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Chapter	1:	Potential	and	Pitfalls	in
Fluency	Instruction

Reading	 fluency,	 the	 ability	 to	 read	 the	 words	 on	 the	 printed	 page
accurately	and	effortlessly—with	appropriate	and	meaningful	expression	and
phrasing—was	 largely	a	 forgotten	element	of	 the	 reading	curriculum	during
the	 second	half	 of	 the	20th	 century.	Reading	 scholars	 thought	of	 fluency	 as
nothing	 more	 than	 oral	 reading	 and,	 of	 course,	 everyone	 knows	 that	 most
reading	 done	 today	 is	 silent	 reading.	 So	why	 teach	 fluency	 if	 it	 is	 nothing
more	than	good	oral	reading?

In	 fact,	 fluency	 is,	 in	 essence,	 a	 neglected	 goal	 of	 the	 reading	 program.
Indeed,	 that	 is	 just	what	Dr.	Richard	Allington	called	fluency	in	his	seminal
article	from	The	Reading	Teacher	(1983).	But	Allington	also	argued	that	even
though	 fluency	was	 being	 neglected,	 it	 should	 not	 be.	 He	 pointed	 to	 some
early	research	that	indicated	that	many	struggling	readers	are	not	sufficiently
fluent	and	that	instruction	in	fluency	not	only	tended	to	improve	fluency,	but
it	 also	 improved	 other	 key	 aspects	 of	 reading,	 including	 reading
comprehension.

It	 took	 nearly	 20	 years	 for	 fluency	 to	 appear	 back	 on	 the	 radar	 screen.
Thanks	 to	 the	 review	of	 research	 conducted	 by	 the	National	Reading	Panel
(2000),	 fluency	 was	 once	 again	 identified	 as	 a	 key	 element	 in	 effective
reading	 instruction.	 In	 its	 review	 of	 the	 research,	 the	 Panel	 concluded	 that
there	was	sufficient	empirical	evidence	to	indicate	that	instruction	in	fluency
leads	to	improved	reading	in	students,	especially	with	readers	who	struggle	in
achieving	their	full	literacy	potential.

And	 so,	when	President	George	W.	Bush	 initiated	his	Reading	First	 plan
for	 improving	 reading	 education	 in	 the	 United	 States,	 reading	 fluency	 was
identified	as	a	central	and	required	part	of	any	reading	program	that	was	to	be
part	of	Reading	First.

Now,	that	may	have	been	the	end	of	the	story	and	reading	fluency	would	go
on	 to	 play	 an	 illustrious	 role	 as	 a	 cornerstone	 in	 successful	 literacy	 efforts.
Unfortunately,	somewhere	along	the	way,	fluency	got	a	bit	off	track.	Teachers
and	 reading	 scholars	 began	 to	 see	 reading	 fluency	 as	 a	 bit	 of	 an	 albatross.
Indeed,	 when	 the	 International	 Reading	 Association’s	 “What’s	 hot”	 survey
for	2009	was	published	 (Cassidy	and	Cassidy	2009),	 fluency	was	 identified
by	a	group	of	noted	literacy	scholars	as	a	topic	that	was	hot	but	should	NOT
be!



What	happened	 to	 fluency	 to	give	 it	 such	a	bad	name?	We	 think	 that	 the
problem	with	fluency	began	with	the	way	it	was	being	defined.	Some	research
found	 that	 reading	 rate,	 a	 measure	 of	 effortless	 and	 automatic	 word
recognition—one	 aspect	 of	 fluency—was	 highly	 correlated	 with	 reading
comprehension.	Students	who	were	automatic	in	their	word	recognition	could
focus	on	meaning	rather	 than	on	 the	 laborious	decoding	of	 the	words	 in	 the
passage.	Hence,	 comprehension	 improved.	 Students	who	were	 automatic	 in
word	recognition	tended	also	to	be	faster	readers.	Automaticity	improved	both
rate	and	comprehension	(see	Figure	1.1	below).

Figure	1.1	Automaticity	Improves	Rate	and	Comprehension

Somehow,	 over	 time,	 this	 model	 of	 reading	 fluency	 got	 twisted	 around.
Automaticity	disappeared	from	the	picture	and	reading	rate	was	viewed	as	the
direct	 link	 to	 reading	 comprehension.	 Essentially,	 the	 model	 of	 reading
fluency	 evolved	 into	 improving	 reading	 rate	which,	 it	 was	 believed,	would
lead	to	improved	comprehension	(see	Figure	1.2	on	the	following	page).

Figure	1.2	Reading	Rate	Alone	Improves	Comprehension

Fluency	 became	 associated	with	 reading	 rate;	 or,	 as	 some	 of	 our	 teacher
friends	have	noted,	fluency	and	reading	turned	into	a	NASCAR	race.	Students
(and	 teachers)	 were	 given	 specific	 reading	 rate	 goals	 by	 school	 district
administrators.	 They	were	 informed	 that	 these	 goals	 should	 be	 achieved	 by
the	end	of	 a	 school	year.	Well-meaning	 teachers	designed	 lessons	 that	were
aimed	primarily	at	improving	reading	speed.



We	 see	 this	 now	 in	 the	 reading	 clinic	 at	 Kent	 State	 University:	 when
students	 are	 asked	 to	 read	 a	 passage	 aloud	 in	 order	 to	 assess	 their	 reading,
they	often	ask	the	examiner	if	they	should	read	the	passage	“as	fast	as	I	can.”

Although	 we	 can	 see	 how	 this	 notion	 about	 fluency	 has	 evolved,	 it	 is
simply	wrong.	We	know	of	no	compelling	research	that	shows	when	students
are	taught	to	read	faster	they	improve	their	reading	comprehension	or	overall
reading	 achievement.	 Indeed,	 we	 know	 of	 classrooms	 where	 teachers	 gave
additional	 focus	 on	 reading	 rate;	 yet	 when	 those	 students	 took	 the	 state
reading	 examination	 at	 the	 end	of	 the	year,	 they	did	worse	 than	 students	 in
other	classrooms	in	the	same	school	where	the	fluency	focus	was	not	nearly
so	speed	centered.

Still,	 this	notion	of	reading	fluency	has	found	its	way	into	our	profession.
Definitions	of	reading	fluency	more	often	than	not	include	“reading	quickly”
or	 “reading	 words	 at	 a	 fast	 pace.”	 Of	 course,	 many	 teachers	 and	 scholars
know	that	reading	fast	is	not	fluency,	and	so	there	has	been	a	backlash	against
fluency.	 Now	we	 see	 that	 even	 though	 fluency	may	 be	 a	 hot	 topic,	 if	 it	 is
defined	 primarily	 as	 reading	 fast,	 then	 it	 shouldn’t	 be	 “hot”	 (Cassidy	 and
Cassidy	 2009).	 Our	 biggest	 fear	 is	 that	 this	 wrong-headed	 notion	 about
reading	fluency	will	once	again	 lead	 it	back	 into	 the	closet.	Fluency	will	be
taken	 off	 the	 radar	 screen,	 removed	 from	 reading	 curricula,	 exorcised	 from
reading	 methods	 textbooks,	 and	 as	 a	 result,	 many	 children	 will	 remain
struggling	readers	because	fluency	instruction	will	not	have	been	provided	to
them.

Reconceptualizing	Reading	Fluency
We	don’t	want	fluency	to	go	away.	We	know	it	is	too	important.	We	know

that	 the	 lack	 of	 fluency	 may	 be	 a	 cause	 of	 reading	 problems	 for	 so	 many
children.	 However,	 we	 do	 think	 that	 reading	 fluency	 needs	 to	 be
reconceptualized.	We	 need	 to	 go	 back	 to	 the	 roots	 of	 what	 it	 means	 to	 be
fluent,	whether	we	 are	 describing	 a	 fluent	 speaker,	 a	 fluent	 reader,	 a	 fluent
writer,	or	even	a	fluent	driver,	cook,	or	golfer.

We	all	 know	 that	 fluency	 in	 reading,	 speaking,	 or	 anything	 else	 does	not
mean	simply	doing	the	task	quickly.	In	the	case	of	oral	speech,	we	would	all
associate	 fluency	 with	 the	 ability	 to	 speak	 at	 an	 appropriate	 rate	 and	 with
appropriate	 expression	 that	 reflects	 the	meaning	 of	 the	 passage.	 Fluency	 is
inexorably	involved	in	doing	a	task	well.	A	fluent	speaker	constructs	meaning
with	his	or	her	voice	in	such	a	way	that	a	listener	can	take	in	the	vocal	input
of	 the	 speaker	 and	 reconstruct	 that	 meaning.	 A	 fluent	 driver	 is	 not	 a	 fast
driver.	A	fluent	driver	drives	safely	and	efficiently	 to	achieve	 the	 functional
and	meaningful	 goal	 of	moving	 from	one	 place	 to	 another.	This	may	mean



driving	 fast	 in	 some	 places	 of	 the	 trip,	 but	 also	 slowing	 down	 and	 even
stopping	at	other	places.	It	means	signaling	turns	and	lane	changes.	It	means
obeying	 the	 rules	 of	 the	 road—attending	 to	 those	 signs	 along	 the	way	 that
direct	the	driver	of	a	car	to	stop,	watch	for	children,	get	into	the	appropriate
lane	for	turning,	and	driving	at	the	indicated	speed.	Similarly,	a	fluent	cook	or
chef	is	able	to	construct	a	satisfying	meal	in	an	accurate	and	efficient	manner
with	 the	 appropriate	 flourishes	 that	 define	 the	 dish	 as	 uniquely	 his	 or	 hers.
You	 see	 that	 fluency	 is	more	 than	 reading	 quickly;	 being	 fluent	 means	 the
construction	 of	 something	meaningful	 in	 an	 efficient	 but	 always	 functional
way.	Fluency	is	meaning.

We	know	that	one	of	the	best	ways	to	become	fluent	at	anything	is	through
practice.	One	becomes	fluent	at	writing	by	writing	a	lot.	One	becomes	fluent
at	public	speaking	by	speaking	in	public	venues	often.	One	becomes	fluent	at
cooking	 through	 cooking	 often.	How	many	 of	 us	 have	mothers	who,	when
asked	 about	 a	 particular	 favorite	 recipe,	 have	 difficulty	 actually	 articulating
the	specific	elements	of	the	recipe?	They	have	created	that	particular	dish	so
often	that	it	has	become	automatized—they	know	it	“by	heart.”	When	asked
to	 actually	 think	 through	 the	 specific	 ingredients	 and	 amounts,	 they	 have
difficulty	 because	 they	 no	 longer	 process	 the	 recipe	 in	 a	 highly	 conscious
step-by-step	 manner.	 The	 recipe	 has	 become	 internalized	 and	 can	 now	 be
prepared	in	a	fluent	manner.

It	is	the	same	with	driving.	Do	you	recall	how	difficult	it	was	to	master	the
various	 controls,	 levers,	 knobs,	 and	pedals	when	you	 first	 learned	 to	 drive?
Driving	was	not	an	automatic	task	for	you,	and	you	weren’t	fluent	at	it.	Yet,
with	 practice—meaningful	 and	 motivated	 practice	 with	 the	 goal	 of	 getting
your	 driver’s	 license—you	 not	 only	 became	 accurate	 in	 your	 driving	 (you
were	able	to	go	from	here	to	there	without	bumping	into	anything,	knocking
into	 the	 curb,	 or	 scraping	 another	 car),	 you	 also	 became	 automatic	 in	 your
driving.	You	 are	 able	 to	 operate	multiple	 controls	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 almost
without	 thinking	 about	 operating	 them.	 Indeed,	 through	 lots	 and	 lots	 of
practice,	you	are	now	probably	so	automatic	or	fluent	in	your	driving	that	you
can	now	operate	this	complex	piece	of	machinery	accurately	and	so	fluently
that	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 do	 other	 tasks	 while	 driving.	 You	 can	 converse	 with
passengers,	listen	to	the	radio,	think	about	what	you	are	going	to	do	in	school
today,	and	still	drive	with	a	high	degree	of	accuracy.	That’s	fluency.	It	allows
us	to	perform	meaningful	tasks	so	efficiently	or	automatically	that	we	are	able
to	go	beyond	the	basic	task	to	a	deeper,	more	meaningful	level.

In	reading,	the	same	is	true.	We	become	fluent	in	reading	by	practicing.	By
reading	widely	(lots	of	different	texts)	and	deeply	(reading	one	text	repeatedly
or	 more	 than	 once),	 we	 develop	 not	 just	 accuracy	 but	 also	 efficiency	 or



automaticity	in	our	basic	word	decoding	skills.	When	word	decoding	becomes
automatized,	 we	 are	 able	 to	 turn	 our	 attention	 from	 decoding	 to
comprehension—deriving	 meaning	 from	 the	 written	 text.	 When	 word
decoding	 is	automatized,	we	are	able	 to	consider	other	aspects	of	 reading—
attend	to	punctuation,	read	with	appropriate	expression,	and	give	emphasis	to
different	portions	of	the	text	to	take	meaning	to	a	deeper	level.	In	other	words,
practice	 creates	 automatization	 of	 word	 recognition,	 which	 allows	 for	 the
reader	to	comprehend	a	text	at	various	levels—literal,	inferential,	and	critical
interpretations.

Moreover,	practice	in	reading	means	rereading	a	text	to	get	to	deeper	levels
of	 meaning.	 This	 deeper,	 or	 repeated,	 reading	 is	 especially	 important	 for
struggling	readers,	students	who	find	learning	to	read	difficult.

But	how	can	we	make	wide	and	deep	reading	an	authentic	and	genuine	task
in	our	classrooms?	In	so	many	current	programs,	fluency	instruction	is	given
primarily	through	repeated	reading.	However,	the	repeated	reading	is	aimed	at
having	students	read	faster.	Students	practice	a	passage	until	they	can	read	it
at	a	predefined	reading	rate.	Once	 the	rate	 is	achieved,	students	move	on	 to
the	next	passage	and	repeatedly	read	it	until	a	desired	rate	is	achieved.	This	is
how	reading	and	fluency	instruction	has	become	a	“need	for	speed.”	And	of
course,	 the	 end	 result	 is	 fast	 readers	 who	 lack	 expression,	 pay	 minimal
attention	 to	punctuation	and	phrasing,	and	have	 little	understanding	of	what
they	read.	Not	only	are	students	learning	what	we	call	“fake	fluency,”	they	are
getting	little	satisfaction	or	enjoyment	out	of	reading	fast.	You	can	see	why	so
many	teachers	and	scholars	 in	 literacy	are	saying	that	fluency	should	not	be
“hot.”

The	 purpose	 of	 our	 book	 is	 to	 oppose	 this	 disingenuous	 approach	 to
fluency.	We	 know	 that	 fluency	 is	 important	 and	we	want	 it	 to	 be	 taught	 in
ways	that	are	authentic,	meaningful,	engaging,	and	enjoyable	for	students	and
teachers.	We	think	that	the	key	to	practice—especially	deep	practice,	repeated
practice,	or	rehearsal—is	performance.	We	feel	that	when	students	know	that
they	will	 have	 the	 opportunity	 to	 perform	 a	 text	 for	 an	 audience,	 they	will
have	an	authentic	and	motivating	reason	to	practice.

That	 is	 the	essential	 reason	for	writing	 this	book:	 to	explore	with	you	 the
nature	of	 teaching	reading	and	reading	fluency	through	practice	aimed	at	an
eventual	 performance.	We	 know	 that	 this	 approach	works	 because	we	 have
seen	it	work	in	classrooms	and	clinical	settings	around	the	country—our	own
classrooms	as	well	as	in	the	classrooms	of	teachers	from	kindergarten	through
high	 school	 who	 have	 wanted	 to	make	 reading	 fluency	 a	 key	 part	 of	 their
reading	curriculum,	and	who	also	want	to	make	reading	fluency	as	authentic
and	engaging	as	possible.	We	invite	you	to	join	us	on	this	journey.	Perhaps	it



will	bring	back	some	fond	memories	of	how	you	learned	to	read.	Hopefully,	it
will	give	you	inspiration	and	permission	to	try	this	approach	to	real	fluency	in
your	own	classroom	tomorrow.	We	begin	our	journey	with	an	examination	of
the	nature	of	reading	fluency.

Points	to	Ponder
1. Do	you	have	students	who	tend	to	struggle	in	reading?	How	would	you

describe	 those	 students?	 Are	 they	 good	 decoders?	 Do	 they	 read	 at	 an
appropriate	pace	 that	marks	 their	automaticity	 in	word	recognition?	Do
they	 read	 with	 appropriate	 expression?	 Do	 they	 have	 a	 good
understanding	of	what	it	is	they	read?

2. To	 what	 extent	 do	 you	 think	 that	 students’	 difficulties	 in	 decoding,
automaticity,	or	expression	have	a	negative	impact	on	comprehension?

3. If	you	have	experienced	or	observed	the	approach	to	fluency	instruction
where	students	engage	primarily	 in	a	quest	 to	 read	fast,	what	have	you
observed	that	students	are	asked	to	do	in	that	approach?	How	do	students
respond?	 Do	 they	 view	 reading	 fluency	 as	 an	 activity	 that	 involves
comprehension?	How	might	 these	 students	 define	 reading	 and	 reading
comprehension?	How	do	the	teachers	involved	in	such	an	approach	view
reading	fluency?

4. From	 your	 experience	 as	 a	 student	 and	 a	 teacher,	 do	 students	 enjoy
reading	 for	 an	 audience,	 especially	 when	 they	 have	 had	 a	 chance	 to
rehearse	in	advance	of	their	reading?	What	kinds	of	materials	do	students
tend	 to	perform	 for	 an	audience?	How	well	do	 informational	passages,
the	 kinds	 of	 passages	 that	 are	 found	 in	 many	 fluency	 programs,	 lend
themselves	to	performing	for	an	audience?	Why?



Chapter	2:	Theory	and	Research
Tim	and	Lorraine	Share	Their	Experiences
Tim	Rasinski	states:

“My	 own	 introduction	 to	 reading	 fluency	 came	 as	 a	 young
teacher	in	an	elementary	school	in	Omaha,	Nebraska.	I	moved	from
a	classroom	teacher	to	a	reading	specialist	position	where	I	worked
with	 children	 in	 grades	 kindergarten	 through	 five	 who	 were
experiencing	difficulty	in	learning	to	read.

It	quickly	became	apparent	to	me	that	I	was	into	it	well	over	my
head.	 The	 nature	 and	 variety	 of	 reading	 difficulties	 was	 hard	 to
fathom.	 I	 was	 especially	 perplexed	 by	 students	 who	 were	 clearly
intelligent	 and	 creative,	 yet	 were	 experiencing	 severe	 difficulty	 in
reading.	How	could	it	be	 that	a	child	with	an	IQ	of	120	or	higher
could	 be	 reading	 two	 grade	 levels	 below	 his	 or	 her	 placement?
These	 children	were	 certainly	 frustrated	 and	 discouraged,	 and	 so
was	I.	I	did	not	know	what	to	do.

It	was	about	 this	 same	 time	 that	 I	was	working	on	my	master’s
degree	in	special	education/remedial	reading	from	the	University	of
Nebraska	at	Omaha.	I	began	reading	articles	about	reading	fluency.
In	particular,	I	recall	reading	articles	by	S.	Jay	Samuels	and	Carol
Chomsky,	who	wrote	about	making	progress	with	children	who	had
been	making	minimal	progress	in	learning	to	read.	Both	described
instructional	methods	that	I	had	not	considered	previously,	methods
that	focused	on	developing	reading	fluency.

Up	 to	 that	 time,	 I	 am	 not	 sure	 I	 had	 read	 or	 even	 heard	much
about	 reading	 fluency	 in	 my	 university	 courses	 or	 through
professional	 development	 at	 my	 school.	 I	 recall	 looking	 through
some	 of	 the	 textbooks	 I	 had	 used	 in	 my	 coursework	 and	 found
reading	fluency	hardly	mentioned	at	all.

And	so,	 I	began	 to	employ	and	adapt	 the	methods	 that	Samuels
and	Chomsky	wrote	about—repeated	and	assisted	readings—in	my
own	 work	 with	 students.	 I	 found	 that	 these	 methods	 did	 work
remarkably	 well,	 especially	 with	 students	 who	 were	 experiencing
difficulty	 in	 reading.	 And	 so,	 a	 good	 portion	 of	 my	 subsequent
career	 in	 education	 has	 been	 to	 explore	 the	 nature	 of	 reading
fluency	 and	 how	 instruction	 in	 fluency	 can	 be	 employed	 to	 help



children,	adolescents,	and	adults	become	better	readers.”

Lorraine	Griffith	states:

“As	 I	 think	back	 to	my	 introduction	 to	 reading	 fluency,	my	 first
thought	 is	 ’ugh!’	 I	was	visiting	a	college	campus	when	one	of	 the
reading	 professors	 asked	 me,	 ‘So	 how	 do	 YOU	 teach	 reading
fluency	in	your	classroom?’	I	couldn’t	begin	to	answer	the	question
because	 I	was	not	 sure	what	 reading	 fluency	 even	was.	But,	 I	 did
know	I	was	really	frustrated	with	trying	to	teach	struggling	readers
to	 comprehend	 grade-level	 text	 in	 a	 world	 of	 heightened	 testing
pressure.	 I	 just	didn’t	have	 the	words	 in	my	 teacher	vocabulary	 to
describe	what	 I	was	hearing	as	my	 struggling	 readers	 read	 in	 the
classroom.

My	 frustration	 was	 crystallized	 when	 I	 taught	 a	 child	 I’ll	 call
‘Alice.’	Alice	was	 reading	at	 least	 two	years	below	grade	 level.	 It
did	not	 take	 long	 to	 realize	 that	 she	was	struggling	with	decoding
and	 comprehension.	 She	 stumbled	 over	many	words	 in	 a	 text	 and
made	it	a	long	painful	process	to	trudge	through	a	paragraph.	So,
when	she	arrived	at	the	end	of	her	journey	through	a	short	text,	she
had	 no	 idea	 how	 to	 answer	 those	 multiple	 choice	 comprehension
questions	at	the	end.

Early	in	the	year,	I	made	a	plan	with	the	reading	specialist	at	my
school:	for	30	minutes	each	day,	Alice	would	work	on	phonics	in	a
one-on-one	 setting.	 Halfway	 through	 the	 year,	 the	 time	 would	 be
divided	 between	 the	 continued	 phonics	 study	 and	 comprehension
strategies.	 The	 teacher	 would	 read	 the	 passage	 aloud	 and	 Alice
would	 answer	 the	 comprehension	 questions	 orally.	 Meanwhile,
Alice	was	part	of	my	regular	classroom	instruction	with	word	work,
comprehension	strategies,	silent	reading,	and	 teacher	read-alouds.
We	were	 consistent	 throughout	 the	 year	 and	 finally	 arrived	 at	 the
testing	day.	We	could	not	wait	to	see	Alice	’wildly	succeed!’	But	she
didn’t.	When	it	was	time	for	the	first	break,	Alice	had	not	completed
the	 reading	 of	 the	 first	 article	 and	 tears	 were	 running	 down	 her
face.	She	had	learned	the	decoding	strategies	without	automaticity
and	had	learned	to	comprehend	a	text	while	someone	else	modeled
fluent	 reading.	 But	 she	 had	 not	 orally	 rehearsed	 the	 reading	 of	 a
text	 because	 I	 didn’t	 know	 the	 application	 of	 that	 missing	 link	 in
reading	instruction—reading	fluency.

The	 summer	 following	 Alice’s	 testing	 fiasco,	 I	 attended	 Tim
Rasinski’s	 ‘Struggling	 Reader’	 workshop.	 When	 he	 began	 the
reading	fluency	portion	of	his	presentation,	my	ears	perked	up.	He



began	talking	about	how	fluency	is	best	developed	through	practice,
repeated	readings	of	a	given	text,	and	that	perhaps	the	best	way	to
develop	 motivation	 to	 practice	 is	 to	 give	 students	 a	 chance	 to
perform.	He	mentioned	that	certain	kinds	of	texts	lend	themselves	to
performance—poetry,	song,	speeches,	and	reader’s	theater.	He	also
gave	 proof	 that	 practice	 and	 performance	 using	 reader’s	 theater
worked	by	citing	a	study	from	San	Antonio,	Texas	(Martinez,	Roser,
and	Strecker	1999)	 in	which	primary	grade	 students	were	given	a
weekly	reader’s	 theater	script	which	they	rehearsed	(practiced)	all
week	 long	 under	 the	 coaching	 and	 guidance	 of	 their	 teacher.	 On
Fridays,	the	students	then	performed	their	scripts	for	an	audience	of
classmates	and	parents.	On	 the	 following	Monday,	 they	began	 the
routine	 once	 more	 with	 different	 scripts.	 Tim	 reported	 that	 the
students	 using	 reader’s	 theater	 made,	 on	 average,	 over	 a	 year’s
growth	in	reading	achievement	in	three	months!	And	they	also	made
double	 the	 gain	 in	 their	 reading	 rate	 over	 a	 comparison	group	of
students	not	performing	reader’s	theater,	even	though	there	was	no
emphasis	 on	 reading	 fast	 when	 doing	 reader’s	 theater.	 I	 was
shocked	 by	 these	 results.	 How	 could	 such	 a	 simple	 intervention
make	such	a	dramatic	impact	on	students’	reading?

For	 years,	 I	 had	 heard	 about	 reader’s	 theater	 but	 couldn’t
understand	 what	 all	 the	 buzz	 was	 about.	 I	 had	 used	 plays	 in	 my
classroom	and	had	not	seen	any	amazing	results	except	for	a	break
in	the	weekly	story	routine.	Challenged	by	the	Martinez,	Roser,	and
Strecker	 study	 (1999),	 I	 decided	 then	 and	 there	 to	 implement	 a
simple	routine	of	rehearsal	and	performance	using	reader’s	theater
the	following	school	year.

When	 the	new	school	year	began,	 I	handed	out	reader’s	 theater
texts	and	told	the	kids	to	practice	their	marked	parts	each	evening.
On	Friday,	I	gave	small	groups	about	20	minutes	to	rehearse,	and
then	 they	 performed	 for	 each	 other.	 We	 clapped	 and	 shared
encouraging	comments.	Reading	fluency	attention	began	to	pervade
most	of	our	school	day	when	text	was	involved.	Kids	began	to	notice
when	other	 kids	 read	well.	Or	 they	would	 say,	 ’Let’s	go	back	and
read	that	again	with	more	expression.’	This	simple	implementation
worked	miracles	in	my	classroom.	I	saw	the	average	gain	of	silent
reading	 comprehension	 grow	 from	 1.17	 years	 in	 the	 three	 years
before	this	implementation	to	2.87	years	in	each	of	the	three	years
following.	My	below-grade-level	readers	were	making	almost	three-
year	 gains	 in	 one	 year	 by	 simply	 entertaining	 each	 other!	 It	 was
amazing.



So	 now,	 if	 someone	 asked	me,	 ‘So	 how	 do	 YOU	 teach	 reading
fluency	 in	 your	 classroom?’	 I	 could	 respond	 with	 much	 more
information	than	anticipated.	A	huge	smile	would	spread	across	my
face,	and	I	would	begin	 to	 tell	about	 the	revolution	 in	my	reading
instruction.”

This	book	is	about	reading	fluency.	Actually,	it	is	more	than	that:	it	is	about
how	reading	 fluency	 instruction	can	be	made	authentic	and	engaging	 for	all
students	and	continue	to	be	effective	in	helping	them	become	better	readers.
This	is	a	nuts-and-bolts	book	that	offers	teachers	the	methods,	materials,	and
ideas	for	actually	making	fluency	instruction	work	in	their	own	classrooms.

In	this	book,	we	take	a	particular	approach	to	fluency.	We	feel	that	fluency
can	best	be	taught	through	a	practice	and	performance	perspective.	Over	the
years,	we	have	worked	with	children	on	a	practice	and	performance	approach
to	fluency,	and	we	have	seen	the	marvelous	results	that	can	be	obtained.	We
have	 also	 developed	 classroom-based	 instructional	 materials	 that	 lend
themselves	 to	 practice	 and	 performance.	 This	 book,	 then,	 is	 a	 guide	 for
teachers	 who	 want	 to	 teach	 fluency	 through	 this	 authentic	 and	 engaging
manner.

When	 students	 are	 given	 opportunities	 to	 perform	 texts	 that	 they	 have
practiced	 for	 a	 real	 audience,	 they	 will	 have	 engaged	 in	 authentic	 fluency
instruction;	they	will	have	engaged	in	text	practice	for	the	very	same	reasons
that	 people	 outside	 of	 school	 engage	 in	 text	 practice.	 Fluency	 is	 no	 longer
some	mechanical	skill	that	must	be	taught,	measured,	and	tracked;	rather,	it	is
an	 organic	 and	 real	 part	 of	 the	 classroom	 life	 that	 is	 preparing	 children	 for
activities	in	which	they	will	likely	be	engaged	when	their	school	days	come	to
an	end.

But	before	we	can	jump	into	teaching	fluency,	we	do	need	to	spend	some
effort	in	actually	defining	the	nature	and	scope	of	reading	fluency.

Defining	Reading	Fluency
Perhaps	the	easiest	way	to	begin	our	definition	of	fluency	is	to	suggest	that

there	are	 two	essential	components	 in	 reading.	The	 first	 is	dealing	with	 text
itself:	readers	must	be	able	to	decode	the	printed	symbols	on	the	pages.	The
second	and	more	important	aspect	of	reading	is	comprehension—turning	the
symbols	not	just	into	sounds,	but	into	meaning.

Clearly,	 we	 all	 know	 that	 the	 most	 important	 component	 of	 reading	 is
comprehension—making	meaning.	Fluency,	on	 the	other	hand,	deals	 largely
with	the	first	task,	negotiating	the	printed	page	itself—decoding	the	words	on
the	 page,	 reading	 the	 words	 automatically,	 and	 reading	 the	 words	 with



appropriate	prosody	or	oral	expression.	Although	fluency	may	not	seem	to	be
that	important	in	the	larger	view	of	reading,	in	fact,	it	 is	essential	to	reading
success.	 For	 readers	 to	 get	 to	 the	 point	 where	 they	 make	 meaning	 from
printed	 text,	 they	 need	 to	 be	 able	 to	 break	 through	 the	 printed	 text	 itself—
decode	the	words	accurately,	decode	the	words	automatically	or	effortlessly,
group	 the	 words	 into	 meaningful	 phrases	 and	 sentences,	 and	 read	 with
meaningful	expression.

Many	 readers	 who	 experience	 difficulty	 in	 comprehension	 have	 fluency
difficulties	 that	 are	 at	 least	 one	 source	 of	 their	 reading	 comprehension
difficulties	 (Duke,	 Pressley,	 and	Hilden	 2004).	 These	 are	 the	 students	who,
when	 listening	 to	 someone	 read,	 have	 no	 difficulty	 in	 making	 meaning.
However,	when	they	are	asked	to	read	the	very	same	text	on	their	own,	they
have	difficulty	in	comprehension.	They	have	difficulty	making	it	through	the
print,	 and	 as	 a	 result,	 they	 have	 difficulty	 in	making	 sense	 of	 the	 passage.
Although	 fluency	 may	 not	 be	 comprehension,	 it	 is	 essential	 for
comprehension	to	happen—even	silent	reading	comprehension.

Components	of	Reading	Fluency
We	all	think	we	know	what	fluent	speech	or	oral	reading	sounds	like—we

know	it	when	we	hear	it.	However,	fluency	is	not	a	unidimensional	construct.
There	are	at	least	three	key	components	of	reading	fluency,	and	all	three	need
to	be	addressed	through	instruction.

Word	Decoding	Accuracy
The	 first	 element	 in	 reading	 fluency	 is	 one	 that	 is	 often	 referred	 to	 as

phonics.	We	 prefer	 to	 call	 it	word	 decoding	 accuracy	 or	word	 recognition.
Each	term	refers	to	the	ability	to	sound	or	pronounce	a	word	from	its	printed
form.	Phonics	is	just	one	way	a	reader	may	be	able	to	sound	a	word,	using	the
letter-sound	relationships	within	the	written	word	itself.	There	are	other	ways
that	 a	 word	 may	 be	 decoded—from	 various	 patterns	 or	 groups	 of	 letters
within	a	word;	from	the	meaningful	context	that	surrounds	a	word;	sometimes
by	the	shape,	length,	and	overall	configuration	of	a	word;	and	probably	most
often,	simply	by	sight	or	by	recognizing	a	word	as	a	whole	unit	instantly.	We
feel	 that	 the	 phrase	word	 decoding	 accuracy	 better	 captures	 the	 notion	 of
sounding	words.

No	 matter	 what	 it	 is	 called,	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 word	 decoding	 accuracy	 is
essential	to	reading	success.	A	reader	cannot	read	if	he	or	she	cannot	decode
the	words.	Difficulty	decoding	as	few	as	10	percent	of	the	words	in	a	passage
can	cause	severe	difficulties	in	reading	comprehension.



The	 importance	 of	 word	 decoding	 accuracy	 suggests	 that	 it	 be	 taught
directly	 to	 students.	Students	need	 to	 learn	how	 to	decode	words,	how	 they
are	spelled,	and	what	they	mean.	A	strong	word	study	program	is	an	essential
part	of	any	successful	reading	program.

The	research	of	the	last	50	years	has	failed	to	find	one	method	of	teaching
word	decoding	 that	 is	best	 for	all	 students.	There	are	many	ways	 to	decode
words,	and	there	are	many	kinds	of	readers.	We	need	to	provide	students	with
as	many	 tools	 as	 possible	 to	 help	 them	decode	words.	Although	we	 do	 not
endorse	any	one	way	of	teaching	word	decoding	accuracy,	we	absolutely	feel
that	 it	 needs	 to	 be	 taught	 directly	 to	 students.	 We	 do	 think	 that	 active
engagement	 in	 game-like	word	 study	 activities	 that	 students	 find	 enjoyable
offers	the	most	interesting	possibilities	for	teaching	word	accuracy.

Word	Decoding	Automaticity
There	 are	 many	 things	 in	 life	 that	 we	 do	 automatically,	 without	 even

thinking	about	it,	or	with	only	minimal	attention:	brushing	our	teeth,	walking
up	 a	 flight	 of	 stairs,	 tying	 our	 shoes,	 driving	 a	 car,	 etc.	We	know	 these	 are
automatically	done	because	we	are	able	 to	successfully	do	other	 tasks	while
engaged	 in	 these	 tasks.	 For	 example,	 while	 driving	 a	 car,	 we	 can	 also
converse	with	a	passenger,	listen	to	the	radio,	pay	attention	to	landmarks,	or
think	 about	 today’s	 lesson.	 The	 task	 of	 driving	 a	 car	 has	 become	 so
automatized	for	us	that	we	are	able	to	divert	at	least	some	of	our	attention	to
other	tasks.

For	reading	to	be	successful,	word	decoding	needs	to	be	automatized—so
automatized	that	the	reader	can	divert	his	or	her	attention	from	decoding	the
words	 in	 print	 to	 grouping	 the	 words	 into	 meaningful	 groups	 and	 making
sense	of	the	passage	itself.	Perhaps	the	best	example	of	automaticity	in	word
decoding	comes	from	you—the	person	reading	this	book.	It	 is	very	unlikely
that	you	are	having	to	stop	at	each	word	to	sound	it	out.	You	are	most	likely
pronouncing	the	words	(even	silently	in	your	head)	instantly,	effortlessly,	and
automatically.	The	significance	of	your	automaticity	is	that	you	are	now	using
your	cognitive	resources	to	apprehend	the	meaning	of	what	we	are	trying	to
convey	through	the	words	that	we	have	put	on	the	page.

Automaticity	 in	 reading	 is	 essential	 to	 reading	 success.	 Many	 of	 our
students	are	accurate	in	their	word	decoding,	but	they	are	not	automatic.	They
may	be	able	to	decode	the	words,	but	they	have	to	stop	at	every	third	or	fourth
word	to	sound	it	out.	Their	reading	is	slow	and	labored	as	they	try	to	sound
out	 so	 many	 of	 the	 words.	 Not	 only	 is	 it	 slow,	 however,	 it	 is	 not
comprehended	 as	 well	 as	 it	 should	 be.	 These	 readers	 are	 putting	 so	 much
effort	 into	 decoding	 the	 words	 that	 they	 have	 very	 little	 cognitive	 energy



remaining	to	construct	meaning	from	the	printed	passage.

Because	reading	rate	is	an	overt	manifestation	of	automaticity	or	the	lack	of
automaticity,	 it	 has	 been	 used	 as	 a	 means	 for	 assessing	 automaticity	 in
reading.	 The	 research	 correlating	 reading	 rate	 with	 comprehension	 is	 quite
significant	 and	 impressive.	We	 feel	 that	 reading	 rate	 is	 a	 good	 indicator	 of
automaticity,	 and	 automaticity	 is	 an	 essential	 contributor	 to	 reading
comprehension.	 Thus,	 we	 use	 reading	 rate	 to	 measure	 our	 own	 students’
automaticity.

However,	 we	 do	 not	 use	 reading	 rate	 as	 a	 main	 instructional	 goal	 of
reading.	(Recall	the	problem	with	fluency	noted	in	Chapter	1.)	That	is,	we	do
not	work	 directly	 on	making	 students	 read	 faster	 and	 faster.	 Here	 is	where
fluency	 instruction	 has	 gotten	 a	 bad	 name.	 Many	 well-meaning	 teachers,
advised	by	 their	 supervisors	 and	 some	 reading	 experts,	make	 reading	 rate	 a
major	 part	 of	 their	 reading	 curriculum.	 They	 prompt	 their	 students	 to	 read
faster.	They	chart	their	students’	reading	rates	from	one	week	to	the	next	and
even	have	the	students	track	their	own	progress	from	day	to	day.	We	feel	this
well-meaning	 but	 clearly	 inappropriate	 interpretation	 of	 fluency	 will
eventually	lead	to	a	generation	of	readers	who	have	learned	to	read	fast,	but
do	not	understand	what	they	read	and	get	little	enjoyment	or	satisfaction	out
of	reading.

Reading	rate	may	be	an	indicator	of	automaticity,	but	it	is	not	the	overt	goal
of	reading	fluency	instruction.	Comprehension	should	always	be	the	goal.	We
suspect	that	everyone	reading	this	book	is	a	reasonably	fast	reader.	How	did
you	 become	 fast	 as	 a	 reader?	 Did	 your	 teacher	 put	 you	 through	 the	 same
exercises	 that	 students	 engage	 in	 nowadays	 that	 are	 aimed	 at	 reading	 at	 a
certain	 rate?	 Did	 you	 perform	 one-minute	 reads	 on	 a	 daily	 basis,	 always
trying	to	read	faster	than	the	day	before?	We	suspect	not.	The	way	all	of	you
who	 are	 reading	 this	 book	 became	 faster	 readers—or	 more	 precisely,
automatic	readers—was	by	reading	often,	orally	and	silently,	from	a	variety	of
texts	and	text	genres.	We	need	to	do	the	same	with	our	own	students.	In	this
book,	we	will	share	with	you	simple	classroom-based	strategies	and	ideas	for
developing	automaticity	in	ways	that	are	authentic	and	engaging	for	students
and	teachers.

Prosodic	or	Expressive	Reading
In	Chapter	1,	we	compared	fluency	to	automobile	driving.	A	fluent	driver

drives	 so	 automatically	 that	 he	 or	 she	 can	 attend	 to	 multiple	 tasks	 while
driving.	In	reading,	automaticity	allows	the	reader	to	attend	to	the	meaning	of
the	 passage	 in	 addition	 to	 decoding	 the	 words	 in	 the	 passage	 accurately.
However,	 we	 also	 noted	 that	 a	 fluent	 driver	 not	 only	 is	 automatic	 and



efficient,	a	fluent	driver	knows	when	to	slow	down,	when	to	stop,	and	when
to	speed	up.	A	fluent	driver	knows	to	signal	turns	and	lane	changes	and	to	be
aware	of	other	traffic	on	the	road.	In	other	words,	a	fluent	driver	is	also	aware
of	the	rhythm	of	the	traffic	and	the	punctuation	of	the	road.	The	equivalent	to
this	in	reading	fluency	is	called	prosody	or	expressiveness.

If	 you	 think	 about	 what	 makes	 someone	 a	 fluent	 speaker	 or	 reader,	 the
word	 expression	 often	 comes	 up.	 A	 speaker	 or	 reader	 who	 uses	 his	 or	 her
voice	 to	 convey	 meaning	 is	 considered	 fluent.	 Conversely,	 a	 person	 who
speaks	 or	 reads	 without	 expression—in	 a	 flat,	 monotone,	 and	 staccato-like
manner,	 with	 little	 enthusiasm	 in	 his	 or	 her	 voice—is	 often	 thought	 of	 as
disfluent.	 A	 more	 technical	 name	 for	 expression,	 one	 used	 by	 linguists,	 is
prosody.	 Prosody	 is	 the	 melodic	 part	 of	 oral	 language	 and	 includes	 tone,
pitch,	volume,	phrasing,	and	pace.	A	person	who	employs	prosody	in	reading
is	giving	evidence	that	he	or	she	is	comprehending	what	is	being	read.	To	us,
prosody	 is	 a	 critical	 part	 of	 fluency.	 It	 is	 the	 link	 between	 fluency	 and
comprehension.

Word	decoding	accuracy	and	automaticity	are	clearly	important	in	reading,
but	prosodic	reading	is	where	meaning	and	fluency	meet.	One	can	be	accurate
in	 word	 decoding	 and	 still	 not	 comprehend	 what	 is	 read.	 One	 can	 be
automatic	in	word	decoding,	but	if	the	reader	does	not	use	his	or	her	freed-up
cognitive	 resources	 to	 construct	 meaning,	 that	 reader	 is	 unlikely	 to
comprehend	what	is	read.	If	a	reader	uses	prosody,	however,	there	is	a	good
likelihood	that	he	or	she	is	actively	processing	the	text	for	meaning,	and	that
meaning	is	manifested	in	the	prosodic	reading.

Researchers	 Peter	 Schreiber	 (1987,	 1991;	 Schreiber	 and	 Read	 1980)	 and
Sarah	Dowhower	(1991)	explain	the	importance	of	prosody	in	reading.	They
say	that	in	reading,	the	reader	needs	to	be	able	to	chunk	or	phrase	the	text	into
meaningful	 units	 of	 multiple	 words—noun	 phrases,	 verb	 phrases,
prepositional	phrases,	etc.	In	oral	speech,	phrasing	is	marked	by	prosody:	the
speaker	uses	his	or	her	voice	to	help	the	listener	know	how	to	phrase	his	or
her	oral	speech.	In	reading,	phrases	are	not	generally	marked	within	the	text.
Punctuation	 does	 offer	 some	 help,	 but	 it	 is	 clearly	 an	 imperfect	 system.
Schreiber	 argues	 that	 a	 reader	 needs	 to	 use	 his	 or	 her	 tacit	 knowledge	 of
phrasing	 from	 oral	 language	 and	 apply	 it	 to	 phrasing	 written	 text.	 The
application	of	prosodic	knowledge	from	oral	 language	is	what	allows	this	to
happen	 in	 reading.	 So,	 when	 a	 reader	 reads	 with	 prosody,	 he	 or	 she	 is
chunking	 or	 phrasing	 the	 text	 into	 meaningful	 units	 that	 allows
comprehension	to	occur.

Research	 has	 demonstrated	 the	 relationship	 of	 prosody	 to	 reading
comprehension	(Daane,	et	al.	2005;	Pinnell,	et	al.	1995;	Rasinski,	Rikli,	and



Johnston	 2009).	 Studies	 of	 students	 from	 primary	 grades	 through	 middle
school	 have	 shown	 that	 those	 students	who	 read	with	 good	prosody	 in	 oral
reading	tend	to	have	the	best	comprehension	when	reading	silently.	And	with
every	drop	 in	 the	quality	of	prosody	 in	oral	 reading	comes	a	 corresponding
drop	 in	 silent	 reading	 comprehension.	 Those	 students	 who	 read	 with	 the
lowest	 levels	of	prosody	 tend	 to	be	 those	who	 read	 silently	with	 the	 lowest
levels	of	comprehension.	Many	of	 these	 students	are	 those	who	are	most	at
risk	for	reading	failure.

The	implication	behind	this	research	is	that	instruction	in	prosody,	as	well
as	 decoding	 accuracy	 and	 automaticity,	 will	 lead	 to	 increases	 in	 reading
comprehension	 in	 silent	 and	 oral	 reading	 and	 increases	 in	 overall	 reading
achievement.	 Interestingly,	 although	 most	 programs	 for	 teaching	 fluency
mention	the	importance	of	prosody	and	expression	in	reading,	they	seem	to	do
so	 only	 in	 passing.	 We	 have	 found	 that	 most	 commercial	 programs	 for
teaching	 reading	 fluency	 focus	almost	entirely	on	 the	decoding	automaticity
of	fluency,	with	the	greatest	emphasis	here	on	reading	fast.	Prosodic	reading
is	treated	almost	as	an	afterthought.

We	feel	that	ignoring	prosody	is	an	error	in	these	programs.	Prosody	must
be	an	equal	partner	in	reading	fluency	instruction.	Throughout	this	book,	we
will	 explain	 and	 demonstrate	 how	 prosody,	 along	 with	 word	 decoding
accuracy	and	automaticity,	can	be	taught	to	students	in	ways	that	are	engaging
and	authentic,	and	that	emphasize	making	meaning	throughout.

Fluency	has	been	called	“the	bridge	 from	phonics	or	word	 recognition	 to
comprehension.”	Indeed,	we	think	that	this	is	absolutely	true.	When	we	work
on	 developing	 automaticity	 in	 word	 recognition,	 we	 are	 linking	 fluency	 to
word	 recognition	 or	 phonics.	 We	 want	 readers	 to	 be	 so	 automatic	 in	 their
word	recognition	 that	 they	are	using	most	of	 their	cognitive	energy	 to	make
meaning	out	of	the	text	and	not	on	decoding	the	words.	And	when	we	work
on	developing	prosody	or	expressiveness	in	reading,	we	are	linking	fluency	to
comprehension.	For	readers	to	read	with	appropriate	phrasing	and	expression,
they	have	to	monitor	the	meaning	of	the	passage.	That’s	comprehension.

So,	authentic	teaching	of	fluency	has	very	little	to	do	with	making	students
read	 faster.	 It	 has	 everything	 to	 do	 with	 improving	 reading	 comprehension
and	 improving	 overall	 reading	 proficiency.	 In	 the	 following	 chapters,	 we
explore	 how	 we	 can	 teach	 fluency	 in	 ways	 that	 are	 authentic,	 engaging,
enjoyable,	and	effective.

Points	to	Ponder
1. Think	 about	 your	 own	development	 as	 a	 reader.	How	did	 you	develop



accuracy,	automaticity,	and	prosody	in	your	reading?	Were	there	specific
activities	or	lessons	that	your	teachers	or	parents	engaged	in	with	you	to
nurture	these	critical	competencies?

2. Dr.	 S.	 Jay	 Samuels	 (1979)	 first	 described	 the	 importance	 of	 having
students	 read	 a	 passage	 repeatedly.	 Recall	 instances	 in	 your	 own	 life
when	 you	 read	 a	 passage	 (or	 for	 that	 matter,	 watched	 a	 television
program,	 or	 sang	 a	 song)	more	 than	once.	Why	did	 you	 engage	 in	 the
repeated	 reading,	 viewing,	 and/or	 singing?	 What	 implications	 might
these	memories	have	for	your	own	teaching?

3. Prosody	is	usually	associated	with	oral	reading.	However,	for	prosody	to
have	a	true	impact	on	reading,	it	needs	to	be	active	during	silent	reading.
Do	 you	 hear	 yourself	 when	 you	 read	 silently?	 Do	 you	 attend	 to
punctuation,	 even	 when	 the	 punctuation	 is	 not	 marked,	 when	 reading
silently?	If	you	do	hear	yourself,	how	did	this	develop?
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