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Timed Word Lists
Overview
Fluent readers recognize words quickly and accurately, 
which frees up cognitive space for comprehension. 
This activity supports fluency development by giving 
students repeated, timed opportunities to read both 
real and nonsense words. Real-word lists promote 
automaticity with high-frequency and decodable 
vocabulary, while nonsense word lists reinforce 
phonics skills by requiring students to apply decoding 
strategies to unfamiliar letter patterns.

Materials Needed
	● Stopwatch or timer

	● Printed student word list pages (can be laminated for multiple uses)

	● Printed teacher word-tracking pages

Instructions
1.	 Select a List: Choose a real or nonsense word list that matches your students’  

decoding level.

2.	 Explain the Task: Tell students they will read as many words as they can in 30 seconds. 
They should do their best to sound out unfamiliar words.

3.	 Time and Track: Use a timer to count 30 seconds as students read aloud. Mark any 
skipped or incorrect words.

4.	 Repeat and Reflect: Have students try the list again after feedback. Encourage them  
to beat their own score and focus on accuracy as well as speed.

Focus: High-frequency and 
decodable words

Grade Range: K–2

Goal: Build automaticity and 
accuracy with word recognition 
through short, timed practice.
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Tips for Differentiation
	● Sets 1 and 3 use simpler real words for emerging readers (CVC or high-frequency words).

	● Sets 2 and 4 offer nonsense words to promote decoding. Great for phonics checks.

	● Sets 5 and 6 blend high-frequency and more complex decodable words.

	● Set 7 includes more advanced nonsense words for strong decoders.

	● Create your lists using text from student-level text or spelling words.

	● Use whisper phones, one-on-one support, or segment practice sets for students who 
need extra support.

	● Have students graph progress over time or challenge themselves to beat their best score.

Wrap-Up Questions
	● What helped you read more words the second time?

	● Did any words surprise you?

	● How does this help you when reading books?

Additional Fluency Resources
Select high-frequency and decodable word lists to practice fluency.

	● University of Florida Literacy Institute: Decoding and Encoding

	● University of Florida Literacy Institute: Irregular and High Frequency Words

	● Nonsense Word Practice for Parents (Video)

	● Word List Generator

https://ufli.education.ufl.edu/resources/teaching-resources/instructional-activities/decoding-and-encoding/?ref=qr
https://ufli.education.ufl.edu/resources/teaching-resources/instructional-activities/irregular-and-high-frequency-words/?ref=qr
https://youtu.be/YusbpAncrsU?si=POQ63Hpp_7nhyjVq
https://www.phonicswordlist.com/index.php?ref=qr
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Student Name: _________________________
Set of Words Read: _______

Fluency Progress Tracker
Use this chart to track how many words you read correctly in 30 seconds. Try to beat your 
score each time you practice!
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