


I.   Introduction

Why the Concern with Reading Fluency?

Teachers and building leaders face a sometimes overwhelming list of expectations and issues
that reference Grade 3 academic “standards.”  The following observations exemplify some of these
issues:

1. Reading independence is reached if the student has mastered the decoding and comprehension
skills required in the first half of Grade 3.

2. Only 20% of those failing reading in Grade 3 will close the gap with their peers in later grades.

3. By the end of Grade 3, we need to make the transition from “learning to read” to “reading to
learn.”

4. Many “at risk” students testing at “grade level” in Grade 3 will drop further behind their peers
with each later grade level.  The research literature refers to this as “the fourth grade slump.”

5. Many adults are “illiterate” and have difficulty functioning effectively in a range of employment
settings.  “Illiterate” can be defined as lacking the decoding and comprehension skills required
for the third grade.

6. Many state policies require “ALL students to be readers by the end of Grade 3.”

Fluency: A Critical Attribute

All the previously listed issues have one common attribute: Reading fluency.  A student, fluent in
reading, can achieve a level of automaticity in word recognition, which ensures that most of the student
effort is available to focus on understanding the text.  For third-grade text, objective measures of
fluency include: (a) minimum reading rates above 120 words per minute, (b) error rates of 3% or less,
and (c) 80% or better on measures of comprehension.  

Researchers consistently report on the strong causal relationship between competency in
reading fluency and attitudes to reading activities.  Typically, “competence precedes confidence,” or
building “aptitude” will build “attitude.”  

The “Fluency Builders Series” and the associated instructional procedures build fluency and
attitude toward reading.



II.   Suggestions for Using the “Fluency Builders Series”

When to Use the “Fluency Builders Series”?

Use the “Fluency Builders Series” after most of the core decoding and comprehension skills
have been successfully taught. (See Appendix A for a listing of the core decoding and comprehension
skills.)  For most reading curricula, this is approximately mid-way through Grade 2.  For those using the
Reading For All Learners Program, <www.usu.edu/teach/read>  this will be after the Set 6 decoding
and comprehension skills have been mastered.  For students doing well on the curriculum-embedded
measures (Looking Back Assessments) in the books of Set 7, the “Fluency Builders” would be
appropriate for adding practice, challenge, and interest to the reading instruction.

In summary, the “Fluency Builders Series” provides effective, challenging practice for those in
Grade 2.5 or higher, who have mastered most of the core decoding and comprehension skills.

Seven books make up the “Fluency Builders Series.”  These books are a part of the Reading
For All Learners Program (RALP).   The Reading For All Learners Program contains eight Sets of
140 “little books” that take the nonreader to reading independence (approximately mid-way through
Grade 3).  “The Fluency Builders Series” is a complement to Sets 7 and 8 of RALP.

Research Note: The research has consistently noted that we, the educators, often
underestimate the amount of challenging practice and the high levels of accuracy required to achieve
needed fluency in reading.  The more “at risk” the student (e.g., the student who has limited access to
supervised recreational and content reading experiences both inside and outside school hours), the
more important the availability of challenging, successful practice.  (See: Chall, J., Jacobs, V. A., &
Baldwin, L. E. [1990.] The Reading Crisis.  Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.)

For a recent comprehensive synthesis of the research on reading fluency, see Ciera Report--
Fluency: A Review of Developmental and Remedial Practices (Center for the Improvement of Early
Reading Achievement [March 31, 2000], CIERA Report #2-008, Atlanta, GA: University of Georgia). 
This research was used to guide the selection of instructional practices used in the “Fluency Builders
Series.”  (Extracts from this research synthesis are provided in Appendix B.)

What Is The Goal of the “Fluency Builders Series”?

Without fluency, students are forced to expend most of their available time and effort decoding
words.  Little time is left to focus on understanding the intent of the text.  The goal of fluency building
is the increase in understanding, competency, confidence, and enjoyment from the act of
reading.



What is Fluency?

Fluency is the ability to read, with understanding, at a rate and a level of accuracy that
ensures participation, with dignity, in a wide range of instructional, recreational, and
employment settings.

Do the “Fluency Builders Series” Books Need to Be Read in Numerical
Order?

There is a gradual increase in the difficulty and the quantity of the text in each successive book. 
For most students, modest variations in the sequence to address student interests and book availability
will not present problems.  Major departures from the book sequence could adversely affect students
“at risk.”  

Using the “Fluency Builders Series”

Step 1.  Self-study and Self-assessment.  Students are assigned the assessment text sample
and given the 80 words-per-minute (wpm) time limit.  (See the inside of the back cover for standards
of rate and accuracy.)  Students study the text in the assessment sample and then time themselves using
a clock, watch, or timer with a second hand.  Students should conduct a vocabulary check by making a
list of words they do not understand.  The students should then discuss the words with the teachers,
aides, or peers.  One of the best vocabulary checks is to orally generate  new sentences to confirm that
they understand the meaning of the words.  Extra copies of the assessment text sample are available for
student and teacher use from the website:  <www.usu.edu/teach/read>.  

If, after 15 minutes of practice, a student’s own assessment is that the 80 wpm target was not
achieved, then the instructor and student might agree to take the Set Level Placement Tests for the
Reading For All Learners Program, and start at the beginning of the appropriate Set (i.e., Sets 1
through 8).  These placement tests are available as PDF files on <www.usu.edu/teach/read>.

If students achieve the 80-wpm target, but the error rate is more than twice the standard, i.e.,
94% accuracy instead of 97%, then students and instructor should consider placement in Sets 1-8 of
the Reading For All Learners Program, as mentioned above.

Step 2.  Systematic, Progressive Improvement in Speed and Accuracy.  If, after self-
study, students achieve at least 80 wpm and at least 94% accuracy, students should practice first on
accuracy, and then on increasing reading rate to achieve 120 wpm at 97% accuracy level.  This rate
and accuracy should then be verified by the instructor.   Those students meeting the 120 wpm and 97%
accuracy standard may be encouraged to try for the 150 wpm standard.  See Appendix B, “Research
Summary,” for several effective, instructional procedures, including: (a) assisted reading, (b) read-along
with a model, and (c) cross-age models.



Guided practice.  Modeling in small-group settings exemplifies highly effective practice
procedures.  The teacher, aide, or volunteer should model by reading at an appropriate pace, with
expression.  Students could follow along silently.  At the beginning of every second or third paragraph,
the instructor should “randomly” select a student to read the first sentence aloud.  This will help ensure
active participation by all students.

Independent practice.  Based on the teacher’s observations, the instructor determines when
the student can move to independent practice.  In independent practice, the student is assigned a unit of
text.  The student reviews the unit silently and then reads the text at an appropriate rate and error level. 
Increase the text units from paragraphs to pages, as students demonstrate increasing competence and
confidence.

The research identifies ineffective “practice” procedures.  For example, silent reading or
listening that is not immediately followed by checks in which the student is held accountable, is not
supported by the research.  

Step 3.  Oral Comprehension Check.  This is a discussion session with the instructor, aide,
or volunteer on aspects of the story that will check on comprehension.  For example: What is the main
idea?  What was the motive, e.g., Why did Sarah want to do it?  What was the sequence, e.g.,
What happened first; what happened next? Summarize the chapter.   What does or does not
appeal to you about the chapter?  What do you think might happen in the next chapter? 
Remember, the instructor is an important model for both the technical and attitudinal components of the
reading process.  The instructor should use this time to model enthusiasm for reading, and consistently
demonstrate a strong, respectful concern for the ideas and interests of students.  Above all, instructor
recognition and praise for specific student accomplishments will be very important.  

One of the best ways to demonstrate respect for the students’ interests and ideas is to refer
back to previous student conversations, as new content is encountered.  This level of personal interest
may be helped if the same instructor or aide conducts the comprehension checks, and if notes are kept
on each session.   

Step 4.  Reading with affect and expression.  Students should then practice reading with
expression.  This should be a fun experience.   Students may practice using different voices for different
characters, changing intonation to indicate a question, and reading with pauses to build interest and
anticipation.  Students should be given opportunities to read at least a paragraph or two of the chapter
to peers or the instructor.  Remember, the emphasis is totally on expression;  the goals of speed,
accuracy, and comprehension have already been addressed.  

  Move to the next chapter and repeat the above steps.  Include a vocabulary check at the
beginning of Step 2.  See Insert A for a summary of these instructional steps for small-group use.  This
insert may be copied to help prompt aides, volunteers, cross-age tutors, and parents.



Insert A
Summary:   Fluency Instructional Sequence for Small Groups

Step 1.  Overview and Vocabulary Check for Chapter 1.  (Approximately 5
minutes).  The students silently read the first chapter and prepare a list of words they
cannot decode or words they do not understand.  The teacher discusses and explains
these words.  The teacher then asks a few questions to elicit the main idea or generate a
summary of the actions and major characters.  This should provide a brief overview.  More
detailed comprehension checks occur in later steps.

Step 2.  Practice in Speed and Accuracy.  (Approximately 10-15 minutes).

Guided practice.  Modeling in small-group settings exemplifies highly effective
practice procedures.  The teacher, aide, or volunteer should model by reading at an
appropriate pace, with expression.  Students could follow along silently.  At the beginning
of every second or third paragraph, the instructor should “randomly” select a student to
read the first sentence aloud.  This will help ensure active participation by all students.

Independent practice.  Based on the teacher’s observations, the instructor
determines when the student can move to independent practice.  In independent practice,
the student is assigned a unit of text.  The student reviews the unit silently and then reads
the text at an appropriate rate and error level.  Increase the text units from paragraphs to
pages, as students demonstrate increasing competence and confidence.

Step 3.  Oral Comprehension Check.  (Approximately 5 minutes).  This is a
discussion session with the instructor, aide, or volunteer on aspects of the story that will
check on comprehension.  For example:   What is the main idea?  What was the motive,
e.g., Why did Sarah want to do it?  What was the sequence, e.g., What happened first;
what happened next?  Summarize the chapter.  What does or does not appeal to you
about the chapter?  What do you think might happen in the next chapter?

Step 4.  Reading with Expression.  (Approximately 5 minutes).  Students should
then practice reading with expression.  This should be a fun experience.  Students may
practice using different voices for different characters, changing intonation to indicate a
question, and reading with pauses to build interest and anticipation.  Students should be
given opportunities to read at least a paragraph or two of the chapter to peers or the
instructor.

When all students meet the rate (120 wpm) standard, error (3% or less) standard,
and comprehension and “reading with expression” standards, move to the next chapter.  
Provide the needed additional help to individuals who fall behind.  If one or two students in
the small group do not meet these standards, but the trends in their rate and errors data
show steady improvement, then move the group to the next chapter.



Encourage students to do self-evaluations of their own efforts.  Make the fluency standards of
time and accuracy visible, and recognize students’ attempts to take responsibility for monitoring their
own efforts.  Any comparisons should link individual student’s past efforts to present efforts rather than
comparing students with each other.  Achieving reading independence has technical and attitudinal
components.  The latter includes the individual’s commitment to apply and monitor reading skills in a
range of academic and recreational settings.

In the field testing that provided the basis for the revisions of past versions of the “Fluency
Builders Series,” we noted that:

a. Our most effective teachers made extensive and excellent use of aides, volunteers,
peers, cross-age tutors, and parents.

b. Students were monitored closely, and students expected to be assessed, expected to
be successful, and expected to be recognized for that success.

c. In a few cases, teachers underestimated the need for monitoring individuals, and some
students moved from chapter to chapter without demonstrating the minimum standards
of speed, accuracy, comprehension, and reading with expression.  This lack of
monitoring and lack of recognition often lead to a lack of effort, a lack of interest, and
low expectations of success by the student.

Optional activities.  (a)  Apply fluency skills to a “Play” or “Radio” setting (a sample script is
provided for Book 1 on the website); (b) have peers generate oral and written comprehension
questions for others.

For additional information, see: <www.usu.edu/teach/read>

Books in the Series

The complete “Fluency Builders  Series”  includes:

Book 1: The Bracelet Mystery
Book 2: Found Out of the Past
Book 3: The Gold of Eagle Island
Book 4: The Creatures of Zoon
Book 5: The Legend of Rudolfo
Book 6: The Great Covered Wagon Race
Book 7: Plum Comes Home
Large Print Versions: (These are 16-point type, with a sans-serif, Aerial Font)
Cursive Version Book 3: “The Gold of Eagle Island” is also available in

cursive



The fluency standards used in this series follow the Wisconsin Foundation of Learning
Standards, and are similar to most core state curriculum standards that identify and specify reading and
error rates.  See Appendix A for more information on the standards used in this program.  For error
rates, many states suggest 95% correct (or above) as the “independent” level, and 90-94%, as the
“instructional” level. Success rates below 90% are considered the “frustration” level.

III.   Fluency and Functionality

To determine a functional level of fluency, the context must be considered.  The 120-wpm with
97%-accuracy standard should allow the third-grade student to participate in other third-grade
academic content and age-appropriate recreational reading settings.

For a sixth-grade academic setting, higher fluency rates will be necessary.  The following table
(from the University of Buffalo Center for Literacy and Reading Instruction) provides suggested
functional reading rates and defines functionality as maintaining at least 70% on measures of
comprehension.

Grade>

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 Col

Rate (WPM)
with

comprehension

80 115 140 160 175 185 195 205 215 225 235 250 280

It should be noted that comprehension measures of academic content will depend on both
reading prowess and an understanding of the academic content.  Vocabulary checks will not necessarily
ensure understanding of all academic content.  For example, a student would have difficulty
understanding descriptions of the causes of “Continental Drift” at the eighth grade level without the
prerequisite understandings of the physical science of the “Convection Cell.”  Fluency will still be very
important.  Based on the above table, in the eighth grade context, the student should be reading the text
at better than 200 wpm, with 97% accuracy.  With these fluency skills, students have the time and
resources to focus on comprehension only, e.g., by asking questions and joining in discussions with
instructors and peers.  

Fluency and Cursive Writing

To function in a range of instructional, recreational, employment, and personal settings, we need
to be fluent with both cursive and print (manuscript) writing.  We can erroneously assume that persons
fluent in reading print are also fluent in reading cursive writing.  The more “at risk” the learner, the more
we need to check on fluency in reading cursive and, if necessary, provide the needed instruction and
practice.



Book 3, “The Gold of Eagle Island,” is available as a cursive version for assessing and
practicing fluency in reading cursive.  The cursive version could be used after meeting the fluency
standards on the print version.  If this is done, then we can be reasonably certain that any difficulties are
most likely caused by the cursive writing.  In a small number of cases, the student’s visual acuity
problems could be more pronounced with the cursive writing.  (See Appendix C for a sample of
cursive text.)  Book 7, “Plum Comes Home,” contains several short examples of cursive text.  These
examples would provide a quick check on the student’s ability to read cursive fluently.

IV.   Providing Extensive, Challenging Practice
to Build Competence and Confidence

The “Fluency Builders Series” provides a range of options to supply needed challenging and
successful practice experiences.  For example:

1. Once the 120-wpm rate with 97% accuracy is reached, reading with expression is a rewarding
additional and achievable challenge.

2. Once the initial rate, error, comprehension, and expressive reading goals are met, the 150-
wpm and 200-wpm rates are optional challenges.

3. With each book, the gradual increase in the difficulty, quantity of text, and the additional
vocabulary and settings all add achievable and additional interesting challenges.

4. Combine oral and written expression. (See Item 4 in the following section, “Student
Recognition” for an example.)

5. For students consistently meeting the standards, 12 hours of instruction using the Insert A
procedures would be a minimum amount of practice in the last half of Grade 2, or the first half
of Grade 3.   Low achievers may need far more practice.  Decisions on the amount of practice
should be based on student performance, not on the instructional time.

V.   Student Recognition

Students should always receive recognition for specific accomplishments by valued adults,
particularly teachers and parents.  One aid to facilitating such recognition would be a points system. 
One example for a points system follows:   

1. For meeting the basic goals of rate, accuracy, comprehension, and reading with expression (see
previous steps 2-4) for each chapter:  10 points

2. For achieving a rate of 150 wpm with 97% accuracy:   2 additional points

3. For achieving a rate of 200 wpm with 97% accuracy:  2 additional points



4. For preparing at least three (3) written comprehension questions on a chapter.  Each question
should address one of the following: (a) plot or main idea; (b) characters, e.g., who they are
and major or minor roles; (c) temporal sequence of actions, (d) motivations of characters: 6
additional points

TOTAL POSSIBLE POINTS FOR EACH CHAPTER: 20 POINTS



APPENDIX A

CORE DECODING AND COMPREHENSION SKILLS



Reading for All LearnersScope & Sequence Chart

LEVEL SREDAER SLLIKSGNIDOCED SEIROTS NOISNEHERPMOC TNEMSSESSA

3.1-K

1teS
skoob62

)seirots62(

sllikswentneserp:slliksgnidoceD
]w,u.t,s,r,o,n,m,l,i,f,e,e,d,a[sdnuoswen72
]Y,W,S,R,N,M,L,I,F,E,D,A[

]hW,hT,hS[]hw,ht,hs[snoitanibmocwen6
elballys1sdrowralugerwen37

elballys1sdrowthgiswen9

koobrep1

001-02
sdrow
yrotsrep

snoitseuq031
laretiL%28

ecnerefnI%31
evitaulavE%5

skoobnidetacoL
62,12,61,11,6

3.1-2.1

2teS
skoob62

)seirots62(

sllikswentneserp-slliksdecudortniylsuoiverpecitcarp:slliksgnidoceD
]H,B[]o,h,b[sdnuoswen5

]lA[]la[snoitanibmocwen2
elballys1sdrowralugerwen89

elballys1sdrowthgiswen8

koobrep1

051-08
sdrow
yrotsrep

snoitseuq031
laretiL%19

ecnerefnI%8
evitaulavE%1

skoobnidetacoL
62,12,61,11,6

6.1-2.1

3teS
skoob12

)seirots12(

sllikswentneserp-slliksdecudortniylsuoiverpecitcarp:slliksgnidoceD
]U,T,P,K,J,G,C[]y,x,p,k,j,g,c,a[sdnuoswen51

]uo,re[snoitanibmocwen2
elballys1sdrowralugerwen901

elballys1sdrowthgiswen51

sllikswentneserp:sllikslacigolohproM
snoitcartnoc

koobrep1

051-001
sdrow
yrotsrep

snoitseuq501
laretiL%88

ecnerefnI%8
evitaulavE%4

skoobnidetacoL
12,61,11,6

9.1-6.1

4teS
skoob41

)seirots82(

sllikswentneserp-slliksdecudortniylsuoiverpecitcarp:slliksgnidoceD
]V,U,O[]z,y,v,u,i[sdnuoswen8
]uO[]gni,ra,ia[snoitanibmocwen4

selballys2-1sdrowralugerwen473
selballys2-1sdrowthgiswen44

sllikswentneserp-slliksdecudortniylsuoiverpecitcarp:sllikslacigolohproM
otdedda("gni"dna"de"sgnidnedrow;)s'(sevissessop;"e"tneliS

)sdrowdenraelylsuoiverp

koobrep2

004-002
sdrow
yrotsrep

snoitseuq002
laretiL%05

ecnerefnI%13
evitaulavE%91 skoobnidetacoL

41,21,01,8,6,4,2

Total:  101 stories  (105 with additional milestone books)



LEVEL SREDAER SLLIKSGNIDOCED SEIROTS NOISNEHERPMOC *TNEMSSESSA

3.2-0.2

5teS
skoob41

)seirots24(

sllikswentneserp-slliksdecudortniylsuoiverpecitcarp:slliksgnidoceD
snoitanibmocwen31 ]uQ,hC[]ru,uq,wo,ro,oo,lo,ri,ee,ae,hc,ya[

selballys2-1sdrowralugerwen326
selballys2-1sdrowthgiswen23

sllikswentneserp-slliksdecudortniylsuoiverpecitcarp:sllikslacigolohproM
sgnidnedrow;tpecnocgnidnedrow/drowesab;sdrowdnuopmoc

)sdrowwendnadenraelylsuoiverpotdedda(

koobrep3

005-003
sdrow
yrotsrep

snoitseuq032
laretiL%03

ecnerefnI%04
evitaulavE%03

skoobnidetacoL
41,21,01,8,6,4,2

:airetircycneulF
etunim/sdrow09
ycarucca%79htiw

6.2-3.2

6teS
skoob41

)seirots65(

sllikswentneserp-slliksdecudortniylsuoiverpecitcarp:slliksgnidoceD
snoitanibmocwen31 ]rw,eu,erut,noit,hp,yo,io,ao,nk,hgi,we,wa,ua[

selballys4-1sdrowralugerwen111,1 )slewovdessertsnuhtiwemos(
(selballys3-1sdrowthgiswen06 )slewovdessertsnuhtiwemos

sllikswentneserp-slliksdecudortniylsuoiverpecitcarp:sllikslacigolohproM
,seman(sdrowdetanehpyh;"hg"",t"",b"tneliS;sevitavired"y"

otdedda(sgnidnedrow;"r"ybdewollof"ao"",uo"",ia";)snoitpircsed
)sdrowwendnadenraelylsuoiverp

koobrep4

007-005
sdrow
yrotsrep

snoitseuq442
laretiL%12

ecnerefnI%93
evitaulavE%04

skoobnidetacoL
41,21,01,8,6,4,2

:airetircycneulF
etunim/sdrow09
ycarucca%79htiw

9.2-6.2

7teS
skoob21

)seirots06(

slliksdecudortniylsuoiverpecitcarp:slliksgnidoceD
selballys4-1sdrowralugerwen331,1 )slewovdessertsnuhtiwynam(
(selballys4-1sdrowthgiswen09 )slewovdessertsnuhtiwynam

sllikswentneserp-slliksdecudortniylsuoiverpecitcarp:sllikslacigolohproM
p ;nolocimes;sdnuosdegnolorp;)31(sexiferp;tpecnocxiffus/xifer

slaitinI;)VT,.S.U,.rD,.sM,.srM,.rM(snoitaiverbba;)'s(sevissessop

koobrep5

008-006
sdrow
yrotsrep

snoitseuq003
laretiL%22

ecnerefnI%46
evitaulavE%41

skoobnidetacoL
21,01,8,6,4,2

:airetircycneulF
etunim/sdrow011
ycarucca%79htiw

6.3-0.3

8teS
skoob01

)seirots05(

slliksdecudortniylsuoiverpecitcarp:slliksgnidoceD
selballys5-1sdrowwen581,1

sllikswentneserp-slliksdecudortniylsuoiverpecitcarp:sllikslacigolohproM
sdrowdetanehpyh;).m.p,.m.a,setunim,sruoh(emit;)3(sexiffus

-itlumgnidocedothcaorppapets-4;)KO(snoitaiverbba;)srebmun(
sdrowelballys

koobrep5

0001-007
sdrow
yrotsrep

snoitseuq673
laretiL%6

ecnerefnI%76
evitaulavE%72

skoobnidetacoL
01,8,6,4,2

:airetircycneulF
htiwetunim/sdrow021

ycarucca%79

* Fluency standards follow the �Wisconsin Foundations of Learning Standards for English/Language Arts (1997)�Total:         208 stories



APPENDIX B

RESEARCH SUMMARY



Fluency: A Review of Developmental and Remedial Practices

CIERA REPORT #2-008
March 31, 2000

Melanie R. Kuhn
Steven A. Stahl

University of Georgia

Overview

How do children become fluent readers?  What instructional strategies are
effective in promoting fluency among beginning readers?

The purpose of this paper is to provide a review of the theoretical discussions and
practical studies relating to fluency instruction and reading development.  Our basic
research strategy was to survey the range of definitions for fluency, the primary features of
fluent reading, and studies that have attempted to improve the fluency of struggling readers
in one of three common groupings–individually, as dyads, or in redesigns of classroom
instruction.

In conducting this review, we encountered a range of theories supporting the role of
fluency in the reading process and many studies have attempted to improve fluency and,
thereby, to improve reading more generally.  We found that (a) fluency instruction generally
seems to be effective, although it is unclear whether it is successful because of specific
instructional features or because fluency instruction involves children in reading increased
amounts of text; (b) assisted approaches, such as reading-while-listening, seem to be
more effective than nonassisted approaches, such as repeated reading; (c) repetitive
approaches do not seem to hold a clear advantage over nonrepetitive approaches, and
(d) effective fluency instruction moves beyond automatic word recognition to include rhythm
and expression, or what linguists refer to as the prosodic features of language.

Conclusion

From this review, we have come to view fluency instruction as successful in
improving the reading achievement of children at a certain point in their reading
development.  However, we have seen relatively little of this instruction in the schools.  To
help more readers move from labored decoding to the construction of meaning, we
consider it to be important that educators integrate these techniques in the classroom
more frequently.



Selected Extracts from:
“Fluency: A Review of Developmental and Remedial Practices”

Contribution of Automaticity

Proficient readers have certain features in common; they not only read accurately,
but their recognition of words is automatic as well.  The question is, how does this
automaticity contribute to the primary goal of reading, comprehension of text?  An
individual has a limited amount of attention available for any given cognitive task (LaBerge
& Samuels, 1974; Perfetti, 1985; Stanovich, 1980).  Therefore, attention expended upon
one activity is, necessarily, attention unavailable for another.

In the case of reading, an individual is required to perform at least two
interdependent tasks; the reader must determine what words constitute the text while
simultaneously constructing meaning.  As such, the greater the amount of attention
expended upon decoding, the less there is available for comprehension.  In order to
ensure that readers have enough attention to understand texts adequately, the argument
continues, it is necessary for them to develop decoding to the point where each word is
recognized instantaneously.  Once this occurs, they will have the necessary attention to
focus upon the sense or meaning of the text.

According to Stanovich’s interactive-compensatory model (Stanovich, 1980),
information from multiple sources is available for aiding readers in their construction of
meaning.  This is true at each stage of development and presumes that learners will make
use of information from orthographic, phonological, semantic, and syntactic sources (see
Adams, 1990).  Ideally, readers should recognize words automatically.  If they do not, then
they must rely on contextual information.  However, as more mental resources are devoted
to contextual analysis in order to identify words, fewer of these resources are available for
comprehension.  It follows then, that until readers achieve automaticity in word recognition,
they will necessarily depend more on alternative knowledge sources in order to figure out
what the words say.  This refers only to the use of context as an aid to identifying words
already in a child’s lexicon, not to the use of context in learning new word meanings. 
Stanovich would argue that automatic word recognition allows readers to concentrate on
the meaning of text, rather than on identifying words.  Thus, automatic word recognition
allows one to focus contextual analysis on constructing meaning, rather than on decoding
(see also Adams, 1990).

The question becomes, How do learners make the shift from decoding accurately
but deliberately to decoding automatically?  According to the automaticity theorists, the
best way to ensure this transition is through extensive practice.  As with any skill that
requires an individual to coordinate a series of smaller actions to create a unified process,
it is practice that allows the learner to develop expertise.  In terms of reading, this practice



consists primarily in providing successive exposures to print.  As letters, and later words,
become increasingly familiar to the learner, less and less attention needs to be directed
toward processing text at the orthographic level. This ability to complete a process without
conscious attention fulfills LaBerge and Samuel’s (1974) criterion for automaticity.  In this
way, automaticity theory accounts for two of the components of fluent reading—accurate
decoding at a sufficient rate.  It further posits an explanation for automaticity’s role in text
comprehension.  However, there is an important aspect of fluency that this theory does not
attend to, that of prosody. 

Contribution of Prosody

Although automaticity theory accounts for the accurate and effortless decoding that
fluent readers exhibit, it fails to provide a sufficient explanation of the role prosody plays in
the reading process.  When an individual provides a fluent rendering of a text, there is a
tacit understanding that they are doing more than simply reading the words quickly and
accurately; they are also reading with expression.  Implicit in the term “reading with
expression” is the use of those prosodic features that account for the tonal and rhythmic
aspects of language (Dowhower, 1991).

Prosody is composed of a series of features including pitch or intonation, stress or
emphasis, and tempo or rate and the rhythmic patterns of language, all of which contribute
to an expressive rendering of a text (Allington, 1983; Dowhower, 1991; Schreiber, 1980,
1987, 1991).  Additionally, prosodic reading includes appropriately chunking groups of
words into phrases or meaningful units in accordance with the syntactic structure of the
text.  Taken together, these features are classified as suprasegmental since they extend
over more than one speech sound.  Given this understanding of what constitutes prosody,
it is necessary to determine the role prosody plays in the development of fluency and the
ways in which these features contribute to the construction of meaning from a text.

Prosody may also provide a link between fluency and comprehension.  Chafe
(1988)  speculates that, in order to read a sentence with intonation, one must assign
syntactic roles to the words in the sentence.  The assignment of syntactic roles is a key
component of microprocessing, or the mental parsing of a text into hierarchically ordered
propositions (Kintsch, 1998).  Schreiber (1987) also suggests that the explicit presence of
prosodic cues may be one crucial difference between speech and reading, and one of the
reasons that speech is easier to understand.  However, Schreiber reports that the
evidence supporting a link between prosody and microprocessing is weak, with some
studies finding links between the use of prosodic features and syntactic comprehension
and others failing to find such a link.

Dowhower (1991) identifies six distinct markers that constitute prosodic reading:
pausal intrusions, length of phrases, appropriateness of phrases, final phrase lengthening,
terminal intonation contours, and stress.  From a linguistic perspective, readers who use



these markers appropriately are capable of making the connection between written and
oral language.  In other words, they are able to transfer their knowledge of syntax from
speech to text by effectively applying these features to their reading.  Such readers can
produce a rendering of text that maintains the important features of expressive oral
language in addition to reading it accurately and at an appropriate rate.

Assisted Reading and Read-Along Conditions

Dowhower (1987) examined the effects of repeated readings on second graders at
the transitional stage of reading development—that is, learners who are in the process of
shifting from accurate but deliberate decoding to fluent reading.  In designing this
intervention, Dowhower chose to look at repeated readings and a reading-while-listening
procedure in order to determine the effectiveness of these strategies in promoting fluency
on measures of rate, accuracy, comprehension, and prosody.  Further, she looked at these
measures on both practiced and unpracticed text as well as across a series of passages. 
Her primary goal was for the students to reread a meaningful passage until their oral
production was “fluid, flowing, and facile” (Dowhower, 1987, p. 390).

Students were randomly assigned either to an assisted condition in which they
worked with a tape-recorded model or an unassisted condition in which they worked
independently but were able to request assistance on difficult words.  For the read-along
conditions, students were encouraged to practice with the tape until they were comfortable
with their reading, after which they were to continue practicing without the tape.  Materials
consisted of six basal stories with an early second-grade reading level rewritten to
maximize equivalency.  Students were assessed on rate, accuracy, the number of
rereadings necessary to reach a 100 wpm criterion, and their literal comprehension.  In
addition, a microcomputer was used to determine changes in students’ prosody using the
following features: pausal intrusions, or inappropriate hesitations within words or
syntactical units; the length of phrases, or number of words between pauses; appropriate
phrasing, or the use of syntactically and/or phonologically acceptable phrases; phrase final
lengthening, in which the last stressed syllable is longer than it would be if the word was
located elsewhere in a phrase; and intonation, or the appropriateness of the rise-fall
patterns that occur at phrase boundaries, within the sentence, and at terminal markers.

Results indicated that both forms of repeated readings led to significant increases
in word accuracy and comprehension from the first to the last reading of the first half of the
passage.  Gains in reading rate also occurred on the second half of all passages and
reached significance for three of the five stories.  There was also evidence of minimal
gains in accuracy from the practiced to the unpracticed portion of the passages; however,
this reached significance for only one trial in the assisted reading condition.  Additionally,
comprehension gains were significant in two of the five trials for the assisted group and
four of the five trials for the unassisted groups.  Similarly, there were significant gains
across readings for both groups on rate, accuracy, and (for the assisted condition) in



comprehension scores.  Likewise, the number of rereadings it took for students to reach
the criterion level significantly decreased across both conditions, and both groups showed
mean gains in rate and accuracy from the initial to the final test, all of which were
significant.  Further, the unassisted group’s comprehension score demonstrated a mean
gain as well.  Importantly, there were few shared words among the passages, but 77% of
the words on the final test occurred in the stories.

The prosodic measures produced slightly different results.  Pausal intrusions
lessened and length of phrases increased significantly for both groups from the initial to the
final readings of the stories as well as across readings.  Further, the assisted readings
condition significantly improved their intonation across readings, while the unassisted
group’s intonation improved significantly from the initial to the final readings of the
passages.  Finally, 8 of the 15 students demonstrated significant change as regards the
lengthening of the final stressed syllable in a phrase.  Overall, the results indicate that both
forms of repeated readings are effective at improving rate, accuracy, and comprehension
and that these gains transfer to similar but unpracticed passages.  Though both strategies
appear to be relatively equivalent on these three measures, the reading-while-listening
intervention had a more facilitative effect on the measures of prosodic development.

Following from Dowhower’s (1987) work, Rasinski (1990a) compared the
effectiveness of repeated reading and reading-while-listening on rate and accuracy. 
Twenty third-grade students were paired according to both teacher judgment of their
reading abilities and their scores on a standardized reading test.  As with Dowhower’s
(1987) research, students demonstrated significant gains in both reading speed and
accuracy for both strategies, but no significant differences were reported between the two
types of intervention.  Given these findings, Rasinski argues that, since both strategies
appear to be equally effective and the reading-while-listening strategy is easier to
implement, it may prove to be the more efficient aid in assisting readers’ transition to
fluency.

It is important to make a distinction between the reading-while-listening employed in
these studies and listening centers commonly found in classrooms.  In these interventions,
students had to recite the readings and thus were held responsible for practicing the
readings.  In listening centers, there are often no criteria for the reading.  If students are not
held responsible, then they probably will not practice, and thus will not make gains.  Thus,
classroom observational studies such as those of Evans and Carr (1985) and Leinhardt et
al. (1981) found no effect on reading achievement for listening center activities.

Partner Reading

While the assisted reading approaches outlined above incorporate models of fluent
reading as aids to reading development, another alternative to individual repeated
readings involves the use of a partner as a means of facilitating fluency development.  By



modifying the repeated readings approach so that two readers can work together,
students are able to receive the type of immediate feedback that is not available when
working on unassisted readings or with prerecorded modes.  This is also a technique that
can be effectively adopted in traditional classrooms.

Eldredge and Quinn (1988; Eldredge, 1990) examined a modified version of
assisted reading (Heckelman, 1969) in which a classmate was chosen to be the lead
reader.  The struggling reader, known as the “assisted reader,” received support and
feedback from a partner.  Pairs were changed weekly.  The lead readers were selected
based on their ability to render the chosen texts fluently.  They set the pace for the pair,
read in phrases, and indicated each word as it was read.  Five schools participated in the
study, and second-grade classrooms were randomly assigned either to the dyad reading
condition or to a control condition which made use of traditional basal reading groups
throughout the course of the school year.

The assisted readers in the dyad classrooms read with partners until they reached
the point where they could read grade-level material independently.  At this point, they
began reading on their own rather than reading with a partner.  Significant differences
were found between the dyad and traditional basal groups on vocabulary, comprehension,
and total reading scores.  In real terms, 27 out of the 32 struggling readers participating in
the dyad condition achieved scores at or above grade level, but only 6 of the 32 students
(19%) in the traditional basal group did so.  Again, as a result of the intervention strategy,
students were able to read with assistance material that would have been beyond their
instructional level had they been working independently.

Cross-age Reading

Another effective way of encouraging students to repeatedly read a text is by giving
them a real purpose for doing so.  Such a purpose is provided by the cross-age reading
strategy suggested by Labbo and Teale (1990).   In this study, the authors invited fifth
graders to read aloud to kindergartners from books that were appropriate for the younger
participants.   Twenty fifth graders experiencing reading difficulties were randomly
assigned to one of three groups: cross-age readers; art partners, in which the students
worked with the kindergartners on art projects; or a basal reading group, where students
participated in their regular basal activities.

Students in the cross-age reading group were prepared for their reading
performances in three ways.  They were taught to select appropriate texts for their
audience, were given opportunities to develop fluency with the books, and determined
ways in which they could involve the kindergartners in discussions of the text.  According to
anecdotal evidence, not only did both the fifth graders and the kindergartners enjoy their
experience, six of the cross-age readers “were able to break poor oral reading habits”
(Labbo & Teale, 1990, p. 365) as a result of their repeated readings.  Further, the cross-



age readers made significant gains on a standardized reading measure and produced
significantly higher scores than the other two groups.  These results indicate that it is
possible to integrate repeated readings into a meaningful context that will allow students
experiencing reading difficulties to develop their fluency while demonstrating reading
growth. 

Discussion

When fluency instruction is compared to the traditional instruction used with basal
readers, the results seem clear—fluency instruction seems to improve children’s fluency
and comprehension.  When different approaches to fluency instruction are compared, the
results are less clear.  Overall, these strategies seem, to a greater or lesser degree,
effective in assisting readers at the transitional stage of reading development.  These may
include students achieving at their grade level or those experiencing difficulties in
becoming fluent readers.

Fluency Instruction and the Stage Model

According to Chall’s (1996b) stage model presented at the beginning of this paper,
one would expect that fluency instruction would be most effective for children in the
confirmation and fluency stage, from the end of grade 1 to grade 3.  This proposition is
difficult to test since practically all studies used either normally achieving second graders
or older children with reading problems who were reading at the second-grade level.  This
suggests that nearly all of the researchers working with fluency instruction implicitly
accepted a stage view and acted accordingly.  Of the few studies that used populations
outside of this range, the results supported the stage model.  Hollingsworth (1970) used
average fourth graders, who should have been in the “reading for learning the new” stage
and not in need of fluency instruction, and found that the treatment did not produce
significant improvement over a control.  He replicated this study in 1974 with below-
average fourth graders, who would have been predicted to benefit from this training, and
found that they did.  Stahl and Heubach (in press) found that their Fluency-Oriented
Reading Instruction program was highly effective with children reading at a primer level or
higher at the beginning of second grade.  Nearly all of those students were reading at the
second-grade level by the end of the year.  With children reading below the primer level,
the approach brought only half to the second-grade level.  Teachers dropped children who
were reading at an emergent stage from the program, since it did not seem to benefit them
at all.  Blum et al. (1995) found that only the child who entered their assisted reading
treatment with some reading ability (a preprimer level) benefitted from the treatment.  Both
Marseglia (1997) and Turpie and Paratore (1995) found that their repeated readings
treatment seemed to work better for the higher level first graders that they worked with than
for the lower achieving first graders.  This suggests that these fluency interventions work
best with children with at least some rudimentary reading skill.



 
Thus, the results of this review seem to support the stage model.  Fluency

instruction seems to work best with children between a late preprimer level and late
second-grade level.  Beyond that or below that level, the results are not as strong.  Children
need to have some entering knowledge about words to benefit from rereading, but not be
so fluent that they cannot demonstrate improvements.
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APPENDIX C

CURSIVE SAMPLE TEXT:
BOOK 3



APPENDIX C

CURSIVE TEXT SAMPLE FROM BOOK 3:

THE GOLD OF EAGLE ISLAND

Text Sample: 240 Words

80 Words per minute:   3 minutes

100 words per minute:  2 minutes, 25 seconds

150 words per minute:  1 minute, 35 seconds

200 words per minute:  1 minute, 10 seconds

97% Accuracy Rate: 7 Errors or Fewer

(Note: Self corrections, mispronunciations and repetitions are not counted as errors)



APPENDIX D

FLUENCY AND INSTRUCTIONAL LEADERSHIP ISSUES

ACROSS THE ELEMENTARY GRADES



Fluency and Instructional Leadership Issues
Across the Elementary School

Clear, objective measures of student performance are required in the “Fluency
Builders Series.”  These measures of student performance, and the associated student
accomplishments, have K-12 and life-long implications.

Life-long Learning Issues

Without fluency it is not possible to make the transition from learning to read to
reading to learn.  

Prerequisite Skills

If students have difficulty demonstrating the prerequisite skills needed to enter this
fluency program, the total K-2 instructional sequence must be reviewed.  The following
questions will be important:

1. Did the kindergarten program place a substantive emphasis on phonemic
awareness and systematic, explicit phonics?

2. Did the first-grade programs include extensive opportunities to apply decoding and
comprehension skills with decodable text closely aligned with the decoding and
comprehension skills being taught?

3. Were students at risk of reading failure (a) identified by mid-way through Grade 1,
and (b) was an effective plan to address the needs of these students in place mid-
way through Grade 1?  Was there evidence of effectiveness available to show
these students were in a “high-success” instructional environment?

4. By the middle of Grade 2, did objective assessments provide (a) evidence that
students had reached a minimum standard of 80-90 words per minute with 97%
accuracy, or (b) provide evidence that students not meeting these standards were
clearly identified and receiving the needed intensive effective remediation?

Building On Initial, Successful, Fluency Instruction

Students achieving at grade level in third grade often fall further and further behind
with each later grade level.  The fluency skills taught in second- and third-grade levels must
be practiced and enhanced in later grades.  This manual includes standards for later
grades (see page 7).

In these later grades, major allocations of time and instructional effort must be made
to apply fluency skills to more complex text in a wider range of content and recreational
settings.  It is particularly important that all content areas of instruction be viewed as
opportunities for students to improve skills in speed, accuracy, comprehension, and
“reading with emphasis.”   These components of reading fluency must be explicitly taught
and recognized, particularly in Grades 4 and 5.


