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IN T RODUC TI O N
Fluency, which has been referred to as a 

“neglected” and “i g n o re d” aspect of re a d i n g
(National Reading Panel, 2 0 0 0 ), is receiving substan-
tial attention at this time from both re s e a rchers and
practitioners. This attention may stem, at least in
p a r t, f rom the fact that the highly influential Report
of the National Reading Panel discusses fluency as
one of only five critical components of the re a d i n g
p rocess. 

Definitions of Reading Fluency 

The National Reading Panel report defines 
reading fluency as “…the ability to read text quickly,
a c c u r a t e l y, and with proper expre s s i o n” (p. 3–5). A l l
t h ree dimensions appear critical to a full definition of
reading fluency (Dowhower, 1991). The fact that two
of the three dimensions of fluency, accuracy and
e x p re s s i v e n e s s, can be observed o n l y t h rough oral
reading may have contributed to the limited amount

of attention that fluency received until re c e n t l y.
Fluency was seen essentially as a word re c o g n i t i o n
and oral reading phenomenon, and the importance
of oral reading pales dramatically in comparison to
that of silent reading comprehension. Except, p e r-
h a p s, as beginning readers in school, we spend a
miniscule amount of time doing expressive oral
reading as compared to silent reading compre h e n s i o n .

The Literacy Dictionary: The Vocabulary of Reading
and Wr i t i n g, on the other hand, defines fluency as
“f reedom from word identification problems that
might hinder compre h e n s i o n” (Harris and Hodges,
1 9 9 5, p. 85). Samuels, a pioneer in re s e a rch and theo-
ry in reading fluency, cites the alteration and
e n l a rgement of the construct of fluency to include
reading comprehension as a major force in elevating
the importance of the construct in the field of re a d-
ing. He notes, “To experience good reading compre-
h e n s i o n, the reader must be able to identify word s
quickly and easily” ( S a m u e l s, 2 0 0 2, p. 167).

The correlation between fluency and re a d i n g
c o m p rehension was clearly established by a 



l a rge-scale analysis of data from the National
Assessment of Educational Pro g ress in Reading
(Pinnell et al., 1995). In that study, 44 percent of the
subjects were found to be disfluent when re a d i n g
grade-level appropriate materials that they had p re v -
iously read silently; the study also showed a sign i f i-
c a n t, positive relationship between oral reading flu-
ency and reading comprehension performance. 

A c o m p rehensive definition then would seem 
to relate the centrality of fluency to reading compre-
hension and the established dimensions of the con-
s t ruct. We would propose the following definition:
Reading fluency refers to rapid, e ff i c i e n t, accurate
word recognition skills that permit a reader to con-
struct the meaning of text. Fluency is also manifest-
ed in accurate, rapid, expressive oral reading and is
applied during, and makes possible, silent reading
comprehension.

Constructs of Reading Fluency 

While discussion of the construct of reading 
fluency is found as early as in the classic 1908 publi-
cation by Edmund Huey (Chard, Va u g h n, and Ty l e r,
2 0 0 2 ), most discussions of fluency trace its modern
t h e o retical foundations to the 1974 seminal article by
L e B e rge and Samuels. These re s e a rchers argued that,
based on information-processing theory and re s e a rc h,
human beings are single-channel pro c e s s o r s; that is,
we can attend to only one thing at a time. We are
able to do more than one thing at a time if we alter-
nate our attention between two or more activities or
if one of the activities is so well learned that it can be
performed automatically. They pointed out that re a d-
ing re q u i res at least two activities—1) word identifi-
cation or decoding and 2) compre h e ns i o n or the con-
s t ruction of the meaning of text. In order for re a d i n g
to proceed efficiently and eff e c t i v e l y, the reader can-
not focus attention on both of the processes. The
non-fluent reader can, as do many beginning re a d e r s
who have not yet developed automatic decoding
s k i l l s, alternate attention between the two pro c e s s e s .

C o n s t ructing meaning—which involves putting
w o rds into meaningful thought units, making infer-
e n c e s, relating information being derived from the
text with background knowledge, and re s p o n d i n g
critically to the meaning that is constru c t e d — a l w a y s
re q u i res attention. For readers who must alternate
between attending to the decoding of words and the
c o n s t ruction of meaning, reading is a slow, l a b o r i o u s,
i n e ff i c i e n t, i n e ff e c t i v e, and often punishing pro c e s s .
If the limited attention and cognitive capacity is
drained by the processing of decoding word s, l i t t l e
or no capacity is available for the attention-demand-
ing process of constructing and responding to 
the meaning of a text. There f o re, automaticity of
decoding fluency is essential for high levels of 
reading achievement. 

Keith Stanovich (1986) also contributed 
significantly to elevating the importance of re a d i n g
fluency in a classic article in which he indicated a
re c i p rocal relationship between fluency and the
amount of reading in which a reader engages.
Readers who have achieved some fluency are more
likely to engage in more extensive amounts of re a d-
ing than readers who lack fluency. The latter would
find reading difficult and laborious. However,
Stanovich goes on to point out that as a result of
engaging in extensive amounts of re a d i n g, re a d e r s
g row in all those skills that contribute to fluency and
in fluency itself. Non-fluent readers who avoid re a d-
ing fall further and further behind. 

Fluency has also been related to theoretical 
c o n s t ructs of how reading proceeds through develop-
m e n t a l stages. Kuhn and Stahl (2000) summarize
how the development of fluency is related to the
stages of development described by Chall (1996) and
by Ehri (1995). Chall’s is a broad theoretical formula-
tion that describes several stages of reading compre-
hension development in addition to decoding; t h e re-
f o re we will focus on Ehri’s theory, which focuses on
decoding through a stage of fluency development. 
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E h r i ’s Stages of Reading Development 
as They Relate to Fluency 

In line with the theory of automaticity and the
definition of fluency we have pro p o s e d, Ehri (1998)
has noted, “Being able to read words by sight auto-
matically is the key to skilled reading of text. This
allows readers to process words in text quickly,
without attention directed to the word itself” (p. 11 ) .
Ehri has developed a carefully re s e a rc h e d, e l e g a n t
theory of how readers systematically pro g ress in
stages from being non-readers to the point where
they can recognize words eff o r t l e s s l y.

Readers at the Pre-alphabetic Stage of
D e v e l o p m e n t have no appreciation of the alphabetic
principle—that in languages like English, t h e re is a
systematic relationship between the limited number
of sounds of a language (approximately 40 in the
case of English) and the graphic forms, or letters, o f
the language. At this stage children attempt to trans-
late the unfamiliar visual forms of print into familiar
oral language through some visual clue that is part
of the print. For example, c h i l d ren might re m e m b e r
the printed word m o n k e y by associating the descend-
ing shape of the last letter of the word with a mon-
k e y’s tail. Obviously this is not a productive appro a c h
and quickly leads to confusion since m y, p o n y, h o n e y,
and m a n y other words would also be read as m o n k e y
based on the selected visual clue. 

At the Partial Alphabetic Stage of Development,
readers have latched onto the notion that there is 
a relationship between the letters and sounds and
begin to use that insight. However, their ability to
deal with the complexity of the sounds of word s
results in an incomplete use of that re l a t i o n s h i p .
T h e re f o re, they tend to focus on the most salient,
easiest parts of a word to deal with and, c o n s e q u e n t l y,
use initial and, l a t e r, final letters as the clues to a
printed word’s pronunciation. For example, if re a d-
ers at this stage of development are taught that the
letter sequence g-o is the word g o, they may focus
just on the g and the sound it re p resents to identify
the word. However, using this strategy of focusing
on the first letter, the letter sequences g i v e, g e t, g o n e,

Partial Alphabetic 
Stage of Development

While recognizing a relationship between let-
ters and sounds, the reader may only focus on
specific easily identifiable parts of the word .

Fully Alphabetic 
Stage of Development

Recognizing that sounds correspond to letters,
readers are able to blend sounds to arrive at 
a pronunciation. Eventually these words are
m e m o r i zed as a unit and known by sight.

Consolidated Alphabetic 
Stage of Development

Repeated encounters with words allow
the reader to store letter patterns across 
different words.

Ehri’s Four Stages of 

Reading Development

Pre-Alphabetic 
Stage of Development

The reader has no appreciation of the 
alphabetic principle and attempts to use
visual clues in the printed word to identify
the word.
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and g o r i l l a might also, i n c o r re c t l y, be identified as go.
While children at this stage of development will
make errors in identifying word s, they are in a posi-
tion to make pro g ress since they have developed the
insight that the letters of a printed w o rd are clues to
the sounds of the word .

As children become more familiar with the forms
of printed letters, a re able to analyze the sounds that
compose word s, and become increasingly familiar
with the sounds that letters are likely to re p re s e n t,
they move into the Fully Alphabetic Stage of
D e v e l o p m e n t. Now, even though they may never
have seen it in print before, if they know the sounds
commonly associated with the letters b-u-g, they can
think about the sounds for each of the letters and
blend them together to arrive at the pronunciation of
the word b u g. Ehri’s theory then indicates that as a
result of encountering the printed word b u g s e v e r a l
t i m e s, as few as four times according to a widely
cited study (Reitsma, 1 9 8 3 ), they come to accurately
and instantly identify the word b u g without attend-
ing to the individual letters, s o u n d s, or letter- s o u n d
associations. Ehri (1998) describes skilled reading in
the following way: “Most of the words are known by
sight. Sight reading is a fast acting process. The term
sight indicates that sight of the word activates that
w o rd in memory including information about its
s p e l l i n g, p ro n u n c i a t i o n, typical role in sentences, a n d
m e a n i n g” (p. 11–12). This instant, a c c u r a t e, and auto-
matic access to all these dimensions of a printed
w o rd is the needed fluency that will allow readers to
focus their attention on comprehension rather than
on decoding. It is important to note that Ehri’s theo-
ry and re s e a rch indicate that it is the careful pro c e s s-
ing of print in the fully alphabetic stage that leads to
this rapid, instant recognition. Partial alphabetic
readers store incomplete re p resentations of word s
a n d, t h e re f o re, confuse similar words such as w e re,
w h e re, w i re, w o re, etc. However, once the word form
is fully pro c e s s e d, with repeated encounters of the
w o rd, it is recognized instantly.

As readers gain skill in processing print, t h e y
move into the Consolidated Alphabetic Stage of
D e v e l o p m e n t and also develop another valuable,

attention-saving decoding skill. In addition to stor-
ing words as units, repeated encounters with word s
allow a reader to store letter patterns across diff e re n t
w o rds. Using Ehri’s example, the multiletter unit –est
will be stored as a consolidated unit as a result of
reading the words n e s t, p e s t, re s t, t e s t, v e s t, and w e s t.
Upon encountering the word c h e s t for the first time,
a consolidated alphabetic reader would need to 
connect only two units: ch and –est, rather than the
five units that the fully alphabetic reader would
need to combine. As noted, while this approach to
reading a w o rd is faster than blending the individual
p h o n e m e s, it is not as fast and efficient as sight
recognition of the word .

B e f o re closing this discussion of Ehri’s theory
and re s e a rch it seems important to briefly indicate
how she addresses one other approach to decoding
w o rds—the use of context. Ehri’s theory is clear—the
best way to recognize words is through instant
recognition that drains no attention, and there f o re
contributes most to fluency. All other approaches o r
use of context re q u i re attention. Use of context has
a n o t h e r, m o re serious limitation—it rarely leads to
the correct identification of the word. Ehri re v i e w s
re s e a rch that indicates that the words in a text that
carry the most meaning could be correctly identi-
fied by context only about ten percent of the time.
H o w e v e r, context and the other approaches to
decoding words do play an important role in re a d-
i n g, that of confirming the identification of word s .
As she puts it: “As each sight word is fixated, i t s
meaning and pronunciation are triggered in memory
quickly and automatically. However, the other word
reading processes do not lie dormant; their contribu-
tion is not to identify words in text, but to c o n f i r m
the identity already determined. Knowledge of the
graphophonic system confirms that the word’s pro-
nunciation fits the spelling on the page. Knowledge
of syntax confirms that the word fits into the stru c-
t u re of the sentence. Wo rd knowledge and text mem-
ory confirms that the word’s meaning is consistent
with the text’s meaning up to that point” ( E h r i, 1 9 9 8,
p. 11 ) .
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Foundations for Fluency

In her discussion of how students build sight
recognition for words during their first few years of
re a d i n g, Ehri lists three pre requisite “g r a p h o p h o n i c”
capabilities: 1) letter familiarity; 2) phonemic aware-
n e s s; and 3) knowledge of how graphemes typically
re p resent phonemes in words. Ehri then notes that
further pro g ress depends on learning multiletter
units or spelling patterns. In addition, E h r i’s theory
and re s e a rch re q u i re that students are familiar with
the syntax or grammatical function of the word s
they are reading and with the meaning of those
w o rds. E h r i also shows that pro g ress in re a d i n g
beyond the beginning stages is dependent on oral
language development.

The importance of the three graphophonic 
factors listed above is fully documented in numero u s
re s e a rch reports (e.g. A d a m s, 1 9 9 0; National Reading
P a n e l, 2 0 0 0; Snow et al., 1998). In order to move fro m
the pre-alphabetic stage to partial and fully alpha-
betic stages, students need to grasp the alphabetic
principle and to efficiently apply information about
the relationship between the letters and sounds of
English (more commonly re f e r red to as phonics) to
recognize words. This clearly re q u i res a high level 
of familiarity with letter forms and the ability to 
segment and blend the smallest units of spoken 
language (phonemes). 

P ro g ress in reading beyond the beginning stages
of reading depends upon the ability to re c o g n i z e
w o rds instantly and to deal with spelling patterns or
multisyllabic units that can take the forms such as
p re f i x e s, s u ff i x e s, s y l l a b l e s, and rimes. Recognition 
of these larger units comes from having read several
w o rds containing them, but also from learning to
spell words. 

F i n a l l y, E h r i’s theory also points out the fact that
reading words is also dependent on familiarity with
them in their oral form. Recall the previously cited
quote: “The term sight indicates that sight of the word
activates that word in memory including information
about its spelling, p ro n u n c i a t i o n, typical role in sen-

t e n c e s, and meaning” (p. 11–12). If the syntactic and
meaning aspects of the word are to be activated, t h e y
must be part of what the reader knows through oral
language development. For the word re c o g n i t i o n
p rocess as proposed in Ehri’s theory to be complete,
it must connect with meaning that has been devel-
oped as another aspect of language development.

BUIL D ING FLU EN CY IN
D E V ELO PING REA D ERS

Our perception is that until very recently many
educators took a rather simplistic approach to devel-
oping fluency which is summed up in the deceptive-
ly simple admonition: “R e a d, re a d, and read some
m o re .” The expectation was that if students re a d
m o re, they would achieve fluency. However, E h r i’s
re s e a rch and theories suggest that at least some stu-
dents will need expert teacher guidance in order to
p ro g ress efficiently through stages of reading devel-
opment to fluency. Students who lack the necessary
foundations for developing decoding skills are in no
position to re a d, re a d, and read some more. Students
who engage in re a d i n g, but who employ the guess-
ing strategies of the Partial Alphabetic re a d e r, a re 
not likely to make optimal pro g ress in re a d i n g .
F o r t u n a t e l y, several re s e a rch studies have focused 
on the details of instruction that seem most pro m i s-
ing for improving reading fluency. These instru c t i o n a l
practices include: modeled re a d i n g, repeated re a d i n g
of familiar text, wide independent re a d i n g, c o a c h e d
reading of appropriately selected materials, c h u n k-
ing of text, and word reading practice. 

I m p rove reading fluency thro u g h

• Modeled re a d i n g

• Repeated re a d i n g
of familiar text

• Wide independent 
re a d i n g

• Coached reading of 
a p p ropriately selected
m a t e r i a l s

• Chunking of text

• Wo rd reading pra c t i c e .
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Modeled Re a d i n g

One way to enhance fluency is for teachers to
read aloud to students (Dowhower, 1 9 8 7; H o ff m a n,
1 9 8 7; S m i t h, 1979). The process of reading aloud to
students needs to be supplemented with pro c e d u re s
which actually engage students in interaction with
t e x t, but reading aloud does provide them with a
model of how to pace reading in connected text and
how to infuse expression (attend to dialogue marks
and punctuation). Taped or computer modeled re a d-
ing is also a viable way to provide fluency support.
H o w e v e r, for younger and less able readers taped or
computer modeled reading seems more eff e c t i v e
than no model, but not as effective as a teacher
model (Daly and Martens, 1994). For lower perform-
ing re a d e r s, an additional benefit of having text re a d
initially by a model improved comprehension. It
seems that the reading model allowed students to
focus on the content of the passage initially before
they read it independently (Monda, 1989). While it
varies from study to study whether students fol-
lowed along in copies of the texts, we re c o m m e n d
this as a way to engage children in the text prior to
their reading it independently.

Repeated Reading of Familiar Te x t

R e reading text or repeated oral reading is 
p e rhaps the most frequently documented appro a c h
to improving fluency (National Reading Panel, 2 0 0 0;
Rashotte and To rg e s e n, 1985) and has been associat-
ed with improved outcomes for young students
( O’S h e a, S i n d e l a r, and O’S h e a, 1987) as well as col-
lege students (Carver and Hoff m a n, 1981). Generally,
intervention re s e a rch on fluency development has
been dominated by re s e a rch on repeated re a d i n g .
This likely reflects the application of the theory that
fluent reading is promoted by frequent opportunities
to practice in familiar text and to increased exposure
to words. 

Wide Independent Re a d i n g

R e s e a rch does not yet clearly indicate whether
repeated reading is superior to wide, sustained re a d-
ing of diff e rent texts. Curre n t l y, it seems that for more
able re a d e r s, repeated reading of the same texts is
not as necessary as it is for struggling readers and
that increasing the amount of reading that is done is
s u ff i c i e n t l y, and perhaps more, beneficial (Homan,
K l e s i u s, and Hite, 1 9 9 3; Mathes and Fuchs, 1 9 9 3;
Rashotte and To rg e s e n, 1985). 

The beneficial effects of wide reading were
somewhat called into question by the fairly re c e n t
Report of the National Reading Panel (2000) which 
concluded: “Based on the existing evidence, the NRP
can only indicate that while encouraging students 
to read might be beneficial, re s e a rch has not yet
demonstrated this in a clear and convincing manner”
(p. 3). It is important to keep in mind that the NRP
used very restrictive criteria for “re s e a rc h” a n d, a l s o,
that it clearly held out the possibility of beneficial
e ffects for wide reading.  

P revious highly respected re s e a rch syntheses
have been far less restrained about the salutary
e ffects of wide reading. For example, Becoming a
Nation of Readers (Anderson et al, 1985) concludes:
“R e s e a rch suggests that the amount of independent,
silent reading that children do in school is significant-
ly related to gains in reading achievement” (p. 76).
This same re s e a rch review concludes: “R e s e a rch also
shows that the amount of reading students do out 
of school is consistently related to gains in re a d i n g
a c h i e v e m e n t” (p. 77). In her critical review of begin-
ning reading re s e a rch Adams (1990) concluded: “If 
we want children to read well, we must find a way to
induce them to read lots” (p. 5). Adams also con-
cludes: “C h i l d ren should be given as much opportuni-
ty and encouragement as possible to practice their
reading. Beyond the basics, c h i l d re n’s reading facility,
as well as their vocabulary and conceptual gro w t h,
depends strongly on the amount of text they re a d” ( p .
1 2 7 ) .

Keith Stanovich and his colleagues
(Cunningham and Stanovich, 1 9 9 8; Nathan and
S t a n o v i c h, 1 9 9 1; S t a n o v i c h, 1 9 8 6; Stanovich and
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C u n n i n g h a m, 1 9 9 2; S t a n o v i c h, C u n n i n g h a m, a n d
F re e m a n, 1 9 8 4; Stanovich and We s t, 1989) have pre-
sented impressive re s e a rch results and theore t i c a l
a rgument for the value of wide reading. The evidence
and rationale that they pre s e n t, h o w e v e r, is that the
positive relationship between reading achievement
and wide reading may not be affected exclusively
t h rough the development of fluency, but through 
the development of language and cognitive abilities
as well. 

While the experimental evidence may not be as
clear as it should be, t h e re does appear, at least for
achieving re a d e r s, s t rong evidence and support for
the conclusion of Nathan and Stanovich (1991) that:
“If children are to become fluent re a d e r s, they need
to read a lot. Our job as educators is to see to it that
c h i l d ren want to read—that they seek new knowl-
edge via the written word and derive satisfaction
and joy from the reading pro c e s s” ( p . 1 7 9 ) .

M o re o v e r, if students are making adequate
p ro g ress with fluency, wide reading rather than
repeated reading may lead to greater impro v e m e n t s
in vocabulary and comprehension. However, for less
able readers experiencing particular difficulties with
f l u e n c y, repeated reading remains an important
aspect of an instructional pro g r a m .

Coached or Assisted Reading 

Most re s e a rchers agree that accuracy alone i s
i n s u fficient and that students need to read rapidly 
if they are going to understand the connections that
need to be made between ideas in print (Nathan and
S t a n o v i c h, 1991). C o n t rolling the difficulty of texts
and providing feedback for words missed during
reading seem to be associated with improved rate
and accuracy for those students developing fluent
reading. Advancing students through pro g re s s i v e l y
d i fficult text based on their performance seems to
enhance their overall fluency as does correction and
feedback for words read incorre c t l y. 

P roviding students with opportunities to re a d
widely and targeting specific elements of fluency
b u i l d i n g, such as pro g ressively difficult text with
c o r rective feedback, appear to contribute to

i m p roved fluency (Kuhn and Stahl, 2000). Heibert
and Fisher (2002) studied fluency development as it
relates to the features of the texts used for pro m o t i n g
f l u e n c y. Specifically, they were interested in examin-
ing the effects of texts in which particular text dimen -
sions or features were carefully controlled. The tre a t-
ment texts Heibert and Fisher designed were charac-
terized as having the following key features: a small
number of unique word s, a high percentage of most
f requently used word s, and often repeated critical
w o rd s (those words that influence the meaning of
the text most). Students in the comparison group re a d
f rom texts typically associated with commercial re a d-
ing programs. Using a repeated reading (three times)
i n s t ructional routine in a nine-week intervention, s t u-
dents reading in the treatment texts made significant
gains in fluency over their peers in the comparison
condition. There also seemed to be an effect for com-
p rehension for second language learners. These find-
ings suggest that the features of the texts being used
to promote fluency should be carefully considere d .

Chunking Te x t s

Another approach to fluency building is to 
p rovide struggling readers with text in which mean-
ingful groups or words or phrases are signaled for
the reader as a means of improving fluency and
c o m p rehension (Cro m e r, 1 9 7 0; Young and Bowers,
1995). Research reveals that diff e rent amounts of text
p resented in repeated reading do not seem to change
the outcome. However, c o n t rol of the amount of text
p resented may be beneficial for students who are
experiencing difficulty with reading accuracy as it
may force them to focus on the words for a longer
period of time (Cohen, 1988).  

Carbo (1981) used a phrased or chunked
a p p roach to assisted repeated reading. She had stu-
dents listen to tapes and follow along in books in
which the text was chunked into short phrases.
Carbo reported significant gains in word re c o g n i t i o n
ability suggesting that this approach might be help-
ful for improving accuracy. 

Several re s e a rchers have studied the effects of
parsing or chunking texts into phrase units. While
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most of these studies have been with older students,
Kuhn and Stahl (2000) reported that reading phrase
units rather than conventional text does seem to
result in improved fluency. 

Wo rd Reading Pra c t i c e

Based on Ehri’s stage model of reading and 
p reviously off e red theoretical descriptions of fluency,
the importance of individual word reading auto-
maticity would seem to have practical implications
for fluency building. Studies in which teachers had
students practice reading lists of words that they
w e re to later encounter in connected texts consistently
resulted in increased fluency (Fleisher, J e n k i n s, a n d
P a n y, 1 9 7 9 - 8 0; L e v y, A b e l l o, and Ly s y n c h u k, 1997). 
It is important to note, h o w e v e r, that there was no
concomitant increase in comprehension. 

T HE ASSESSMEN T
OF FLU EN CY

As noted at the beginning of this paper, f l u e n c y
has been re f e r red to as the “neglected aspect” o f
reading. The assessment of fluency, in particular,
appears to have received very limited attention.
T h e re are very few re s e a rch studies that have investi-
gated how fluency should be assessed or the criteria
that should be applied to determine whether or not a
reader has achieved fluency. For example, the major
review of fluency done by Kuhn and Stahl (2000),
while devoting considerable discussion to the con-
s t ruct of fluency and to approaches to developing it,
does not directly discuss the topic of the assessment
of fluency. Perhaps it is this dearth of data that led
the National Reading Panel (2000) to conclude: “A
number of informal pro c e d u res can be used in the
c l a s s room to assess fluency: informal reading inven-
tories (Johnson, K re s s, and Pikulski, 1 9 8 7 ), m i s c u e
analysis (Goodman and Burke, 1 9 7 2 ), pausing indices
(Pinnell et al. 1995), and reading speed calculations
( H a s b rouck and Ti n d a l l, 1992). All these assessment
p ro c e d u res re q u i re oral reading of text, and all can

p rovide an adequate index of fluency” (p. 3–9). This
seems almost surprising in light of the Panel’s insis-
tence on experimental evidence in order to endorse
the efficacy of instructional pro c e d u res. Few experi-
mental studies have been conducted using these
informal pro c e d u res. For example, decades ago
Pikulski (1974) raised questions about evidence to
establish both the reliability and validity of informal
reading inventories; the qualitative scale discussed in
Pinnell et. al., (1995) is based on a single corre l a t i o n a l
s t u d y. While the norms reported by Hasbrouck and
Tindal (1992) are based on a large population of stu-
d e n t s, that population is not clearly described. The
rigor of the study also seems compromised by the
fact that a variety of diverse texts were used to col-
lect the data for the oral reading fluency norms. 

P e rhaps it was recognition that there is a very
practical need for classroom assessment that led the
Panel to endorse pro c e d u res that may not have the
s t rong re s e a rch they more typically re q u i red in other
parts of the re p o r t .

Near the end of its discussion of the assessment
of fluency the National Reading Panel re f e re n c e d
two standardized measures of fluency: The Gray
Oral Reading Test (We i n e rholt and Bryant, 1992) and
a standardized measure of the speed of reading of sin-
gle words. Both of the recommended standardi z e d
m e a s u res seem to have limitations. The Gray Oral
Reading Test is based on norms that are over a
decade old. Using the reading of single words as a
full measure of fluency seems to violate the guide-
lines off e red by the Panel in the portion of their
report in which they noted: “For example, i n f o r m a l
reading inventories (IRI) re q u i re students to re a d
grade-level passages aloud and silently. The teacher
determines a reading level by calculating the prop o r-
tion of words read accurately in the passage. To
e n s u re that students do not focus solely on fluency—
at the expense of compre h e n s i o n —the student is
expected to summarize or answer questions about
the text” (p. 3–9). We read this statement to mean
that it is important to assess a child’s fluency within
the context of reading comprehension. The oral re a d-
ing of single words certainly does not include a
m e a s u re of comprehension. 
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An exception to the general lack of attention
a ff o rded fluency assessment is the work of Deno and
his colleagues. Deno (1985) introduced the notion of
assessing oral reading fluency to the field of special
education as a gauge of student pro g ress in re a d i n g .
Oral reading fluency is measured by timing a child’s
reading in connected text for one minute while
re c o rding errors that the child demonstrates during
reading. Subsequent re s e a rch on this pro c e d u re has
established it as a robust way for teachers to track
student reading gro w t h, evaluate instructional pro-
gram eff e c t i v e n e s s, and predict performance on
n o r m - re f e renced standardized achievement tests.
While critics have argued that this type of brief
m e a s u re of student reading fluency does not re f l e c t
the complex processes that re p resent proficient re a d-
i n g, oral reading fluency has been thoroughly tested
for concurrent validity with other well established
reading measures as well as for sensitivity to student
g rowth across short and long periods of time (Deno,
2002). In addition to its technical adequacy, n o r m a-
tive data on general outcome measures of oral re a d-
ing fluency have been reported (Hasbrouck and
Ti n d a l, 1992) and approximate levels of performance
for typical students at each grade level have been
documented (Fuchs, F u c h s, H a m l e t t, Wa l z, a n d
G e r m a n n, 1993). 

Based on the limited re s e a rch on the assessment
of fluency, and the construct and definition of fluenc y
adopted in this paper, t h e re seem to be several essen-
tial dimensions for the assessment of fluency,
including measures of: 1) oral reading accuracy; 
2) oral reading rate; 3) quality of oral re a d i n g; a n d
4) reading comprehension. 

While all four of these dimensions can be 
evaluated informally as pointed out by the National
Reading Panel, it would seem prudent to develop 
a fluency measure that addresses at least some 
traditional reliability and validity criteria. One 
c o m p rehensive instrument that attempts to addre s s
all the essential dimensions of fluency and which 
has been subjected to extensive field-test trials is 
the Leveled Reading Passages (L R P) Assessment Kit
(Houghton Miff l i n, 2001). This instrument pro v i d e s
the materials and descriptions of pro c e d u res that
allows for the assessment of a full construct of fluency
for students who are at the very beginning stages of
reading through sixth grade. The L R P was field test-
ed in a study of 1200 students across the United
States. The field tests validated the decodability and
the level of difficulty of the reading passages and
w o rd lists that are part of the instrument. Field-test
data were also used to establish benchmarks of
b e l o w - l e v e l, o n - l e v e l, and above-level performance
for oral reading accuracy, oral reading rate, q u a l i t y
of oral re a d i n g, and reading comprehension. Thus,
the L R P a d d resses all the essential dimensions of 
f l u e n c y, capitalizes on the established strengths of
informal assessment, but then uses actual field-test
data to address the validity of the instru m e n t .

CO N C LUSI O NS
While the construct of fluency may have been

neglected in the past, it is receiving much deserved
attention pre s e n t l y. There is a very strong re s e a rc h
and theoretical base that indicates that while fluency
in and of itself is not sufficient to insure high levels
of reading achievement and compre h e n s i o n, f l u e n c y
is absolutely necessary for that achievement and for
c o m p rehension. While fluency is most obviously
reflected in oral re a d i n g, it more importantly oper-
ates in silent reading as well. If a reader has not
developed fluency, the process of decoding word s
drains attention, and insuff icient attention is avail-
able for constructing the meaning of texts. Fluency
builds on a foundation of oral language skills,
phonemic aware n e s s, familiarity with letter forms,
and efficient decoding skills. Ehri’s description of the

Essential dimensions for the
assessment of fluency include
m e a s u res of

1. Oral reading accura c y

2. Oral reading ra t e

3. Quality of oral re a d i n g

4. Reading comprehension. 
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stages of word recognition explains how re a d e r s
come to recognize words by sight through care f u l l y
p rocessing print. 

Substantial re s e a rch has also been conducted o n
how to best develop fluency for students who do 
not yet have it. While there is a dearth of experimen-
tal re s e a rch studies on developing fluency thro u g h
i n c reasing the amount of independent reading in
which students engage, t h e re is substantial corre l a-
tional evidence showing a clear relationship between
the amount students re a d, their reading fluency, a n d
reading comprehension. However, students who 
a re non-achieving in reading are not in a position to
engage in wide re a d i n g, and they may need more
guidance and support in order to develop fluency.
R e s e a rch shows that the repeated reading of familiar
t e x t s, coached or assisted re a d i n g, and the chunking
of texts are all effective techniques for helping stru g-
gling readers to improve their fluency. 

Little re s e a rch is available to guide the assess-
ment of fluency. While more re s e a rch is needed on
issues of adequate rates of fluency at various grade
levels and for judging the quality of oral re a d i n g,
t h e re is good agreement that the compre h e n s i v e
assessment of fluency must include measures of oral
reading accuracy, rate of oral re a d i n g, and quality of
oral reading. T h e re is also good agreement that these
dimensions of fluency must be assessed within the
context of reading comprehension. Fluency without 
accompanying high levels of reading compre h e n s i o n
is simply not adequate.
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