
LITERACY BENCHMARKING  
BACKGROUND  

In his address to the inaugural Council Meeting on 27
th
 October 2004, Mayor Garry 

Moore said   ñLet me turn now to the matter of a Sustainable Community. This is 

something we do well. I consider that an early task for our city to adopt is to accept the 

sort of target which has been set by the Mayorôs Taskforce for Jobs that one of our society 

goals must be that everybody in our city under 25 is doing something. This means that all 

of our young people will either be in work, or, in training. 

To our young people Iôd also like to guarantee that in this city they will get to certain 

levels of literacy and numeracy.ò 

The first is the Mayorôs Task Force and the second is LANE ï Literacy and Numeracy 

Project.  This has been going on for 3 years now and as part of it we need to be able to 

draw a line in the sand and say that anyone who does not measure up will receive help.  

To do this we must have benchmarks for Literacy and Numeracy. 

 

Benchmarking Project 
A study-literature review was done to find evidence to justify using a fluency test which 

could be used to benchmark the state of Christchurch citizens in reading. 

 

The objective of the project was to find evidence that oral reading fluency tests could be 

used to benchmark(norms) the levels of Christchurch people in reading. 

 

School districts in the United States have developed ñlocal norms by collecting data on 

their own studentsô oral reading fluency  performance (Anastasi, 1988; Elliott & Bretzing, 

1980; Kamphaus & Lozano, 1984). 

 

The standard oral reading fluency tests consists of students reading a passage of text for a 

period of one minute.   

 

 

Why were oral fluency tests used as benchmarks for measuring reading performance. 

1. Time. 

Oral fluency tests take a short time to adminster (1 minute) are inexpensive, simple to 

understand, while conventional tests take a long time to adminster and are quite 

expensive.  PassagesTechnicalManual.pdf p 3. Tindal and Marston p 228   

 

2. Predictability. 

ñAt all grade levels, oral reading fluency was the leading contributor to predicting overall 

reading skills.ò Tindal and Marston p 210 

 

3. Able to be monitored. 

ñOral reading rate is considered an important measure of reading proficiency and a tool 

for progress monitoring, just as a thermometer can be used to measure the current 

temperature and ongoing changes (Deno, Mirkin, & Chiang, 1982; Fuchs & Fuchs, 1992; 

Fuchs et al., 1988; Hasbrouk & Tindal, 1992; Shinn, Good, Knutson, & Tilly, 1992).] 

Hudson_lane_pullen_readingfluency_2005.pdf p704 



 

4. Are statistically reliable and valid. 

ñTo judge the effectiveness of their instruction in fluency teachers need ways to assess 

student fluency validly ï that reading fluency is measured ï and to be sure that the results 

that they obtain are reliable ie ñthat the results will provide consistent measures of fluency 

and will not vary because of imperfections in the assessment itself.ò 

http://www.prel.org/products/re_/assessing-fluency.htm These tests are statistically valid 

and reliable.  Marston (1989). Deno, 1985; Deno et al., 1985)] Tindal and Marston  p 225  

 

Evidence: ñCBM research, conducted over the past 30 years, has also shown CBM to be 

reliable and valid (e.g., Deno, 1985; Germann & Tindal, 1985; Marston, 1988; Shinn, 

1989).ò 

http://www.studentprogress.org/library/Training/CBM%20Reading/UsingCBMRea

ding.pdf   p 4 

 

[In this study] we found that the oral reading fluency is a reliable and valid measure, 

concurrently related to several other measures of reading, not the least of which includes 

both teacher judgement and the CAT (a traditional measure used throughout the country).  

This finding has been reported previously.  In fact, the results fit within the general results  

emerging over the past decade.  see Marston (1989). Deno, 1985; Deno et al., 1985)] 

Tindal and Marston  p 225 

 

 

 

Development of the Standard Reading Passage 

Introduction  

 

There are many reading tests currently available to educators, although, very few of these 

tests measure 

Growth ï particularly growth in reading fluency.  Experts in the field of reading, however, 

long have emphasized the significance of fluency.  The Commission on Reading (1985), 

for example, stated in itôs A Nation of Readers that, ñreaders must be able to decode 

words quickly and accurately so that this process can coordinate fluidity with the process 

of constructing the meaning of the textò (p. 11). Further, the Commission on Reading 

stated that ñmore comprehensive assessments of reading are needed.  Standardized test do 

not provide a deep assessment of reading comprehension and should be supplemented 

with observations of reading fluencyéò (p. 101). 

 

More recently, the role of fluency has received considerable attention.  In its review of 

research on reading instruction, the National Reading Panel (2000) emphasized reading 

fluency has a significant place in literacy programs: 

 

ñFluent readers are able to read orally with speed, accuracy, and proper expression.  

Fluency is one of several critical factors necessary for reading comprehensionò (p. 

11). 

 

http://www.studentprogress.org/library/Training/CBM%20Reading/UsingCBMRea
http://www.studentprogress.org/library/Training/CBM%20Reading/UsingCBMRea


Further, a publication written by the Centre for the Improvement of Early Reading 

Achievement (CIERA) and funded by the National Institute for Literacy (NIFL) states, 

 

 ñMonitoring your studentsô progress in reading fluency will help you determine the 

effectiveness of your instruction and set instructional goals.  Also, seeing their fluency 

growth reflected in the graphs you keep can motivate studentsò (2001. p. 30). 

 

 

 

Typically, standardized tests of reading achievement provide the educator with static 

assessments of components of reading such as ñcomprehensionò, ñword attackò, 

óvocabularyò, ñword study skillsô, ñconsonant and vowel soundsò, and so on.  In general, 

these tests have provided educators with scores for each of those components that describe 

student performance relative to the norm group.  While those scores give a picture of a 

student relative to peers at a moment in time, norm-referenced scores cannot provide 

direct information on growth in performance across time.  For example, a student who is 

at the 20
th
 percentile in reading in the beginning of the next year.  Measuring growth 

simply has not been a goal or purpose of norm-referenced test development.  This failure 

to clearly and directly describe a studentôs growth across time is a particular problem for 

teachers who are trying to evaluate their success in teaching a child to read. 

 

A second important problem for using most tests is that they are insensitive to growth over 

relatively short time periods.  It is not unusual to find that a typical norm-referenced 

achievement test will not reliably reveal change in a studentôs performance for six months 

or a year.  For teachers who are trying to be responsive t their studentsô progress and make 

changes in instruction during the course of the school year, this is a serious problem.  

Teachers need assessment procedures that they can use routinely to monitor the growth of 

their students and make frequent instructional changes when progress rates are 

unsatisfactory. 

 

Finally, standardized norm-referenced achievement tests historically have not measured 

the fluency of a childôs performance.  In general, these tests have focused on accuracy of 

responding without regard for the time it                                                                                                              

takes a student to respond.  In part, this occurred because the test developers have been 

insufficiently attentive to the key role that speed (or latency) of responding plays in 

cognitive processing and comprehension in reading.  Another reason for this limitation of 

traditional achievement test is that they have been designed for group administration, and 

it is easier to design tests for group administration that do not require that  

performance is timed.  One result of this limitation is that teachers have been encouraged 

to focus solely on accuracy of responding without considering the rate of student 

responding.  That is unfortunate because, as we have seen in connection with previous 

recommendations from panels of reading experts, considerable evidence now exists that a 

childôs success in learning to read will be reflected in the fluency with which he reads text. 

 

 



The Standard Reading Passages have been created to capitalize on the emergent 

knowledge regarding the importance of oral reading fluency as an indicator of growth in 

general reading proficiency (Fuchs, et al, 2001).  The Standard Reading Passages are the 

first passages written for educators to use as a basis for evaluating growth in studentôs oral 

reading fluency.  Originally distributed as The Test of Oral Reading Fluency (TORF), The 

Standard Reading Passages are a revised and updated set of passages that can be used to 

assess individual student growth and reveal differences between students in reading 

proficiency. 

 

Purposes of the Standard Reading Passages      

The Standard Reading Passages have been designed for two specific educational 

purposes.  First, the Standard Reading Passages can be used as a screening tool to 

determine whether students are at risk for developing a reading problem.  Those students 

can be flagged for further scrutiny, for alternative instruction, or for more intensive 

assessment.   A second use of the Standard Reading Passages is to provide a means for 

regular and frequent progress monitoring to assure the achievement of important 

benchmarks.   For these reasons, the Standard Reading Passages consists of two parts.       

 

Screening 

Screening is a process by which a group of students is quickly appraised to get a picture of 

who is doing well and who is doing poorly.  The word screening comes from the use of a 

screen to filter out particles of different sizes.  The Screening section of the Standard 

Reading Passages does just that for the area of reading. 

 

With the Standard Reading Passages educators are provided with a set of passages 

calibrated for each grade level from first through sixth grade.  A student will read the 

passages and the educator scores each sample for accuracy and speed.  To determine if the 

student is discrepant from peers, the Standard Reading Passages can also be administered 

to a random set of peers at either the same grade level.  The resulting distribution of 

reading scores can then be used to identify those students whose discrepancy in 

performance is indicative of potential reading problems. 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion from this  
LANE chose to develop its own oral fluency tests rather than use overseas based oral 

fluency tests because LANE did not want to purchase or be licensed to producers of 

overseas based fluency tests.  Also overseas based oral fluency tests were based on 

differing grade systems than used in New Zealand.  Words used in overseas reading 

passages may have had different cultural meanings to those used in New Zealand reading 

passages because overseas populations will have differences in their  cultures and ethnic 

make up to that of New Zealand.  Therefore using overseas based oral fluency tests to test 



New Zealand students would not have been appropriate because they would not be 

statistically reliable. 
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BENCHMARKING PROJECT  

There are many learning progressions that show the development of reading and 

mathematics.  Nowhere in the world has defined a benchmark for literacy or numeracy 

that defines what an adult needs to have to usefully contribute to the community in adult 

life.  

The literacy benchmark programme was begun with focus groups responses favouring one 

particular passage and then a survey of at least 1000 people being conducted to get a city 

picture.  This is also benchmarked to actual known student reading ages for some 200 plus 

individual students. 

The next task was to define where the Literacy benchmark should go and how we could 

assess that level given some overarching considerations.   

The ñtestò 

 is to be able to be administered by a non-L:iteracy specialist. 

 needs to be single sheet and done in less than 3 minutes.  It is only to be a 

preliminary screening tool that can be done in malls, public places etc  to determine 

who needs help, then other assessment tools are put in place so that appropriate 

remedial action can be offered. 

 needs to perhaps gather some other demographic information to enable that inter 

group comparisons may be made. 
 

 

 

 
What was selected after consideration by the focus groups was a passage by Jane Buxton, 

School Journal, Pt 4, Number 3, 1999. 

This was tested and shown to be in a suitable reading age range and topical for 

Christchurch people. 

 

Those surveyed were given the sheet without the numbers and asked to read out loud.  The 

interviewer marked on the numbered sheet and also entered the other data on it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



TRAINING TROTTERS  
 

After school, Sam goes straight to the stables.  The horses are still out in        14 

their paddocks, but his father is preparing their evening feeds.  They have            26 

a mixture of crushed oats, chaff, maize and peas with molasses and various             39 

minerals added to it.          43 

Sam loads a trolley with hay and delivers one slab to each stable.             56 

He does the same with the buckets of feed.  Then he and his father bring the            72 

horses in from their paddocks and put each one in its own stable for the night.         88 

Sam works in the weekends too.  He uses a shovel and wheelbarrow to          101 

collect all the manure.  And he carefully scrubs out the drinkers.  These are the     115 

automatic drinking troughs in each stable.              121 

Behind the stables, the Moodyôs have an 800-metre oval track where they     133 

train  their trotters.  Sam puts the harnesses and sulkies on the horses so that         147 

they are ready for his father to drive around the track.           158 

Thereôs one special horse that Samôs allowed to drive.  Her name is Master   171 

Triumph, and sheôs very quiet and sensible.  Driving is fun.   But even with a        185 

docile horse like Master Triumph, Sam finds that he has to concentrate hard on     199 

steering and holding the reins firmly so that she doesnôt get out of control.             213 

Sam jogs the mare for twenty minutes, and then his father takes over for a     228 

short fast workout.  She has to be fit for a race meeting next week ï Samôs             243 

family is pinning their hopes on her.               250 

When they arrive at the racetrack, itôs Samôs job to fill the water buckets       264 

for his fatherôs horses. He also has to collect each horseôs number before it races.  279 

A racehorse wears a number on its back so that it can be easily identified as it       296 

speeds around the track.  After each race Sam removes the gear from his               309 

fatherôs horses and returns the numbers to the numbers room.                             319 

 

 

Jane Buxton, School Journal, Pt 4, Number 3, 1999 

 

  M / F 

Ethnicity 

 

NZ Pakeha NZ Maori Pacifica Other - specify 

Age 

Range 

Under 16 17-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 Older than 

66 

I am a Good 

reader 

Average 

reader 

Below 

average 

reader 

Reluctant 

reader 

Canôt 

read 

 

I am  Good at 

Maths 

Comfortable 

with 

numbers 

Can cope 

with 

maths 

Hopeless 

with 

maths 

Canôt 

do 

maths 
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TRAINING TROTTERS  
 

 After school, Sam goes straight to the stables.  The horses are still out in        

their paddocks, but his father is preparing their evening feeds.  They have               

a mixture of crushed oats, chaff, maize and peas with molasses and various              

minerals added to it.                                      

Sam loads a trolley with hay and delivers one slab to each stable.               

He does the same with the buckets of feed.  Then he and his father bring the            

horses in from their paddocks and put each one in its own stable for the night.         

Sam works in the weekends too.  He uses a shovel and wheelbarrow to           

collect all the manure.  And he carefully scrubs out the drinkers.  These are the      

automatic drinking troughs in each stable.                         

Behind the stables, the Moodyôs have an 800-metre oval track where they      

train  their trotters.  Sam puts the harnesses and sulkies on the horses so that           

they are ready for his father to drive around the track.                

Thereôs one special horse that Samôs allowed to drive.  Her name is Master    

Triumph, and sheôs very quiet and sensible.  Driving is fun.   But even with a         

docile horse like Master Triumph, Sam finds that he has to concentrate hard on       

steering and holding the reins firmly so that she doesnôt get out of control.             

Sam jogs the mare for twenty minutes, and then his father takes over for a      

short fast workout.  She has to be fit for a race meeting next week ï Samôs             

family is pinning their hopes on her.                  

When they arrive at the racetrack, itôs Samôs job to fill the water buckets       

for his fatherôs horses. He also has to collect each horseôs number before it races.  

A racehorse wears a number on its back so that it can be easily identified as it        

speeds around the track.  After each race Sam removes the gear from his                

fatherôs horses and returns the numbers to the numbers room.                            

 

 

 

 

Jane Buxton, School Journal, Pt 4, Number 3, 1999 
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Reading Benchmark Test 2008 Fluency Tests 
 

We need to find a benchmark which defines when a child is at risk of failure in reading.  

Benchmarks represent minimum standards of performance below which students will have 

difficulty progressing satisfactorily at school.  An adequate level of reading fluency is a 

skill that is likely to be judged as high in social value.  (Sibley, D., Biwer, D. & Hesch, A. 

(2001). Establishing Curriculum-Based Measurement Oral Reading Fluency   

Performance Standards to Predict Success on Local and State Tests of  Reading 

Achievement) 

 

Research has shown that a student reading a prepared passage of words for one minute 

provides a good assessment of fluency. The Year 9 students (225) at Linwood College 

were given a one minute fluency test in April 2008.  Teacher aides timed the students 

reading a prepared reading passage for a period of one minute.  The number of words the 

students read in one minute was recorded. 

 

These results were matched up against their known reading ages identified by BURT and 

PROBE testing. 

 

 

 
Figure 1 

 

The mean words read per minute was 120.4, while the median was 118.5 words per 

minute.  The mean reading age was 11.6 years, while the median was 12.3 years. 

The graph shows a trend that relates reading age to words read per minute and then a huge 

bunching at the 120 mark.  This is due to the numbers participating. 

 

The results graphed show that reading at one hundred and twenty words a minute could be 

used as a benchmark to target students who have difficulty in reading.  One hundred and 

twenty words a minute corresponds to a reading age of about twelve which is a reading 

age that is deemed by society as necessary for a person to function in the adult world. 

 



These results are for students only and it was necessary to conduct a survey out in the 

community with a wide range of people to ensure a reasonable demographic spread. 
 

 

Volunteers from Probus carried out a survey and one minute reading test in Christchurch 

on behalf of LANE during the middle of 2008  The test consisted of a one minute reading 

test where respondents were asked to read a passage of words for one minute out aloud.  

The number of words completed in a minute were recorded.  Mistakes were subjected 

from the total of words read.  The participants were also asked to answer some questions 

for statistical purposes.  Participants were categorised by gender, age and ethnicity.  

Participants answered one question on their reading ability and one question on their 

mathematical ability. 

 

669 people attempted the one minute reading test.  There were 675 refusals. With the 

student numbers (225) this gives a survey number of 1569 citizens in Christchurch. 

 

RESULT for Linwood Students 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

RESULTS for community survey 
 
 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 


