
Reading Fluency  
 
What is reading fluency? 
 
According to the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD, 2000), reading 
fluency includes the ability to read: 

1. quickly 
2. accurately 
3. with good expression (prosody) when reading aloud 

Most children will begin to emerge as fluent readers between first and third grade as decoding skills are 
confirmed with practice (Kuhn & Stahl, 2003).  Numerous studies have consistently demonstrated a 
correlation between fluency and comprehension (Fuchs et al, 2001; Petscher & Kim, 2011; Roehrig et al., 
2008).  These studies are only a small fraction of the work indicating the correlation between reading 
fluency and comprehension.  It is worth noting that although the correlation begins to weaken in the 
upper elementary grades, reading fluency is a skill that is necessary to demonstrate reading competence 
and enable comprehension of text.   
 
Why is fluency so important? 
 
John Hattie and Gregory Yates (2013) co-authored, Visible Learning and the Science of How We Learn.  
Chapter Seven addresses Teaching Automaticity in Basic Academic Skill where Hattie and Yates stress 
“when automaticity is lacking there is reduced capacity to think and comprehend”.  Research indicates 
when skill development lacks automaticity, all effort is directed to completing the task and less energy is 
spent taking in the ‘big picture’.  Students lacking fluency spend their time decoding words rather than 
comprehending what has actually been read.   
 
Hattie and Yates uncover some impressive statistics regarding reading rate and required words per 
minute in various activities: 
 

 The average, mature reader silently reads approximately 300 words per minute.  Difficult text 
will cause a reduction to 200 words per minute. 

 

 Conversations or a natural speaking rate is approximately 150-200 words per minute.  Audio 
recordings of most books are set to a rate of 150-170 words per minute.   
 

 When any information flow drops below 100 words per minute, problems of comprensibility 
creep in. 
 

 Words must come in at a rate of 2-3 per second to allow the construction of meaning.  This is 
also the rate that allows information to enter the working memory.  Below the rate of 2-3 words 
per minute, meaning and comprehension of language cannot occur.   
 

 If reading occurs at a rate at or below 60 words per minute, understanding what was read 
becomes nearly impossible.  Children may be able to sound out and decode words, but if done 
slowly, it will be difficult to read for meaning.  Achieving a rate above 60 words a minute will be 
necessary for comprehension to occur.   

 



How do we measure fluency? 
 
To measure fluency, curriculum based measurement (CBM) is a method that is quick, efficient, and 
psychometrically sound.  (For supporting CBM documents, please visit the progress monitoring area to 
learn more).  To conduct fluency CBM’s, teachers typically (Hasbrouck & Tindal, 1992):   

 Ask a student read a page of text (grade level and instructional level) 

 Count the number of words read (total) 

 Subtract the incorrect from total words read to result in a correct words per minute (CWPM) 

 Accuracy is obtained by dividing correct words read by total words read during a minute.   

 Accuracy above 96% is also necessary for students to comprehend text  
 
A student’s fluency scores can be compared to a national sample (normative) to compare each student’s 
performance to a national sample.  Guidelines are also present to indicate where fluency should be 
during fall, winter and spring.  These seasonal guidelines are called benchmark scores.  Teachers can 
then set goals and monitor performance in class.  Instructional strategies can also be tailored to assist 
students to reach his or her goals.   
 
Measurement of fluency is considered a global outcome measure (GOM) that provides an overview of a 
child’s progress toward development of all skills necessary to become a skilled reader.  However, 
educators must strive to triangulate multiple forms of assessment rather than overemphasize data from 
any one form.  Although assessment of fluency is recommended as a sound way to measure reading, 
teaching or telling a child to read faster will not result in desired outcomes.  Automaticity and 
comprehension are the ultimate goals and a variety of instructional methods are required to achieve 
these goals.  Measuring fluency is a recommended practice to efficiently and effectively measure 
reading progress.     
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