
 

READING FLUENCY 

What It Is and Why It Is Important? 
Fluent readers are able to read orally with speed, accuracy, and proper expression.  
Fluency is one of several critical factors necessary for reading comprehension.  
Despite its importance as a component of skilled reading, fluency is often neglected 
in the classroom.  This is unfortunate.  If text is read in a laborious and inefficient 
manner, it will be difficult for the child to remember what has been read and to 
relate the ideas expressed in the text to his or her background knowledge.  Recent 
research on the efficacy of certain approaches to teaching fluency has led to 
increased recognition of its importance in the classroom and to changes in 
instructional practices. (NICHD, 2000) 

Fluency develops gradually over time and through substantial practice. At the 
earliest stage of reading development, a student's oral reading is slow and labored 
because they are just learning to "break the code" - to attach sounds to letters and 
to blend letter sounds into recognizable words. 

Fluency is not a stage of development at which readers can read all words quickly 
and easily. Fluency changes, depending on what readers are reading, their familiarity 
with the words, and the amount of their practice with reading text. 

Here are some of the highlights from the evidence-based research on fluency 
instruction: 

• Repeated and monitored oral reading improves fluency and overall 
reading achievement. Students who read and reread passages out loud as 
they receive guidance and feedback become better readers. Researchers have 
found several techniques to be effective including the reading and rereading 
of text a number of times (usually four times) until a certain level of fluency is 
reached, and practicing oral reading through the use of audiotapes, tutors, 
peer guidance, or other means. 

• No research evidence is available currently to confirm that 
instructional time spent on silent, independent reading with minimal 
guidance and feedback improves reading fluency or overall reading 
achievement. Although this activity's value has neither been proved nor 
disproved, the research suggests that there are more beneficial ways to 
spend in-class instructional time.(NICHD, 2000) 

There is no guidance from empirical research about precisely when teachers should 
formally begin encouraging beginning readers to increase their speed, but teachers 
usually wait until about the middle of first grade. Fluency researchers Stahl and Kuhn 
(2002) recommend that students be given opportunities to re-read sentences and 
encouraged to make their reading “sound like talking” as soon as they are making 
good progress with basic decoding, demonstrating an understanding of the act of 



reading, and showing some degree of confidence—whether that happens in 
kindergarten or in first grade.  Teachers and parents should also frequently model 
fluent reading, demonstrating (and sometimes explicitly pointing out) how accurate 
reading can be done at a reasonable rate and with good phrasing, intonation, and 
expression. In the classroom, the teacher can read aloud from large-format books so 
the students can follow along. 

 National Assessment of Educational Progress Fluency Scale 

Fluent Level 
4 

Reads primarily in larger, meaningful phrase groups. Although some 
regressions, repetitions, and deviations from 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. 

Fluent Level 
3 

Reads primarily in three- or four-word phrase groups. Some small 
groupings may be present. However, the majority of phrasing seems 
appropriate and preserves the syntax of the author. Little or no 
expressive interpretation is present. 

Non-
Fluent 

Level 
2 

Reads primarily in two-word phrases with some three- or four-word 
groupings. Some word-by-word reading may be present. Word 
groupings may seem awkward and unrelated to larger context of 
sentence or passage 

Non-
Fluent 

Level 
1 

Reads primarily word-by-word. Occasional two-word or three-word 
phrases may occur—but these are infrequent and/or they do not 
preserve meaningful syntax. 

A checklist developed by Hudson, Lane and Pullen (2005, p. 707) provides a more 
detailed assessment of a student’s prosody: 

1. Student placed vocal emphasis on appropriate words. 

2. Student’s voice tone rose and fell at appropriate points in the text. 

3. Student’s inflection reflected the punctuation in the text (e.g., voice tone rose 
near the end of a question). 

4. In narrative text with dialogue, student used appropriate vocal tone to represent 
characters’ mental states, such as excitement, sadness, fear, or confidence. 

5. Student used punctuation to pause appropriately at phrase boundaries. 

6. Student used prepositional phrases to pause appropriately at phrase boundaries. 

7. Student used subject–verb divisions to pause appropriately at phrase boundaries. 

8. Student used conjunctions to pause appropriately at phrase boundaries. 

Hasbrouck, J. (2006) Drop everything and read-but how?  American Educator 



Why Read Faster? 

1. Faster readers comprehend faster.  When you read faster, the 
writer’s message is coming to you faster and makes sense sooner. 

2. Faster readers concentrate better.  Concentration is essential for 
comprehension.  If your mind is wandering you can’t understand what 
you are reading. 

Why Practice on Literature? 

1. The practice effect.  In the dictionary, practice is defined as systematic 
exercise to gain proficiency.  In other words, repeated drill brings 
improvement. 

2. Using context.  Good readers are aware of context and use it to aid 
understanding. 

3. Vocabulary growth.  We learn and understand new words being used by 
others.  The more times we encounter a word, the better we understand it. 

4. Skills transfer.  By reading you become a better reader, and better readers 
read everything better.  

(Spargo, E. Timed Reading in Literature. Glencoe/McGraw-Hill) 

In summary Jan Hasbrouck says… 

We still have much to learn about fluency. Ongoing debates in the research community 
include questions regarding the value of reading lists of words versus sentences and 
paragraphs; repeated reading of the same passage versus reading several different 
passages that have lots of the same vocabulary; the nature of the text in which students 
would benefit most for fluency practice (i.e., narrative or expository, randomly selected 
or highly controlled passages); the exact role of silent reading in a comprehensive reading 
instructional program; the role of prosody in the impact of fluency on text 
comprehension, etc. For example, we know that the ability to instantaneously recognize 
high-frequency sight words is an essential element of fluent reading. Researchers 
continue to explore whether or not having students practice reading word lists or passages 
is the more efficient way to develop this automaticity. Until research provides a definitive 
answer, having students orally read passages seems more beneficial because of the added 
opportunity to work on prosody and comprehension. Likewise, we know that repeated 
reading of a single passage is highly effective, but it is not clear whether or not a set of 
passages on a single topic that has been carefully written with a large number of repeated 
words could be equally or even more effective. If reading a set of passages turns out to be 
as effective as re-reading a single passage, the set could conceivably be used to enhance 
students' fluency, vocabulary, and domain knowledge simultaneously. 

We will leave researchers to continue their valuable efforts to address these important but 
yet-to-be-answered questions. However, this article should help practitioners feel 
confident that there is sufficient guidance from research to support the use of fluency-
based assessments in their professional data-collection procedures, and to select 
instructional practices for both those students who are on-track and those who are 
struggling to develop the essential skill of reading fluency.      


