  Reading Fluency

 Reading is a critical component for learning and the successful attainment of the Common Core standards. Students who struggle with reading fluency become increasingly hindered in their ability to effectively read texts that increase in complexity across grade levels. 
Understanding Fluency
What is Fluency?


Consider the idea of a car that cannot get up to speed on the interstate. It has a powerful and well-running engine but a faulty transmission that transfers less than the optimum amount of energy generated by the engine to the tires. The result is an inefficient automobile “system” which does not run properly. This is a simple analogy for an all too common reading situation that is present in schools at the elementary, middle, and secondary levels across the country. A situation where intelligent students struggle with reading. Poor outcomes on such tests often drives the decision to focus instruction on what appears to be the problem – comprehension. However, such a decision may well be misinformed since reading is a system of integrative sub-processes. When these sub-processes are ignored, getting to good comprehension becomes difficult and frustrating - for both teachers and students. Reading fluency integrates these multiple sub-processes with comprehension to result in a better operating reading system.
So what is reading fluency? Whether reading aloud or silently, we can think of fluency as the ability to “read smooth.” As such, we can use the terms “fluency” and “smooth” interchangeably with the difference being that the latter is less technical. When coupled with comprehension, fluency provides insight into how efficiently a particular student’s reading system is functioning. Fluent readers exhibit three characteristics that work together to produce smooth reading. First, fluent readers can quickly and accurately decode words. Secondly, smooth readers read aloud at a conversational pace. Lastly, fluent readers use appropriate prosody (or expression) when they read. When all three of these indicators are properly integrated the result is smooth reading which facilitates comprehension, a relationship which will be discussed shortly. 

What Is Disfluent Reading?

In understanding fluent reading it’s helpful to discuss what is not reading fluency, in other words, what is “disfluent” reading. Smooth reading is not reading excessively fast or slow and fluent reading is not quickly “scanning” the text, hoping to get the general idea or gist; though there are times when this is a valuable technique. Fluent reading is also not excessively slow reading, even if all the words are pronounced perfectly well. 

Readers who are disfluent struggle with one or more of the three fluency indicators. For example, the reader may struggle to accurately decode words, resulting in long pauses or attempts at sounding out the word. In other instances reading may be punctuated by many stops, starts, and repeats of what was just read. Disfluent readers may also have difficulty grouping words into natural phrases while others have no trouble decoding words but read the text excessively fast, often ignoring commas, periods, and question marks as if in a race to the finish. Other disfluent readers, whether they read slowly, quickly, or at a conversational pace, lack appropriate expression (prosody) when they read. This results in reading in a flat and monotone voice, or with only occasional instances of expression.  In contrast, fluent readers blend all three indicators – identifying words and phrases quickly and accurately, reading at a conversational pace, and using appropriate expression, into what results in smooth and pleasant sounding reading that facilitates comprehension. When a reader struggles with any one of these indicators meaning making can become more difficult. Trouble with two or more makes comprehension much more challenging while complex text further exasperates the problem.
The Importance of Fluency for Student Success

Why is fluency important to reading and academic achievement? Why is fluency a prominent part of the Common Core State Standards, and why should teachers ensure that students are fluent readers? 

Whether reading aloud or silently, the ability to read words accurately, automatically, and with prosody is reflective of an efficient reading “system” that assists in comprehension. While fluency is most easily evaluated through oral reading, the same processes operate to produce silent reading fluency. For fluent readers, silent reading often results in faster processing of text. It can be assumed that students who are fluent oral readers are also fluent when reading silently with the same text. This means that achieving reading fluency is critical to reading complex text, and to subsequent success with the Common Core standards.

The second reason why developing fluency in students cannot be ignored is very often that disfluent readers are unable to finish assignments and assessments on time which results in little chance of achieving academic success. 

At this point you may be wondering why fluency is important to comprehension. The answer is in how our brains allocate attention and process information while reading. 

 Reading with understanding is a cognitive process that requires the reader to focus attention on two activities. First, the reader must unlock the words from print while they secondly, make meaning from what’s being read. In a fluent reader this process occurs almost seamlessly and for practical purposes, instantaneously, reflecting the efficiency with which the reading system operates. In disfluent readers who struggle with decoding the reading process is inefficient, labored, and often breaks down. The challenge here is that human attention and working memory (the ability to simultaneously hold and manipulate multiple pieces of information) are limited cognitive resources - as humans we have a finite amount. When the reader must devote a large amount of attention to decoding words there is little working memory left for thinking about what’s being read. Although there is more to fluent reading than just accurate decoding, lack thereof often results in an inadequate reading pace and diminished prosody. For a student with an efficiently developed reading system, the almost instant recognition of words and their meaning requires a scant amount of the reader’s attention. This leaves most of working memory available for comprehension. For example, try to remember several 5-digit numbers while carrying on a non-related conversation. Attention must be divided between rehearsing the numbers in order to remember them and on maintaining the conversation. This example highlights the struggle experienced by disfluent readers who struggle to decode words while attempting to understand the text.

Another reason why fluency is critical to comprehension is vocabulary. An important part of creating meaning from reading is understanding the words in the text. Let’s assume a reader “knows” a word when it is spoken. To unlock the known word from text, the reader must be able to decode it. This means that instances may occur when a reader knows the word when it is spoken, but lacks the fluency skills to unlock it from the text, critically affecting comprehension. 
At this point let’s recognize that many factors in addition to fluency are involved in comprehending text. Factors such as background knowledge, vocabulary, textual characteristics, reader interest, and motivation can all influence comprehension. Because of these factors, while fluent reading is likely to aid comprehension, it is not a guarantee. On the other hand, being a disfluent reader is very likely to result in less than adequate comprehension. This is especially so with complex text which often contains longer sentences, unfamiliar syntax, multiple levels and meaning, and more multi-syllabic words. Numerous research studies have shown that when comparing readers who comprehend well from those who do not, fluency accounts for up to half of the difference. 

In summary, fluent reading is important because it allows the reader to focus their attentional and working memory resources on understanding what is being read. Instructional practices that ignore the larger reading system are likely to result in frustrated readers who may never reach their full ability to comprehend what they read. This limits the student’s ability to achieve the Common Core and ultimately, their academic potential. Now let’s get a deeper understanding of the three indicators of fluent reading – word identification accuracy, pacing, and prosody.
Characteristics of Fluent Reading


What do fluent readers do that characterizes their reading? There are three prominent characteristics of fluent reading, what we call fluency “indicators” that good readers have in common. These three include the ability to accurately decode words, reading the text at an appropriate pace, and reading with prosody (expression).
Word Identification Accuracy

Students who understand the principles of phonics know the sounds of the English language are represented by printed letters and letter combinations, and when combined into letter strings make the words we use in speech. They have also learned the numerous rules and exceptions that regulate how these words are transferred from print to speech, a process we call decoding. With sufficient practice, readers learn to accurately and instantly recognize a large number of words. These words become part of the reader’s long-term memory. The “automatic” retrieval from long-term memory is accomplished without conscious awareness and consumes little if any of the reader’s mental resources, allowing them to focus on comprehension. The extent to which a reader correctly identifies words in text is called word identification accuracy and reflects the efficiency with which the student has learned and can decode words. Thus, decoding knowledge provides the reader with a “bootstrapping” capability to self-learn new words. Unfortunately, disfluent readers with an insufficient knowledge of the decoding system can become quickly frustrated with what they may consider to be an exhausting and uninteresting activity of little value. In sum, the accuracy with which a reader decodes words in connected text is one reflection of an efficient reading system and an important indicator of fluent reading.
Pacing 

The second indicator of smooth reading is the ability to read the text at an appropriate pace. Pacing is affected not only by accurate and automatic word reading, but also by familiarity with the syntax used by the author. Other factors involving comprehension processing can also affect the pace at which text is read. What is an appropriate pace? It is not speed reading. Encouraging students to read unnaturally fast will almost certainly result in poorer comprehension because the student must focus their attention on reading words quickly rather than on constructing meaning. Experts who study reading fluency suggest that the pace at which humans engage in conversation can be considered a rough approximation for appropriate oral reading. Of course we all know people who speak quickly and others who speak more slowly. The point here is that as teachers, we allow for the normal variance in speech when determining what represents conversational pacing for fluent reading. The goal for instruction then, is to encourage students to read at a conversational pace that mimics their normal speech. As students grow in their reading ability they often read at a faster pace when reading silently because the articulation used to produce speech is not required. 

Prosody

Like the other two, this third indicator of reading fluency occurs in both oral and silent reading. Reading with prosody is what the reader does to make the text mimic normal speech. Prosody is critical to human language because it acts as like a “cognitive framework” that helps us to comprehend when engaged in speaking and listening. Imagine listening to a fast-talking, monotone individual – it quickly becomes difficult to make meaning and stay engaged as a listener. Perhaps you’ve heard two people talking in a language you don’t understand. After listening carefully you’ll hear a “rhythm” to their speech that consists of pauses, inflections, phrases, and expression. What you’re hearing is prosody and it helps the listener understand what’s being said. Research suggests that students who read with prosody are more likely to understand what they read than those who do not.

Being a fluent reader means all three of these indicators are evident when reading. The student reads words accurately and at an appropriate pace, and applies prosody when reading. In sum, the three fluency indicators of accuracy, pacing, and prosody work in coherence with each other facilitate understanding of the text.

Text Complexity 
Texts can vary in their complexity based on the writing conventions used by the author. These conventions include the use of vocabulary, how words are arranged (syntax), whether meaning is straight-forward or exists on multiple levels, and the extent to which the author ties the text together (coherence). For all these reasons complex texts can be particularly challenging because the reader must pay close attention to the text, often re-reading it several times for meaning and interpretation. For students who are not fluent readers, this process is made much more difficult as reading the text once is effortful, likely unsuccessful, and oftentimes a second reading is either avoided or unlikely to be attempted. 
Instruction to Encourage Fluent Reading

A critical principle of fluency instruction is that students must have sufficient practice with a variety of texts. Strategies that provide practice with independent and instructional level texts encourage fluency development in readers. Below, we briefly mention several fluency strategies while a more detailed description is available for each at the link provided at the end of the description.
Whole-Class Choral Reading


Whole-class choral reading is a strategy where all students read the same text aloud with the teacher. This is a powerful assisted reading strategy that can use either a repeated-reading or wide-reading implementation. Texts can and should be drawn directly from the curriculum. In a repeated-reading protocol the same text is read multiple times across several days. With a wide-reading implementation, different but very similar texts are read each day. An example of a similar text might be an extended story where each day the next succeeding paragraph(s) is read. Whole-class choral reading provides many benefits for students. For example, students are able to hear a model of good reading because the teacher leads the class in reading. This also means that students are provided with immediate assistance on pronouncing unfamiliar words and phrases. Because students read with the teacher, they also hear a model of prosodic reading while they are reading. A key feature of choral reading is that it provides a safe “cover” for struggling readers as individual students are neither asked to read nor are they singled out for either good or poor reading. All praise and correction is given to the class as a single entity and not to individual students. Research evidence suggests that whole-class choral reading helps both proficient and struggling readers whether implemented in reading or content classes. The link below provides explicit implementation instructions.
 "That Sounded Good!": Using Whole-Class Choral Reading to Improve Fluency  

16 Minutes of “Eyes-on-Text” Can Make a Difference: Whole-Class Choral Reading as an Adolescent Fluency Strategy 

The Importance of Adolescent Fluency 

Alternative Text Types to Improve Reading Fluency for Competent to Struggling Readers 

Paired or Buddy Reading

Paired or buddy reading is a peer-assisted learning (PALS) strategy where students read in groups of two and is most often used in the elementary grades but can be used in older grades as well. In this strategy students take turns reading the text to each other. It is helpful if less fluent readers are paired with a more fluent reader. Texts are chosen which serve the curricular needs of the class and which are at the independent reading level of the better reader, but not so difficult that the partner is frustrated. It’s important that a routine for paired reading be decided in advance by the teacher. Directions for how students will take turns reading, how they will handle instances where a student does not know a word, how to check for understanding, and how long a paired reading session will last must be decided in advance. The link below provides instructions for implementation.
Using Paired Reading to Increase Fluency and Peer Cooperation 

Repeated Reading


Repeated reading refers to instances when students read the same text several times. Often times repeated readings are distributed across several days where the passage is read two or three times the first day to reinforce proper pronunciation and phrasing, and then once a day for two to three more days. The idea is to help the student increase their automaticity with words and phrases specific to the text. This automaticity will transfer to words and phrases in other texts. Repeated reading can be implemented in a one-on-one basis where a teacher or paraprofessional works directly with the student, in small groups or as a whole class. In other instances repeated reading is a feature within a strategy such as whole-class choral reading. SAP provides fluency packets at the link below:

SAP Fluency Packets 
Fluency Development Lesson
Fluency instruction is not something that is “in addition to,” rather, it is intricate to effective reading instruction. The Fluency Development Lesson (Rasinski et al., 1994) was recognized by the National Reading Panel (2000) as an effective approach to developing fluent readers in grades 1-3. The FDL routine uses a Gradual Release of Responsibility model where the teacher shifts reading responsibility for reading to the students. At its essence, the FDL uses short pieces of text including poems, rhymes, and segments of stories which students read aloud in unison with the teacher (choral reading) several times (repeated reading). The reader should refer to the link below for the FDL instructional protocol. The Fluency Packets on Achieve the Core are very similar to this technique.
http://www.reading.org/Libraries/podcasts/II-Rasinski-FDL.pdf 

Developing Fluency in Grades 4 through 8

While reading instruction does not stop after third grade, its nature does change. In general, most students have acquired at least some knowledge of how to use phonics to read words and some degree of fluency with connected text. However, students will vary in their ability in both of these areas for a variety of reasons and thus students struggling with fluency in these grades would benefit from the same activities detailed above. 

Finally, it should be pointed out that responsibility for reading development must be shared across content areas. It is beyond any reasonable expectation that language arts teachers, in addition to teaching grammar, writing, and literature, can also assist students with readings specific to the science, math, and social studies curriculum. Within the Common Core the responsibility for reading development must be shared among all teachers. 
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