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Who am I? 

Professor Kathy Rastle

• Professor of Cognitive Psychology (since 2006)

• Expert on neurocognitive processes involved in skilled 
reading and learning to read

• Experience of translating research findings to literacy 
policies and practices globally

• Substantial work with schools and large-scale literacy 
providers

rastlelab.com

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

Slides from today’s talk available 
on my website!
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Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

1. What is reading fluency and why is it important? 

2. What does reading fluency look like in England’s primary school 
pupils, and why hasn’t it had the attention it deserves? 

3. What are the different approaches to building reading fluency?

4. Q&A and discussion 



Outline

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

1. What is reading fluency and why is it important? 

2. What does reading fluency look like in England’s primary school 
pupils, and why hasn’t it had the attention it deserves? 

3. What are the different approaches to building reading fluency?

4. Q&A and discussion 



10-year journey to reading

“Children are wired for sound, but print is an optional accessory 
that must be painstakingly bolted on” (Pinker, 1997)

The Lindisfarne Gospels
Lindisfarne (8th century)

British Library, Public Domain

Epic of Gilgamesh (7th century BCE)
British Museum CC BY-NC-SA 4.0

Learning to read is a 10-year journey

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London



Where does reading fluency fit in?  

Meaning Spelling

SoundOral language 
foundations

Phonics 
Instruction 

Text experience

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

Rastle, 2019, Cortex

Word-level fluency
• Retrieval of GPCs
• Orthographic learning

Building an interface



What is reading fluency? 

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

Rasinski, 2022 for EEF



Fluency as a bridge

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

decoding comprehension 
prosody accuracy 

Fluency

Phonics is the instruction; fluency practice makes it stick. 
Fluency is the ‘bridge’ between phonics decoding and reading 

comprehension

Raskinski, 2012

automaticity 

Most straightforward measures is wcpm using passage reading.
Pupils need to be reading at 110+ wcpm by the end of primary (Such)



Why reading fluency? 

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

• Limited cognitive resources

• Fluency allows resources such as 
working memory to be deployed 
to reading comprehension

• Successful comprehension is 
impossible if these resources 
devoted to word-level reading

• Unlikely that a child will enjoy 
reading if they struggle over every 
word. Analogy to learning to drive 

(Quigley, 2020)



Why reading fluency? 

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

“If readers can decode words accurately but have to 
employ an excessive proportion of their cognitive 

resources to do so, they have fewer of those resources 
available for comprehension. However, when readers are 
accurate and automatic, they can decode with minimal 
use of their cognitive resources, thus allowing them to 

channel their effort towards comprehending and making 
sense of what they have read.”

Prof. Timothy Rasinski



Analogy to music

Mapping visual symbols to a motor code accurately and effortlessly
Allows skilled pianist to focus on expression of the whole piece 

(articulation, dynamics, tempo…)

Chopin, Prelude in A Major

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London



Importance of reading fluency

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

Driller dragons are an extraordinary phenomenon

because they have a single drill on the end of

their noses that they can rev0lve at amazing speed.

Recommended for mid-
primary



Reading fluently is not about reading fast

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

Robert borrowed my new bicycle

Raskinski, 2012



Reading fluently is not about reading fast

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

Robert borrowed my new bicycle

Robert borrowed my new bicycle. (Robert, not Raymond, borrowed my bike.)

Robert borrowed my new bicycle. (Robert did not steal my bike.)

Robert borrowed my new bicycle. (Robert didn't borrow your bike, he borrowed mine.)

Robert borrowed my new bicycle. (Robert didn't borrow my old bike, he borrowed the new 
one.)

Robert borrowed my new bicycle. (Robert didn't borrow my new book, he borrowed my bike.)

Raskinski, 2012



Fluency and disciplinary reading

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

GCSE English Language Anthology (Edexcel)
GCSE Chemistry (AQA)

From Unlocking Reading (2026)
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England’s primary school assessments

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

Phonics Screen
Year 1 (age 5/6)

Reading Comprehension SATs
Year 6 (age 10/11)

80% met pass mark in 2025 75% met expected standard in 2025

Dramatic improvements over past decade in phonics performance not 
mirrored in Year 6 comprehension outcomes.



Why do children struggle? 

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

“In most [of England’s] primary schools, many pupils don’t 
become fluent readers simply because they do precious 

little reading in the classroom.”

Chris Such



Reading fluency in England 

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

Circa 110,000 pupils, 700 schools, 340,000+ assessments 



Average reading fluency in England 

Hilton et al., 2024Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London



Variation in reading fluency in England 

Hilton et al., 2024
Circa 110,000 pupils

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London



Variation in reading fluency in England 

Hilton et al., 2024

Circa 110,000 pupils

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

Year 6 reading test 
(2025) had 2,000 
words in the unseen 
text booklet and 
1,000 words in the 
answer booklet

Pupils in bottom 
quartile would 
have taken circa 42 
minutes just to 
read the paper in a 
60 minute exam



Reading fluency by pupil characteristics 

Hilton et al., 2024Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

gender disadvantage

SEND EAL



Relationship to reading comprehension

Hilton et al., 2024

Circa 3,600 pupils in >150 schools

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

Correlation 
coefficient 
= 0.66



Relationship to reading comprehension

Hilton et al., 2024Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

42%

78%
95%

<100 WCPM (1,360 pupils) 100-130 WCPM (1,156 pupils) 130+ WCPM (1,199 pupils)

Percentage attaining age-related expectations in Year 6 
reading comprehension
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The importance of reading aloud

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

“Children who struggle when reading texts aloud do 
not become good readers if left to read silently; their 

dysfluency merely becomes inaudible.”

Prof Mark Seidenberg



Components of fluency practice

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

Modelling
• Teacher read-aloud modelling 

accuracy, automaticity and 
fluency

• May use visualisers when 
reading to model fluency as 
well as navigation of text

• Pupils may have an opportunity 
to annotate the text for their 
own reading

• Pupils can follow along with 
their own copy of the text

Repeated reading aloud
• Echo reading – small groups or 

whole class echoing the 
teacher’s reading

• Choral reading – small groups 
or whole class reading the text 
aloud together

• Paired reading – with a partner

• Performance reading aloud 
with rehearsal 

• Safe space for struggling 
readers 

Fluency practice needs to be regular! 

Vary as appropriate for whole-class, scaffolded support, targeted intervention
Should always be combined with meaningful discussion of the text



Importance of text selection

• For fluency practice, pupils should be able to 
read aloud with few errors

• Avoid too much challenging vocabulary and 
complex sentence structures

• Texts must be read aloud repeatedly during 
the 15-20 min session – choose wisely! 

• Offer opportunities for expressive reading 
(dialogue, plays, poems)

Great Heights Research SchoolKathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London



“Fluency development lesson”

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

1. Teacher chooses an appropriate text
2. Models reading aloud the text with different levels of prosody
3. Teachers and pupils read aloud the text chorally
4. Pupils work independently or with classmates to practice oral reading
5. Pupils perform for an audience (could be the teacher, a classmate, the class), and 

are recognised for their good reading
6. Teacher and pupils engage in meaningful discussion of the text
7. Pupils continue rehearsing and performing at home or for others

Prof. Timothy Rasinski

Regular lessons of approximately 20 mins 
with the goal of achieving fluency on a text; 
something that struggling readers rarely 
experience 



Assessing fluency

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

• Measuring how many words in an age-appropriate passage a child can read aloud 
accurately in 1 minute.  Usually accompanied by a subjective judgment of prosody. 

• Fluency of 90 wcpm needed to begin to read for meaning (Reading Framework, 2023) while 
fluency of 110+ needed for more demanding text (Such, 2021). Do you have a fluency target 
for every pupil?

• Should be conducted minimum twice per year for any child who has not reached 110+ 
words per minute with 99% accuracy and appropriate prosody (Such, 2021)

• Many commercial assessments available; alternatively, wcpm measures can be 
estimated using age-appropriate texts and compared against publicly available datasets 
such as the FFT Fluency Report. 



Assessing fluency

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

Source: EEF, adapted from Zuttell 
& Raskinski (1991)



Reading fluency in action

Lopukhina, van Heuven, Crowley & Rastle, 2025

Reading fluency (wcpm) strongly associated with how much pupils look 
at subtitles (you need the proficiency to benefit from the text)

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London



Mythbusting

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

 Excellent phonics instruction automatically leads to strong comprehension

 Reading a text once is enough to gain fluency

 Silent reading improves reading fluency

 The fluent reader is a fast reader

 Teacher modelling of oral reading alone improves fluency

 Fluency practice is not appropriate for older pupils



Some further reading

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

EEF Fluency Guidance
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/reading-house/fluency

HFL Reading Fluency Project
https://www.hfleducation.org/reading-fluency

FFT Fluency Report
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2024/11/measuring-reading-fluency-during-primary-
education/

Tim Rasinski (https://www.timrasinski.com/index.html)

Chris Such (https://primarycolour.home.blog/)

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/reading-house/fluency
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/reading-house/fluency
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/reading-house/fluency
https://www.hfleducation.org/reading-fluency
https://www.hfleducation.org/reading-fluency
https://www.hfleducation.org/reading-fluency
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2024/11/measuring-reading-fluency-during-primary-education/
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2024/11/measuring-reading-fluency-during-primary-education/
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2024/11/measuring-reading-fluency-during-primary-education/
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2024/11/measuring-reading-fluency-during-primary-education/
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2024/11/measuring-reading-fluency-during-primary-education/
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2024/11/measuring-reading-fluency-during-primary-education/
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2024/11/measuring-reading-fluency-during-primary-education/
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2024/11/measuring-reading-fluency-during-primary-education/
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2024/11/measuring-reading-fluency-during-primary-education/
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2024/11/measuring-reading-fluency-during-primary-education/
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2024/11/measuring-reading-fluency-during-primary-education/
https://www.timrasinski.com/index.html
https://primarycolour.home.blog/


Free resources

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

Clips from the Classroom
https://researchschool.org.uk/clips-from-the-classroom/literacy



Free resources

Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

Science of Reading, Decoding & Fluency, Vocabulary, Reading 
Comprehension, Leading Whole School Reading, Supporting 

Diverse Learners, Reading Assessment, Reading Interventions

https://cpd.fft.org.uk
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Kathy Rastle, Royal Holloway University of London

Thank you! 

Prof Kathy Rastle
Kathy.Rastle@rhul.ac.uk

@Kathy_Rastle

mailto:Kathy.Rastle@rhul.ac.uk

	Reading Fluency:�What, Why, How?�
	Who am I? 
	Outline
	Outline
	10-year journey to reading
	Slide Number 6
	What is reading fluency? 
	Fluency as a bridge
	Why reading fluency? 
	Why reading fluency? 
	Analogy to music
	Importance of reading fluency
	Reading fluently is not about reading fast
	Reading fluently is not about reading fast
	Fluency and disciplinary reading
	Outline
	England’s primary school assessments
	Why do children struggle? 
	Reading fluency in England 
	Average reading fluency in England 
	Variation in reading fluency in England 
	Variation in reading fluency in England 
	Reading fluency by pupil characteristics 
	Relationship to reading comprehension
	Relationship to reading comprehension
	Outline
	The importance of reading aloud
	Components of fluency practice
	Importance of text selection
	“Fluency development lesson”
	Assessing fluency
	Assessing fluency
	Reading fluency in action
	Mythbusting
	Some further reading
	Free resources
	Free resources
	Outline
	Slide Number 39

