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• Definitions 

• Why standards  

or benchmarks 

• Sources of  

benchmarks 

• Possible ideas for  

setting benchmarks 

• Not to set benchmarks today: too complicated, but 

start discussion on whether it is convenient  

Overview of presentation 

2 



What is “bench-mark?” 

• Relative standard of performance 

• Origin (probably): 

– Bench 

– Mark 

– Mark for a “bench” on which to put a surveying rod so it’d be the 

same height each time 

• Used now to mean any standard-setting 

– Benchmark errors in a factory: not more than 1/1000 defects 

– Benchmark performance of athletes: 11 seconds to run 100 meters 

– Benchmark skills (e.g., reading) 
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Photo by Gord McKenna 

Bench-mark 

Bench: a support or location for the surveying rod.  

If you put a mark where the support is, it is a “bench-

mark” 

Surveying rod 
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Photo by Shantavira 

A very old one. 

You could put the 

“bench” into those 

holes, and then 

hold the rod on 

the bench. 
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Why benchmarking? 

• Most curricular statements are not specific enough. 

• Curriculum: “child should read fluently” or “child should 

understand simple paragraph” 

• But: 

– Using what metric? Correct words per minute? Percentage correct 

answers to simple questions?  

– And, what are the benchmarks?  80% of simple questions correct?  

60%?  20 correct words per minute? 120? 

• Benchmarks give specificity to the curriculum. 

• Create clear expectations. 

• Provide assistance to teachers/coaches. 

• Allow clearer reporting 
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Why benchmarking? 

• Consistent with increasingly clear reporting evident in 

Uganda 
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Bench-marking: science or art ? 

• Both 

• Statistics + common sense 

• Science + wisdom 

• And: not just one type of statistics, not just one group’s 

wisdom 

• So: 
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Common-

sense b 

Common-sense 

a 
 
Statistics b 

Statistics a 

Benchmark 



Important distinctions - 1 

• Goal  

• Metric 

• Benchmark 

• Indicator 

 

• Goal is an long-term aspiration, maybe without numerical value 

• Metric is a valid, reliable unit of measurement 

• Benchmark is a numerical step towards the goal, using the metric 

• Indicator is a variable using the benchmark 

 

• Goal:  All our children should read, at some eventual point 

• Metric:  “correct words per minute in passage reading”  

• Benchmark:  45 correct words per minute, understand 80% of what they read, 

by 2020 

• Indicator:  % of children at or above benchmark, or average achieved by the 

children, using the metric. 10 



Important distinctions - 2 

• Also, it is good to specify the metric as well as you can: “correct 

words per minute in connected text, of level of difficulty x” – and in 

that case the benchmark needs to “inherit” that specificity. 

 

• In this case it is important to specify well the level of difficulty of 

the text; this can be done by judging the length of the words, the 

length of the sentences, how difficult the words are. Some of this 

can be done by formula (there are formulas for this), some by 

expert judgment. 
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Uses of benchmarking in early grade reading 

• Teachers themselves 

• Inspectors and coaches 

– Select / decide who to help more 

• Reporting to communities, parents 

– Report cards but with an objective bench-mark 

• Reporting to national level 

• The kinds of metrics and benchmarks in this presentation are not recommended for high-

stakes situations (e.g., holding children back, bureaucratically and strongly determining 

teacher rewards, etc.). 
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Practical case study of usage: Egypt 
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Practical case study of usage: Egypt 
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Positive 

• Help with mastery monitoring for both teachers and teacher 

coaches/advisors: gives concrete thing to aim for 

• Pointed out that relative gap between present and near-term 

future was in letter sounds (in Arabic it is harder) and fluency 

• Helps focus supplementary materials to work on those skills 

• This is being used in both pilot project and at scale 

Yet-to-be-achieved and lessons 

• Institutionalization in formal teacher training 

• Developing benchmarks requires both technical and process 

facilitation; experienced facilitators that can do both 

• Using numerical targets is a cultural change; be patient, but 

start now 

 

 



Where can benchmarks come from? 

1. Evidence from brain science 

2. Evidence from other countries’ standards 

3. Evidence from Uganda itself 

– Statistical distribution of where you are now 

– Note the correlations between skills 

4. What kind of increases have already been seen as possible 

in Uganda itself? 
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Evidence source 1: insights from brain science 
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Insights from brain science* 

• There is a paradox about the brain 

• Long-term memory is nearly infinite 

– But short-term memory is very limited 

• To understand a sentence we must read it within the 

deadline of our working (short-term) memory 

• The sentence must be understood before it is processed by 

short-term memory 

• If child reads too slowly, forgets the beginning before gets to 

the end 

• Then, does not understand, cannot process it, and cannot 

penetrate into long-term memory 
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*This and next 3 slides benefit from insights of H Abadzi 



The message must pass fast  

through a very narrow opening 

Long-term memory 

7 items in 12 seconds 

Short term memory 

Insights from brain science 
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Insights from brain science: 
Minimum reading fluency goal 

• A sentence of about 7 words read in about 12 seconds gives 

roughly: 

• One word per 1 – 1.5 second 

• 45-60 words per minute 

• And must be done automatically, without effort 

• The mechanics of reading must become fluid and automatic 

so the brain can concentrate, while reading, on the meaning 

of what is being read. 
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Insights from brain science: 

How does the automaticity pathway get activated?  

• With pairing of sounds and letters consistently 

• Using sounds to read words  

• Practice!!! 
– Textbooks 

– Other reading books 

– Homework 

– Class time 

• Without sufficient practice, children read slowly even in 

Grades 3 or 4 
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Evidence source 2: Look at some 

international evidence… 
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Evidence from other countries’ standards 

• Oral reading fluency (ORF) in appropriate passage 

• Some US norms: medium-risk child:  

– 80 correct words per minute in Grade 2 

– 95 correct words per minute in Grade 3 

• Measured actual levels end of grade 1 

– Germany 58 correct words per minute  

– Spain 43 correct words per minute  

– Holland 38 correct words per minute  

• Assume (conservative) 20 word increase per grade, then: 

– Approximate “industrial country average” for Grade 3: 90 

• But note these countries: few home languages, lots of resources, centuries of 

literacy, and experience teaching reading 
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Some international benchmarks – USA example 

End of Year Benchmarks from widely-used US approach1 

(mid point of benchmark for medium risk students - low risk are much higher) 

Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Notes 

Letter Sound 

Fluency 
40-45 40-45* 40-45* 

Often not measured 

later that Grade 1, as 

assumed to be 

mastered. 

ORF  
(oral reading 

fluency) 

30 80 95 This keeps increasing 

for all grades 

Non-word 

fluency 
(cnwpm) 

40 50 50* 
Assumed mastered at 

approx. 50 in G2, not 

checked later. 
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*These skills are usually not re-checked in these grades as they are assumed to be mastered. 

1 Summarized/adapted from various sources such as  

https://dibels.uoregon.edu/market/assessment/resources/benchmarkgoals.php  

and http://www.miu4.k12.pa.us/textfiles/datatools/IU%20norms.pdf and  

http://www.easycbm.com/static/files/pdfs/info/ProgMonScoreInterpretation.pdf  

It may be interesting to see what the norms actually 

look like, by clicking. Note it opens only in “normal” 

mode and opens separately: 

https://dibels.uoregon.edu/market/assessment/resources/benchmarkgoals.php
https://dibels.uoregon.edu/market/assessment/resources/benchmarkgoals.php
http://www.miu4.k12.pa.us/textfiles/datatools/IU norms.pdf
http://www.miu4.k12.pa.us/textfiles/datatools/IU norms.pdf
http://www.easycbm.com/static/files/pdfs/info/ProgMonScoreInterpretation.pdf
http://www.easycbm.com/static/files/pdfs/info/ProgMonScoreInterpretation.pdf


International benchmarks – Liberia 
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Recommended Benchmarks 

Reading Compre-

hension1 

Oral Reading 

Fluency2 

Non-word Reading / 

decoding3 

Grade 3 Benchmark 75% 50 15 

Grade 2 Benchmark 50% 35 10 

Grade 1 Benchmark 40% 30 8 



Evidence Source 3: Look at evidence from Uganda itself 

• First, where one is at baseline 

• Just looking at one simple variable: Oral Reading Fluency, in 

P2, in 2014, in the control schools, in home languages 
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In setting benchmarks: consider where you are at baseline 

in Uganda itself: look at the full distribution 

26 

Oral Reading 
Fluency % of children 
0 82% 
> 0 to <=5 3% 
> 5 to <=10 3% 
> 10 to <=15 4% 
> 15 to <=20 3% 
> 20 to <=25 2% 
> 25 to <=30 2% 
> 30 to <=35 1% 

Using all 2014 control schools in P2. 

 

This is very low, so it suggests caution in establishing time-bound benchmarks 



Looking at evidence from Uganda itself… 

• We also normally study key correlations… 

27 
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Oral Reading Fluency (Correct Words Per Minute) 

Quick refresher on how scatter-plots work 

• Used to denote a relationship between two metrics. 

• Each dot is a student (or school or any “unit”) (or may have super-imposed or larger [or both] dots to 

represent more students, as in the graphs below). 

• Dot tells you: for a given level of fluency, what was the comprehension? 

• The line tells you the overall trend determined by looking at the dots all together and seeing how “most 

students” trend. 

• Not all dots are right on the line: it is a statistical “law” or “trend” not a mathematical one: there are 

deviations from the trend. 

• If dots are close to the line: trend is “statistically valid or reliable.”  Measured by the correlation 

coefficient or “r,” which can range from -1 to 0 to 1. 

• If line is steep: trend is “strong.” 

• Dots below the line: comprehension is below expectation given the fluency; above, the opposite. 
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Let’s do our own scatter graph 

CLSPM ORF  

Child 1 24 15 

Child 2 56 50 

Child 3 42 16 

Child 4 0 0 

Child 5  57 19 

Child 6 12 23 

Child 7 14 8 

Child 8 36 33 

Child 9 0 1 

Child 10 39 13 

Child 11 57 20 

Child 12 11 7 

Child 13 39 18 

Child 14 55 22 

Child 15 70 41 

Child 16 2 3 

Child 17 58 25 

Child 18 50 31 

Child 19 7 7 

Child 20 50 40 

Child 21 55 13 

Child 22 59 34 

Child 23 0 0 
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Fluency and Comprehension 

About 80% 

About 45 words per minute 

(Correct words per minute) 

These correlations derived 

from the Luganda and 

Runyankore-Rukiga data 

sets.  

About 60 words per minute 



Word length and “goals” and “benchmarks” 
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On Friday, Kaye played football. His team won. He was very tired. He sat down on a chair to 

rest. Suddenly, he jumped up crying. Some of the children laughed at him. The teacher went to 

see what happened. Kaye showed her two thorns. The teacher asked who put them there. At 

first the pupils denied. Then one of the footballers owned up. Kaye wondered if the two goals 

he scored was the reason.  

  

74 words. 320 characters. 

  

Kaye yasamba omupiira ku Lwokutaano.  Tiimu ye yawangula. Kaye yakoowa nnyo. Yatuula ku 

ntebe awummulemu. Yekanga n’abuuka mu bbanga nga akaaba. Banne abamu 

bamusekerera. Omusomesa yagenda alabe ekibadde. Kaye yamulaga amaggwa abiri. 

Omusomesa yabuuza ani yali agataddewo. Abayizi basooka nebegaana. Oluvanyuma omu ku 

basambi b’omupiira yagamba nti yeyali akikoze. Kaye yasigala yebuuza lwaaki munne 

yamutega amaggwa?  

  

56 words. But 417 characters.  

 

English “standard” is about 60 words per minute.  Note: 

  

45:60 approximately as 56:74… which is why a “goal” of around 45 might make sense in 

some languages. 
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Connected text fluency and accuracy 
Better readers attempt more speed 

and are more accurate; generally 

speed does not hurt accuracy, but look 

at the bulge here; some concern. 

 

Some schools may be over-

emphasizing speed.  Note that with 

greater speed accuracy does go up, 

there is no bulge under the line past 

about 30 words. 
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Letter sound fluency and connected text fluency (ORF) 

About 45 words per minute 

About 25 clspm 

(Correct words per minute) 
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Non-word fluency and connected text fluency (ORF) 

About 45 words per minute 

About 30 correct non-words per minute 



Why is non-word fluency important? 

• Can I read Luganda? 

• Can I read this?: 

 

Kaye yasamba omupiira ku Lwokutaano.  Tiimu ye yawangula. 

Kaye yakoowa nnyo. Yatuula ku ntebe awummulemu. Yekanga 

n’abuuka mu bbanga nga akaaba. 

 

• Am I “really reading”? 
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Why is non-word fluency important? 

• Can I read Luganda? 

• Can I read this?: 

 

Kaye yasamba omupiira ku Lwokutaano.  Tiimu ye yawangula. 

Kaye yakoowa nnyo. Yatuula ku ntebe awummulemu. Yekanga 

n’abuuka mu bbanga nga akaaba. 

 

• Am I “really reading”? 

• What if I knew the vocabulary? What if I knew what the 

words actually mean? 

• Ability to decode + knowing the language orally + having 

good oral understanding  reading 
36 
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Evidence source 4:  

What can happen with a good, focused effort?  SHRP evidence 

2014 % of children with  

 

Oral Reading 

Fluency > 20  

 

 

Luganda 

% of children with  

 

Oral  

Reading  

Fluency > 20 

 

Runyankore-

Rukiga  

Treatment 18 16.4 

Control 9 5.5 

Difference 

with good 

effort 

Absolute diff in just 

one year: 9. 

 

Nearly doubles. 

 

Absolute diff in just 

one year: 10 or so. 

 

Nearly triples. 
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Evidence source 4: What can happen with a good, focused effort? 

Treatment and control, P2, two best districts combined, full 

distribution, Oral Reading Fluency 

2014 Treatment,  

Luganda and 

Run-Ruk 

Control, 

Luganda and Run-

Ruk 

ORF levels Percent 
Cumulative 

percent Percent 
Cumulative 

percent 

0 63% 63% 72% 72% 

> 0 to <=5 4% 67% 4% 76% 

> 5 to <=10 3% 70% 4% 80% 

> 10 to <=15 7% 77% 5% 86% 

> 15 to <=20 6% 83% 5% 90% 

> 20 to <=25 5% 88% 4% 95% 

> 25 to <=30 5% 93% 3% 97% 

> 30 to <=35 3% 96% 1% 99% 

> 35 to <=40 2% 98% 0% 99% 



Now to do a simulated benchmarking exercise… 
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In a “real” benchmarking exercise… 

• We’d take two or more days, not ¼ of a day! 

• Set long-term goals (aspirational, “eventually,” no fixed date) for 

– Comprehension 

– Oral fluency in connected text (correct words per minute) 

– Letter sounds 

– Non-words 

• Set practical, desired (reachable by a given date) bench-mark for: 

– Comprehension 

– Oral fluency in connected text (correct words per minute) 

– Letter sounds 

– Non-words 

• Set desired % of children at or above the benchmark within 5 or so (? - 

your decision) years 

• Set maximum tolerable level of children scoring zero 
40 



Worksheet for Group Work – P2 

• Suggested procedure: start with comprehension, reason back to Oral 

Reading Fluency. 

• Use brain science (slide 19) , international evidence (slide 22), and Uganda 

correlations (slide 30) for long-term goal 

• Look at where you are now (slides 26), and at what can be done under 

reasonably good circumstances in Uganda (slide 38), and Liberia 

experience (slide 24) for setting benchmarks 

• Discuss at tables, fill out cells with heavy black outlines. 
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P 2 Comprehension Oral Reading Fluency 

(ORF) 

Long term goal 80%? 

Benchmark for 5 years from now NA 

% at or above the benchmark NA 

% scoring zero NA 



Next steps?  Questions? 

 

 

 

• Any other questions? 

• For more info: 

– Luis Crouch 

– lcrouch@rti.org 

• Thank You ! 
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