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A focus on fluency: How one
teacher incorporated fluency
with her reading curriculum

rAlthough reading fluency is a key goal for
the elementary school reading curriculum,
many teachers are not familiar with
effective methods of instruction and ways
for integrating reading fluency with the
curriculum. Readers Theatre, partner
reading, writer's craft passages, and a
limited focus on timed readings helped
students make substantial gains.

eading fluency is the ability to read accu-
Rrately, quickly, effortlessly, and with appro-
priate expression and meaning (Rasinski,
2003). The National Reading Panel identified it as
a key ingredient in successful reading instruction
(National Institute of Child Health and Human
Development, 2000). Reading fluency is impor-
tant because it affects students’ reading efficiency
and comprehension.
The theory of automaticity in reading (LaBerge
& Samuels, 1974) provides a theoretical explana-
tion for the importance of reading fluency.
According to this theory, readers have a limited
amount of attention they can devote to cognitive
tasks such as reading. Reading requires readers to
accomplish at least two critical tasks—they must
decode the words and comprehend the text. Given
the limited amount of attentional resources available
to any reader, attention that is given to the decoding
requirement cannot be used for comprehension.
Thus, readers who must spend considerable cognitive

effort to decode words, even if they are successful at
that task, may compromise their comprehension be-
cause they are not able to devote a sufficient amount
of their attention to making sense of the text.

One fluency goal for reading instruction then is
to develop decoding to the point where it becomes
an automatic process that requires a minimum of
attention. When decoding and the other surface-
level aspects of reading are automatized, readers
can devote a maximal amount of attention to the
deeper levels of reading—comprehension. A sec-
ond dimension (theoretical explanation) of read-
ing fluency lies in the role of prosodic or expressive
reading (Schreiber, 1980, 1987, 1991; Schreiber &
Read, 1980). Fluent readers not only are appropri-
ately fast but also read with good phrasing and
expression—they are able to express or embed
meaning into the text through their oral interpreta-
tion of the passage. In this sense, then, as students
learn to read in an expressive and meaningful man-
ner they are also learning to construct meaning or
comprehend the text. A recent review of the re-
search related to reading fluency confirms that flu-
ency is indeed a significant factor in reading and is
related to comprehension and achievement (Kuhn
& Stahl, 2000).

Although fluency has been identified as a key
element in successful reading programs, it is often
not a significant part of them (Allington, 1983;
Rasinski & Zutell, 1996). When I (Timothy, second
author) speak about reading fluency to groups of
teachers, I usually receive comments from partici-
pants that fluency is not something that was taught
in their teacher training programs and that it is not
part of their implemented reading curriculum—in
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short, they indicate a lack of familiarity with the
concept of fluency and how best to teach it.

When I talk with teachers about reading fluen-
cy, I often hear later from many of them about
what they are trying in the way of fluency instruc-
tion. Lorraine Griffith (first author) is one of those
teachers. Since her initial contact with me over
three years ago, we have often corresponded about
reading instruction in general and reading fluency
in particular. What she has done to make reading
fluency an integral part of her curriculum has
been, in my opinion, exceptional and a great ex-
ample of classroom scholarship. In this article we
share how she has transformed her reading pro-
gram by incorporating fluency instruction into the
curriculum.

Critically thinking nonreaders

Year after year, children have streamed into my
(Lorraine’s) rural fourth-grade classroom reading
below grade level. Teaching in North Carolina,
USA, a high-stakes assessment state, I felt the in-
creasing pressure to pull them up efficiently and ef-
fectively. I used a combination of silent reading,
partner reading, and teacher read-alouds in my
guided reading instruction. Students discussed their
silent, independent reading with me and with their
classmates. I included classroom instruction to be
sure my kids were prepared with the best compre-
hension tools—multiple-choice questions at mul-
tiple levels of depth and question stems from
sample lists provided by the North Carolina
Department of Public Instruction. I worked hard on
having students think about their thinking, learn
about inference, and make judgments on text.

From the year before I began embedding a flu-
ency emphasis into my curriculum (1999), I have
a vivid memory of a lanky girl named Ally (all
names used in this article are pseudonyms). At the
beginning of fourth grade she could successfully
read a first-grade level word list and comprebend at
a 2.5 level while reading silently on an informal
reading inventory. Because of an apparent phonics
deficit, her Title I teacher (part of a federally fund-
ed program intended to help disadvantaged chil-
dren at risk of school failure) worked with her
one-on-one in phonics for 30 minutes a day for the
entire school year. To nurture her reading compre-

hension, I used think-alouds in whole-class in-
struction on a regular basis.

During test-preparation remediation time, my
student teacher, the remediation assistant, or I
would take Ally alone and read the test-prep arti-
cle aloud to save time, due to Ally’s slow and la-
bored reading. We would then model critical
thinking through thinking aloud the question and
finding cues in the text to help answer. Ally seemed
to make terrific progress, eventually answering
about 80% of questions correctly on grade-level
passages. At year’s end, Ally had also shown
progress in the Title I testing. She was able to suc-
cessfully read a fourth-grade level word list, a
three-year gain. In contrast, she came up only six
months, to a third-grade level, in silent reading
comprehension. When the state testing rolled
around, Ally was unable to pass. Tears rolled down
her face as she looked up at me during the first
break, unable to finish even the first long article of
the test. The state testing required more from the
students: to decode longer passages effectively and
with automaticity and to answer higher level ques-
tions of analysis and synthesis. We had focused on
helping her to decode efficiently and to think criti-
cally about text we had read aloud to her, but the
actual skill of independent reading and compre-
hending simultaneously was still missing from her
set of reading skills and strategies.

As I reflected on my practice, I realized the at-
risk readers, children whose silent reading compre-
hension levels were below fourth grade, were
probably more dependent on the teacher read-
alouds during guided reading or a picture-enhanced
text than on the independently read, grade-level
texts themselves. If I didn’t read the text aloud, they
would depend on the class discussion and summa-
ry of the text for basic comprehension before an-
swering the multiple-choice questions. My students
were fooling me throughout the school year be-
cause they were participating actively in our class
discussions. They could develop ideas, extend
thoughts, and appear to have fully comprehended
the text when they were simply building on other
people’s reading abilities.

I knew I needed a better strategy for closing the
reading gap. To date, my at-risk fourth graders had
averaged a 1.2-year gain in silent reading according
to the informal reading inventory used in our Title I
program. In order for children who are up to three
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years below grade level to catch up by middle
school, the reading gains needed to increase sig-
nificantly. The catch-up plan needed to be more
than just effective—it needed to be efficient. My
instructional day was already full, with use of a bal-
anced literacy model, so I could consider substi-
tuting changes in practice only during the existing
blocks of time.

A strategy shift to fluency with

Readers Theatre: Year 1

In July 2000, I heard Tim Rasinski speak on
“Strategies for Struggling Readers” at a local
district-supported workshop. I was struck by the
data he reported on fluency and especially by one
of the studies he discussed from The Reading
Teacher atticle “I Never Thought I Could Be a Star:
A Readers Theatre Ticket to Reading Fluency”
(Martinez, Roser, & Strecker, 1999). I was amazed
to see the second graders in the study make re-
markable progress in their reading comprehension
after only a 10-week implementation of an authen-
tic oral reading fluency strategy—Readers Theatre.

I knew that the eventual goal of reading in-
struction was for children to be able to think criti-
cally about text they read silently. I wanted them
to be able to read a text independently, compre-
hending it deeply enough to answer questions re-
quiring judgment and analysis of text. But there
was a step missing in my reading instruction be-
tween decoding text and being able to critically
think about that text. Somehow I had to find a way
to bridge the gap between a stumbling grasp of in-
dependent reading with most of the child’s atten-
tion focused on decoding, to a firm grip on the
deeper, interpretive skill that accompanies fluent
reading with understanding.

I was ready to try a shift in my reading instruc-
tion techniques to an emphasis on fluency instruc-
tion. I decided to emulate the study I had heard and
read about (Martinez et al., 1999) and try Readers
Theatre for the first 10 weeks of the 2000-2001
school year.

Because I was not sure this idea warranted rad-
ical changes in a fourth-grade classroom, I did not
alter my guided reading block. I continued to use
a varied combination of novels, short stories, non-
fiction, and the basal reader as texts. I continued to
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teach the same critical thinking techniques in dis-
cussion of real text. But I added an emphasis on
reading fluency through Readers Theatre using
minimal classroom time.

Finding scripts

Before I could begin implementation in my
classroom, I had to locate Readers Theatre scripts.
At first I wondered how I would find enough
scripts to keep my children reading for 10 weeks. I
was amazed to find free Readers Theatre scripts
on Internet sites, such as Aaron Shepard’s (www.
aaronshep.com/rt/index.html). I also found a num-
ber of age-appropriate script collections for pur-
chase and especially enjoyed the scripts by Braun
and Braun (2000a, 2000b) and Dixon, Davies, and
Politano (1996). But I soon discovered that scripts
were quite easy to develop on my own, especially
when using poetry such as Maya Angelou’s poem
“Life Doesn’t Frighten Me at All” (Angelou &
Basquiat, 1998). Moving beyond poetry into con-
tent-related topics, I found that scripts I arranged
could be integrated quite effectively with language
arts, science, or social studies.

One example of a Readers Theatre script I de-
veloped is “Magnetism” (Figure 1), to be used in
conjunction with an electricity unit. I simply pulled
key phrases from a nonfiction text and then added
some similes for literary value. My goal was to in-
troduce some of the key vocabulary and concepts
in the unit and also have the children think about
the deeper meaning of magnetism removed from
the context of science.

Weekly procedure

I followed a simple weekly procedure. In the
beginning weeks, every child had the same script.
I wanted the more accomplished readers to model
fluent reading for the others. After copying enough
scripts for each child, I highlighted the assigned
parts using a variety of colored highlighters. I
quickly and randomly handed out the highlighted
Readers Theatre scripts on Monday mornings and
assigned a nightly 10-minute practice read. The
children recorded their practice times in reading
logs, usually rehearsing with a parent or sibling. On
Fridays, just before lunchtime, the children re-
hearsed in groups for about 15 minutes. Because
each child received a script randomly with only his
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4 A
FIGURE 1
Magnetism: A Readers Theatre script by Lorraine Griffith
A Readers Theatre script for three voices
Reader 1
Reader 2
Reader 3 i
R1: Magnetism, an invisible force,
R2: like wind.
R3: An invisible force of attraction,
All: like staticky socks and love.
R1: Lodestones are special pieces of iron ore,
R3: a magnet found in nature.
R2: Lodestones attract paper clips, iron nails, and staples on the floor.
All: Magnetic poles:
Rt where magnetic fields are strongest.
R2: One north.
R3: One south.
RL Unlike poles attract
R2: north toward south
R3: and south toward north,
R2: but like poles repel.
R Repel means push away.
R3: North from north
RL and south from south.
Alt: A magnetic compass,
R1: north,
R2: south,
R3: east,
All: and west.
R Sailors and hikers navigate through oceans of water or trees.
R1&2: It's not love or wind or staticky socks.
Alt: It's magnetism.
. J

or her part actually marked, and then practiced in-
dependently during the week, they actually “met”
their fellow performers just before lunch on
Fridays during rehearsal. The highlighted parts had
been color-coded so I could just announce, “Pink
group practice by the windows...yellow group near
the computers.” While they practiced, I coached in-
dividuals and small groups of students in reading
with expression and meaning.

The nature of Readers Theatre requires inter-
pretation of text with the human voice. There is no
memorization of text because the children are
asked to creatively interpret the meaning of the pas-
sage each time they read. There is no acting; there
are no props and no costumes. The drama is com-
municated by the children, through phrasing, paus-
ing, and expressive reading of text.

Initially, it was effective to have all of the chil-
dren use the same script. One child would see her
or his part interpreted a number of different ways
and recognize the potential drama in the written
word. As the weeks went on I developed a wider
variety of script resources. Eventually I divided the
children into different performance troupes each
week. Each group of readers had a different script
to perform, allowing for a much more interesting
Friday production. But I paid no attention to the
child’s reading level as I assigned parts. It was tru-
ly a nonability-grouped activity. Because the text
was practiced so often throughout the week and the
lines were limited in number, even a low-functioning
reader could perform well on Friday. I wanted all of
the children to consider themselves as equals dur-
ing the performances, differing only on the level
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