to
after one minute of reading.

4. Repeat steps 1 and 2 with two different passages (option-
al). If you choose to repeat the process, use the median or
middle score for analysis.

9. Determine accuracy by dividing the number of words read
correctly per minute (WCPM) by the total number of words
read (WCPM + any uncorrected errors). This number will
be a percentage. Compare the student’s performance
against the target norms in Table 1.

6. Determine the rate by calculating the total number of
WCPM and comparing the student’s performance against
the target norms in Table 2.

Returning to the previous example, Theresa was found to read at an
instructional level for accuracy. During the first 60 seconds of
Theresa’s reading, Mrs. Hall counted 66 words that Theresa read cor-
rectly, or 66 WCPM. Comparing Theresa’s performance against
established norms, Mrs. Hall determined that although Theresa reads
with a good degree of accuracy, her overall rate or level of automatic-
ity is significantly lower than it should be. As a result Mrs. Hall devel-
ops an instructional plan to help Theresa develop greater fluency
(automaticity) in her reading.
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An understanding of reading rate norms is necessary for using the
CBM/ORF results accurately. Target reading rate norms based on sev-
eral empirical data sources are presented in Table 2. These norms
suggest that reading rates tend to increase through the middle
grades; however, the rate of acceleration diminishes after sixth grade.
This suggests that although the automaticity component of reading
fluency is a focus in the elementary grades, it should be nurtured and
assessed even beyond these grades.

Table 2
Oral Reading Fluency (ORF) Target Rate Norms

Grade Fall Winter Spring
(WCPM) (WCPM) (WCPM)

1 10-30 30-60
2 30-60 50-80 70-100
3 50-90 70-100 80-110
4 70-110 80-120 100-140
5 80-120 100-140 110-150
6 100-140 110-150 120-160
7 110-150 120-160 130-170
8 120-160 130-170 140-180

Source: Adapted from “AIMSweb: Charting the Path to Literacy,” 2003,
Edformation, Inc. Available at www.aimsweb.com/norms/reading_fluency.htm.
Data are also adapted from “Curriculum-Based Oral Reading Fluency Norms
for Students in Grades 2 Through 5,” by J. E. Hasbrouck and G. Tindal,
1992, Teaching Exceptional Children, 24, pp. 41-44.

Readers who perform at or near these target norms should be con-
sidered as progressing adequately in automaticity. Readers who are
significantly and consistently below (or above) the norm span for
their grade level and time of year may be at risk in their reading flu-
ency development. We generally think of disfluent readers as reading
in a very slow and disjointed manner; disfluency, however, can come
from readers who read too fast and fail to pay attention to intra- and
inter-sentential boundaries or the meaning of the text.
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The CBM/ORF fluency assessment has been validated through a
number of studies including Deno, Mirkin, and Chiang (1982) and
Marston (1989). One study found a correlation of .91 between stu-
dents’ performance on a CBM/ORF and their performance on a stan-
dardized test of reading comprehension (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Maxwell,
1988). In my own work | have found strong correlations between
CBM/ORF measurements and students’ performance on standardized
tests of reading achievement for students at primary, intermediate,
middle, and even secondary school levels.

| have adapted the CBM/ORF fluency assessment to include measure-
ments of reading accuracy as well as reading rate (automaticity). The
adaptation adds no time to the administration of the assessment and
only one more calculation; by measuring accuracy, teachers can
determine more precisely the source of reading fluency difficulties.
For example, a reader with high accuracy but low rate scores may
show comprehension difficulties similar to a reader with a high rate
but excessive decoding errors. Although both readers have compre-
hension difficulties, the source of their comprehension difficulties is
quite different — for one reader, the source is a lack of sufficient auto-
maticity, while for the other, it is a lack of sufficient decoding accura-
cy. The most effective instruction would be significantly different for
each student. The norms reflected in Tables 1 and 2, then, are useful
in determining readers’ level of proficiency in accuracy and reading
rate (automaticity). The procedures for assessing readers in these
areas are outlined in Figure 1.

For example, James is a third grade student who was administered a
CBM/ORF assessment within the first few weeks of school. He read 3
third-grade passages for 60 seconds each. The teacher determined
the average number of words read correctly per minute and the aver-
age number of errors made during the 60-second reading segments.
James read with an average accuracy level of 98% and an average
reading rate of 38 WCPM. Although James’s level of decoding accu-
racy is good, his reading rate is a concern; he is able to decode
words but not at an automatic level. He has to work hard to sound
out and unlock the words he encounters in grade-level text. The
teacher records these scores and determines a course of action that
includes a good deal of repeated and assisted readings (Kuhn &
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Stahl, 2000; Rasinski, 2003), but only a limited amount of instruction
in decoding words.

A CBM/ORF assessment that includes both accuracy and rate allows
teachers to get a quick but valid snapshot of their students’ reading
performance. Because the assessment is so quick, teachers assess
an entire class in a couple of hours, doing so several times through-
out the year in order to determine students’ ongoing progress in
reading. A grid such as the one in Figure 2 allows teachers to record
students’ fluency scores across a school year.

Figure 2
Classroom Fluency Chart

Teacher: Year:
Student Fall Winter | Spring Fall Winter | Spring
Name Accuracy | Accuracy | Accuracy | Rate Rate Rate

The CBM/ORF assessment of accuracy and rate allows teachers to
diagnose students’ fluency at the beginning of the school year or
whenever new students arrive in the classroom. Teachers can refer
students whose performance is well below the target norms to the
school reading specialist for more testing to determine the nature
and source of the problem.

Using the CBM/ORF assessment across the school year allows the
teacher to check student progress. It permits fairly immediate identi-
fication of students who may not be making adequate progress and
who may require additional, more intensive, or more targeted
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instruction, as well as more vigilant monitoring of progress to assess
the effectiveness of the instruction.

For example, Emilia begins the school year in Mrs. Rice’s class at a
normal achievement level, but demonstrates in a January follow-up
assessment that little progress has been made through the first four
months of school. This lack of progress indicates to Mrs. Rice that
new instructional methods may be necessary. She also considers
calling a conference with Emilia’s parents and referring her to the
school reading specialist. Tyson also began the year within targeted
norms, and has demonstrated adequate progress in subsequent
assessments. Mrs. Rice (and Tyson’s parents) can be fairly well
assured that Tyson is making appropriate growth in reading during
the year.

Multiple assessments over time thus afford teachers a degree of
accountability and precision for their teaching. For example, Mr. Wu
may have considered the year a failure for Kelly, a fifth grade student
who ends the school year reading with an accuracy level of 88% and
a reading rate of 110 WCPM. However, if Mr. Wu had assessed Kelly
in September and determined and documented that she began the
year with an accuracy level of 82% and a reading rate of 66 WCPM,
the year would most likely be an unqualified success for Kelly.

Students who are significantly behind in reading fluency in the inter-
mediate grades and beyond often require additional intensive and
prolonged interventional instruction. Developing proficiency in read-
ing is a cumulative task — it snowballs from the early grades on. The
Matthew Effect (Stanovich, 1986) describes the situation in which
proficient readers become more proficient and less proficient readers
fall further behind their normally developing peers. This lack of fluen-
cy is the result of severely restricted exposure to print in previous
grades and results in restricted exposure to print in subsequent
years. Students are delayed in developing a sufficient bank of words
that are recognized and understood at sight. For them, the road to
improved fluency and overall proficiency in reading requires a con-
siderable investment of extra instructional energy and time. For this
reason alone, reading fluency instruction and monitoring should be
made an integral and significant part of the reading curriculum from
the earliest grades.
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CBM/ORF reading assessments that include accuracy and rate pro-
vide teachers with a workable and valid approach to documenting
student performance and progress in reading. Although only a
snapshot of a student’s reading, the assessments nonetheless align
well with other, more comprehensive measures. Moreover, they can
guide teachers’ instruction to meet students’ specific needs. Students
who perform poorly on the assessments can be identified for more
thorough and comprehensive reading assessment.

A Note of Caution

There are limitations to these assessments, and caution has been
raised by researchers such as Deno, Mirkin, and Chiang (1982).
Although reading rate appears to be a good measure of the decoding
automaticity component of reading fluency and of reading achieve-
ment in general, it does not mean that students should receive overt
and intensive instruction and practice in becoming fast readers.

Reading rate appears to reflect students’ ongoing development of
automaticity in their decoding, which can be developed through prac-
ticed and assisted readings (see Kuhn & Stahl, 2000; Osborn & Lehr,
2003). If teachers provide the kind of instruction in fluency that
works, then fluency, comprehension, and rate will improve. If teach-
ers choose instead to focus primarily on developing students’ reading
rate at the expense of reading with expression, meaning, and com-
prehension, students may read fast but with insufficient comprehen-
sion. Their goal may be to get from one point in the text to another
as fast as possible, without understanding the nuances of meaning in
the text. This would be a grave misinterpretation of the research
related to reading fluency development and a disservice to the stu-
dents.

Similarly, teachers need to be cautious in using reading rate to
assess English language learners (ELLs). Many ELLs can be decep-
tively fast and accurate in their reading, yet demonstrate little under-
standing of the text. Teachers cannot assume that such students are
progressing well in reading based solely on their reading rate. Other
issues such as vocabulary and language proficiency may impede the
students’ growth in reading and require instructional intervention.
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Assessing Prosodic Reading

The third component of fluency, prosodic or expressive reading, is
more directly related to comprehension. Fluency is often described
by the extent to which appropriate expression and phrasing can be
heard in a person’s voice when reading aloud. Fluent readers embed
prosodic or melodic features of spoken language — stress, pitch vari-
ations, intonation, rate, phrasing, and pausing — in their voices
(Dowhower, 1987, 1991; Schreiber, 1980, 1987, 1991; Schreiber &
Read, 1980). This embedding of prosody shows that the reader is
trying to make sense of or comprehend the text. Expressive reading
happens once a degree of automaticity is established, and expression
is one way in which a reader constructs meaning while reading.

Practice and assisted reading, methods used to develop both expres-
sive reading and automaticity, are also effective in developing expres-
sive reading. In addition, two other instructional activities help develop
students’ ability to read in an expressive manner: modeling and
coaching or formative feedback.

Modeling plays a significant role in expressive reading. Readers learn
how to interpret text orally by listening to others read to them in an
expressive and meaningful way. This is one reason why it is impor-
tant for teachers and parents to read to children. Hearing someone
read aloud increases students’ vocabulary, comprehension, and moti-
vation for reading, and it also provides a model of how a passage
may be interpreted orally (Rasinski, 2003). This modeling can be fur-
ther enhanced if teachers talk about the nature of their own oral read-
ing with students and explain how it helps them understand what
was read.

Coaching or formative feedback can also play a large role in develop-
ing expressive and meaningful reading. Students need opportunities
to try out their voices on different passages — to read passages in dif-
ferent ways to express the obvious as well as the more subtle mean-
ings intended by the author. This is best developed through practice
and receiving coaching or feedback from others, especially the stu-
dent’s classroom teacher or other reading coach. By experimenting
with different ways of reading text to communicate different mean-
ings, students begin to recognize the subtle nuances of language that

14 « Pacific Resources for Education and Learning



are embedded in texts and intended for readers to recognize, under-
stand, and express through intonation, pause, voice, and emphasis.

This coaching role is analogous to a teacher-student conference dur-
ing a writing workshop, in which a student’s writing efforts are
shared and examined. During the conference the teacher notes posi-
tive aspects of the student’s composition as well as areas that may
need revision for clarity or style. The teacher will share or model
ways in which the student may express meaning in writing. Similarly,
a teacher who acts as a coach during oral reading encourages and
applauds reading that expresses meaning at a variety of levels, notes
areas for further work, and models ways in which the student may
try reading the passage. Regular opportunities for coaching will lead
the student to higher levels of fluent and expressive reading as well
as comprehension. Moreover, students’ oral reading will have an
impact on their silent reading (Pinnell et al., 1995). Most readers
hear an internal voice while reading silently; the internal voice is
developed through opportunities for reading orally and silently.

Assessing students’ oral interpretive reading is a key to developing
their prosodic or expressive reading competencies. Interpretation of
text is more complex because it is more subjective than accuracy lev-
els and reading rates. Nevertheless, methods have been developed to
help teachers measure the extent to which students provide a fluent
interpretation while reading.

Since expression or interpretation of text is difficult to quantify,
researchers have turned to qualitative rubrics or rating scales to
guide the assessment process and assign a grade or level. The
rubrics range from well-phrased, expressive reading at one end to
word-by-word, monotonic reading at the other.

The rubrics are quite simple to use. A student reads a grade-level
passage and a teacher or other rater listens to the student reading or
to a recording of the reading. The listening period can be short;
teachers are able to make reliable and valid measurements in 60 sec-
onds or less. At the end of the listening period, the teacher consults
the rubric and assigns a score that most closely aligns with the stu-
dent’s reading. In using a rubric, teachers and other raters need to
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share a well-established sense of what constitutes appropriate phras-
ing and expressiveness in reading for their assigned grade level.

Several fluency rubrics have been developed and found to work well
in assessing fluency and overall reading proficiency. In one study,
Rasinski (1985) adapted a six-point fluency rubric devised by
Allington (1983; Allington & Brown, 1979). Using the rubric, raters
listened to and rated recordings of third and fifth grade students
reading. Raters did not have a copy of the passage that students
read, and to make the task as efficient as possible, raters were asked
to listen to a reading for no more than 30 seconds. This instrument
was highly reliable (test-retest reliability = .90) and was strongly
associated with the students’ performance on a standardized test of
reading proficiency.

In a more recent large-scale study of fourth graders’ oral reading flu-
ency, a group of researchers headed by Pinnell (1995) rated fourth
graders’ oral reading using a four-point rubric (see Figure 3). In this
study, students whose oral reading was assigned a score of one or
two were not considered fluent; they had yet to achieve even a mini-
mally acceptable level of fluency. The researchers found that ratings
of students’ oral reading performance were strongly associated with
their performance on the silent reading comprehension test that was
part of the National Assessment of Educational Progress. These stud-
ies suggest that rating students for the level of expressive or prosod-
ic reading is a reliable and valid way for assessing the prosodic reading
component of fluency and for assessing overall reading performance.

The use of such rubrics can assist teachers in coaching students to
higher levels of interpretive reading. Rubrics can also help students
develop a greater internalized (metacognitive) awareness of their abil-
ity to interpret text orally and to guide their development in oral inter-
pretive reading.
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Figure 3

Oral Reading Fluency Scale

4. Reads primarily in larger, meaningful phrase groups.
Although some regressions, repetitions, and deviations
from the text may be present, these do not appear to
detract from the overall structure of the story. Preservation
of the author’s syntax is consistent. Some or most of the
story is read with expressive interpretation. Reads at an
appropriate rate.

3. Reads primarily in three- and four-word phrase groups.
Some smaller groupings may be present. However, the
majority of phrasing seems appropriate and preserves
the syntax of the author. Little or no expressive inter-
pretation is present. Reader attempts to read expres-
sively and some of the story is read with expression.
Generally reads at an appropriate rate.

2. Reads primarily in two-word phrase groups with
some three- and four-word groupings. Some
word-by-word reading may be present. Word
groupings may seem awkward and unrelated to
the larger context of the sentence or passage. A
small portion of the text is read with expressive
interpretation. Reads significant sections of the
text excessively slowly or fast.

1. Reads primarily word-by-word. Occasional
two- or three-word phrases may occur — but
these are infrequent and/or they do not pre-
serve meaningful syntax. Lacks expressive
interpretation. Reads text excessively slowly.

A score of 1 should also be given to a student
who reads with excessive speed, ignoring
punctuation and other phrase boundaries, and
reads with little or no expression.

Source: Adapted from Listening to Children Read Aloud: Oral Fluency, by G.
S. Pinnell, J. J. Pikulski, K. K. Wixson, J. R. Campbell, P. B. Gough, & A. S.
Beatty, 1995, Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, National
Center for Education Statistics. Available at http://nces.ed.gov/pubs95/web/
95762.asp
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The adapted NAEP rubric (Figure 3), can easily be employed by
teachers to assess students. Some teachers, however, desire a rubric
that is more precise in what it measures. To this end, multidimen-
sional fluency rubrics have been developed and used for instructional
and evaluative purposes. Figure 4 presents an adaptation of a multi-
dimensional fluency rubric developed by Zutell and Rasinski (1991).
Use of such a rubric assumes that teachers rating students’ reading
have a good sense of grade-appropriate expression, volume, phras-
ing, smoothness, and pace in reading.

While the rubric presented in Figure 3 is ideal for quick assessments
and checking on progress over time, the multidimensional scale in
Figure 4 has other advantages. Although it requires a closer and
somewhat lengthier observation of a student’s reading, it can provide
formative information to guide instruction as well as summative
information. Teachers who note particular difficulty in one dimension
of the rubric can aim their instructional efforts at that area. For exam-
ple, if teachers observe difficulty in phrasing, they can develop and
implement activities for students to determine phrase boundaries in
passages; practice reading high-frequency words embedded in noun,
verb, and prepositional phrases; and read texts in which phrase
boundaries are highlighted.

Similarly, students can learn to use the scale to evaluate and develop
awareness of their own reading fluency, as well as to improve specif-
ic areas that are low. In one classroom, students are so familiar with
the rubric that it has become part of the classroom vocabulary. After
a student reads, other students provide feedback along the dimen-
sions cited in the rubric. The teacher reports that students are much
more sensitive to what it takes to interpret a text expressively and
with meaning.

Although fluency rubrics may not be as precise as assessments of
decoding accuracy and reading rate, they do provide valid measure-
ments of the third component of reading fluency — prosodic reading.
In the hands of knowledgeable teachers, rubrics provide valid and
reliable information on students’ development and progress in inter-
pretive reading. They also provide teachers with tools for informing
their own instruction and students with a method for guiding their
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own personal fluency development. To that extent, fluency rubrics are
an ideal assessment tool — they provide assessment information that
can also guide instruction.

Putting Fluency Assessment to Work in
Schools and Classrooms

How do fluency assessments fit into the larger reading curriculum?
How often should fluency assessments be administered? Who should
administer them? How should the results be shared with parents?
These are common questions posed by teachers when considering
assessment. Teachers often have good ideas on how to assess, but
have difficulty in fitting assessment into the larger curricular picture.

The fluency assessments presented in this booklet have three impor-
tant characteristics useful to teachers. They are quick and easy to
administer, easy to understand, and reflect the three components of
fluency as well as more general measures of reading proficiency.
These other measures are often more complex and time-consuming
than the ones discussed here.

In addition, these fluency assessments are ideal for initial screening
of students. In an hour or two, often during independent student
work time, a teacher can assess each child in the classroom using
the methods and procedures outlined. During the first week of class,
teachers can have each child read a grade-level passage for one
minute and generate measures of decoding accuracy (percentage of
words read correct), rate (WCPM), and interpretive fluency from that
reading. This can be part of a larger personal assessment in which
teachers gain insight into students’ interests in reading and other
academic areas. This initial fluency assessment gives teachers base-
line information against which to measure subsequent progress.
Students who score poorly on this initial assessment may be referred
to a reading specialist for further, more in-depth testing.

Fluency assessments are good to share with parents because they
reflect student performance on passages students should be expect-
ed to read successfully — passages at their assigned grade level.
Parents whose children are struggling with reading are often told the
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grade-level equivalent of their children’s reading performance. Most
parents do not find this information helpful; it does not tell them how
their children are doing on grade-level material and may lead to mis-
interpretation. (For example, parents may believe that a fifth grader
who reads at second grade level should only be reading second
grade material.) Unlike other measures of reading, these fluency
assessments tell parents how well their children are performing on
material they are expected to read and understand during that current
school year. For students who are not reading at grade level, the
assessments provide parents with a clear indication of how far away
their children are from expected levels of performance (e.g., a fourth
grader beginning the year reading at 42 WCPM is 28 WCPM below a
minimal expectation for fourth grade). Parents can understand this
and have an idea of just how much ground their student has to make
up in order to meet grade-level expectations. Additionally, describing
a student’s reading in terms of a fluency rubric can give parents a
clear picture of the level of expressiveness in reading that is expected
of their children.

Beyond providing a clear explanation of a student’s reading fluency,
the assessments provide information on what teachers, parents, and
the students themselves can do to improve the students’ reading.
Students who read at an excessively slow rate need to engage in
repeated and assisted readings. Students whose decoding accuracy
is poor may need additional word study and phonics instruction.
Students who do poorly on the fluency rubric may need additional
coaching and support in reading with expression and meaning.

Finally, the brevity of the fluency assessments makes them ideal for
repeated use throughout the school year. Many teachers assess their
students at the beginning (early September), middle (mid-January),
and end (late May) of the school year. Such measures provide teach-
ers with information about student growth over time, in fluency as
well as in overall reading achievement. Of equal importance, frequent
assessment of students allows teachers to make informed data-based
instructional decisions that can lead to better teaching and improved
learning (Deno, 1997).

Teachers should administer the assessments as consistently as pos-
sible so that differences in results are most likely due to student
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fluency level and not changes in procedures. The passages should be
changed for each administration to negate the possibility of a practice
effect. One way to do this is to find a trade book that is written at the
target grade level and that will not be used during the school year.
Choose three 250-word passages from various places in the book,
and use these passages in the assessments. Although the passages
are different, they retain the same readability level and author style
from one administration to the next.

If passages are from diverse sources, it is important to get an esti-
mation of their difficulty level and some assurance that they are of
equivalent difficulty. This can be accomplished by applying a read-
ability formula. Readability refers to the relative difficulty of a pas-
sage, usually stated in terms of the grade level for which the passage
is appropriate; it is normally calculated by measuring the lexical
(word) and syntactic (sentence) difficulty of a passage. Teachers
need to realize that readability formulas provide only rough estimates
of the difficulty of a text; the most important factor in determining the
relative difficulty of a text — the reader — is not included in most esti-
mation methods. Nevertheless, readability formulas provide some
assurance of the difficulty of a passage and its equivalence with other
passages.

There are many readability formulas available. The Internet offers var-
ious sites for teachers to submit text and instantly determine its
read-ability level. Intervention Central (www.interventioncentral.org)
provides teachers with an easy-to-use tool for applying two well-
known readability formulas.

Regular fluency assessment provides teachers, parents, and students
with valuable diagnostic information and tangible evidence of student
growth. Moreover, in an era of greater teacher accountability, such
assessments provide teachers with a means of demonstrating the
effectiveness of their instruction.
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Summary and Conclusion

Fluency is more than reading fast: it is reading at an appropriately
fast rate with good expression and phrasing that reflects solid under-
standing of the passage. Since fluency is multidimensional, methods
of assessment must capture its multidimensional nature. This booklet
provides a broad definition of reading fluency, one that shows its
connection to word decoding and comprehension, and presents
some simple but effective methods for assessing student reading
progress both in fluency and general achievement.

Instruction that is guided by frequent, quick, reliable, valid, and cur-
riculum-based assessment has the potential to lead to improved
teacher decision-making and student performance in reading (Fuchs,
Deno, & Mirkin, 1984; Fuchs & Fuchs, 1986; Marston & Magnusson,
1985). Thus, reading fluency instruction combined with regular
assessment is the key to student success in reading fluency and
comprehension.
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