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ABSTRACT

One third grade teacher and twenty-two of her students participated in this 10-week study that was conducted as a pull-out function of the regular classroom setting at an elementary school.  The group of twenty-two represented a heterogeneous mix of male and female students, with varying reading abilities.  The study addressed the effects of fluency instruction on fluency and comprehension outcomes in two smaller groups of students: those with low fluency skills and high comprehension abilities, and those with all other combinations of fluency and comprehension skills.  Twenty-two students were assigned to one of two learning environments: Optimal Learning Model pull-out fluency instruction using the newspaper as text, or regular classroom instruction.  Results indicated statistically significant effects for number of miscues, correct words per minute, and prosody for the six students in the pull-out study group.

PURPOSE


Research has demonstrated that students who participate in literacy programs that incorporate the newspaper as authentic text outperform students who do not use the newspaper.  However, few studies have offered quantitative data that shows a correlation between systematic reading instruction using the newspaper, and student progress in decoding, fluency, or comprehension.  The purpose of this research was to investigate the advantages of using this readily available, low-cost, high-interest authentic text to improve the reading fluency of third grade students.

RATIONALE


Most reading researchers agree that fluency bridges the gap between merely recognizing words and reading comprehension, but researchers’ definitions of fluency differ greatly.  Three primary components seem to be accepted in most variations of the definition: accuracy in decoding, automaticity in word recognition, and the appropriate use of prosodic features including stress, pitch, and juncture.  Consequently, the newspaper, rich in opportunities to decode unfamiliar words, recognize frequently used words, and practice prosody, was a logical choice of authentic text for this research.  

PARTICIPANTS

The study was conducted in one elementary school in a small school district of families who live in rural and suburban settings.  Of the 22 third-grade participants who started the study, 21 completed it.  The student who left the study was transferred to another class, and was not a member of the pull-out study group.  No statistically significant differences between the two groups were observed, aside from the noted discrepancy between miscues and comprehension in the six-member study group which was not present for the remaining class members.  The study group consisted of four males and two females.  One of the six in the study group was African American, and none of the study group participants were receiving special education services.  Of the remaining 15 students who were enrolled in the class throughout the study, seven were male and eight were female.  Two of these fifteen students were African American, and four of these fifteen were receiving special education services.

TEACHERS

One third grade teacher volunteered to participate in this study.  Additionally, a graduate student/teacher instructed the pull-out study group.  Both teachers were female, both had bachelor’s degrees, and both were participating in graduate programs.  The graduate student was certified in middle grades education, and had eight years of teaching experience.  The classroom teacher was certified in elementary education, and had 12 years of teaching experience.

PROCEDURES

Because “reading fluency develops over time through modeling and instruction, and guided and independent practice in a variety of texts,” (Worthy & Broaddus, 2002) the pull-out fluency instruction in this study followed a progression through the four phases of learning outlined by Routman’s Optimal Learning Model (2003) (see Appendix 1).  Instruction began in the demonstration phase and proceeded, over a ten-day period, through the phases of shared demonstration, guided practice, and independent practice (see Appendix 2).  By adhering to this model, the responsibility for learning was gradually transitioned from the teacher to the students.  Participants met with the teacher 45 minutes a day for ten days.  Each day’s instruction included a warm-up activity, one or more instructional activities, and a closure activity.  Additionally, students were asked to complete a minimum of 15 minutes of newspaper reading, which was recorded on a reading log, eight of the ten days for homework.

GENERAL IMPLEMENTATION PROCEDURES

During the Demonstration phase, learning was initiated by the teacher, who modeled fluent reading, allowing the students to experience what good readers do.  Fisher and Medvic describe this modeling process as the “intonation, expressive emphasis, rhythm and inflection [through which] we invite children to enter the story with us, engaging their imagination and intellect” (2003, p.2).  The read aloud was chosen as the opening activity because “it is an essential component of a balanced reading program in the primary grades, and the groundwork upon which all other elements of a reading/writing workshop are built, including shared reading, silent reading, one-on-one reading with the teacher, guided reading, paired reading, literature circles, author studies, response journals, and book sharing” (Fisher & Medvic, 2003). Furthermore, because “reading aloud exposes and supports students in reading and engaging with texts that they may not be able to handle independently,” (Worthy & Broaddus, 2002) the read aloud experience was an important introduction to the newspaper article selected by the students, which was written above the reading level of the students in the study group.  To foster learning both during and after the read aloud, the teacher explained the metacognitive experience while the students listened, observed, and participated on a very limited basis.  

The teacher-student assisted, choral, and tape-assisted reading activities included in the Shared Demonstration phase of instruction accommodated the individual and collective needs of the six students in the study group.  Following an initial running record using the newspaper article selected by the students as text, the teacher developed three scaffolded activities that would be beneficial to all six students: one to develop automaticity with sight word vocabulary, one to develop decoding skills for content vocabulary, and one designed to teach the students to group words into chunks when reading.  The third activity, although not directly linked to either decoding or automaticity, was included because “fluent readers seem to understand how to chunk parts of sentences into meaningful units, . . . but many struggling readers do not have this ability” (Tompkins, 2003).  Moreover, the third activity was a natural extension of the first two, and a necessary skill for the Guided Practice phase.

  As the students worked independently on these newspaper-based activities, the teacher held conferences with students to conduct repeated readings and to provide feedback and corrective instruction on their individual fluency skills and abilities.  “It is important to note that all effective repeated reading procedures have two features in common: (1) they provide students with many opportunities to practice reading, and (2) they provide students with guidance in how fluent readers read and with feedback to help them become aware of and correct their mistakes” (Osborn & Lehr, 2003).  Throughout this phase, the teacher invited student participation by emphasizing “extensive practice as a means of improving students’ fluency” (Osborn & Lehr, 2003), and by providing “explicit demonstrations of and scaffolds for the skills or tasks being employed” (Routman, 2003). 

The learning became much more student-initiated during the Guided Practice phase of the study.  By engaging in the partner reading, newspaper circle, and readers theater activities conducted in this phase, students had many opportunities to reread text and to practice fluency.  They also had ample opportunities to learn and develop prosody—“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” (Kuhn & Stahl, 2000).  

Because “the ease, speed, and understanding gained during meaningful, guided oral fluency instruction and practice helps to develop students’ ability to read silently for meaning, a major aim of reading instruction” (Worthy & Broaddus, 2003), the students were well-prepared to progress to the Independent Practice phase of the Optimal Learning Model by the end of the study.   Another running record was conducted, giving students an opportunity to demonstrate their new level of understanding and fluency competence and to set new learning goals for future reading success with minimal assistance.  As a culminating activity, the study group students performed their readers theater script for the whole class to further demonstrate their command of accurate, automatic, and prosodic reading abilities.

MATERIALS

In addition to the newspapers provided to each of the six student participants, a variety of instructional materials were used in this study.  Reproducible handouts and activity sheets were used in conjunction with each of the daily activities.  Some of these reproducible materials were reference sheets for the students, some were for documentation purposes, and others were for student response.  Additional materials included art supplies for activity completion and audio/recording equipment and supplies.

MEASURES

In preparation for the study, the McGraw Hill Classroom Reading Inventory (CRI) was conducted and data was compiled for all students in the third grade class.  The CRI is an individual diagnostic reading test which provides information to teachers that will enable them to make instructional decisions.  It is designed to be used with students in all grade levels, and it employs two main formats:  Subskills Format and Reader Response Format.    The Subskills Format was used during this study because it provides specific information about a student’s decoding and comprehension skills (which are both necessary in identifying students who need to strengthen their fluency skills), because it provides the teacher with a pretest and a posttest, and because it would coordinate with the classroom teacher’s pre-established running record program.  

To be eligible for the study group, a student’s CRI results needed to demonstrate a discrepancy between their reading accuracy and their ability to comprehend what they had read.  Of the 22 students tested, six had Significant Word Recognition Errors that indicated the third grade reading sample was at their frustration level while their Comprehension Errors indicated that the third grade reading sample was at their instructional or independent level.  The discrepancies between the two scores suggested that these six students might benefit from reading fluency instruction.  Although their miscues were not impeding their comprehension of the text at this point, research has shown that “as the volume and complexity of reading expectations and materials expand, students who are not developing fluency have a hard time understanding and keeping up with schoolwork and often find themselves in increasing difficulty even if they have previously done well” (Worthy & Broaddus, 2002).  Thus, based on the results of the CRI, six students were chosen to participate in the study group.  


The Multidimensional Fluency Scale (MFS) (see Appendix 3) was used as a pre- and post-assessment instrument to rate reader fluency for all 22 students in the study.  Unlike the CRI, this assessment instrument took into consideration the elements of prosody relevant to fluent reading ability.  Although not used for participant selection, the MFS was used to calculate quantitative measures of improvement for all 22 students during the study.


A Reading Survey (see Appendix 4) was also completed by each of the study participants.  This survey was an interest inventory, a self-assessment of reading strengths and weaknesses, and an indicator of attitudes attributed to reading text.  The survey was designed specifically for this study, and the results were only used to develop activities for the six students participating in the study group.

DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURES

Pretest data collection procedures occurred in January before implementation of the study.  Posttest data were collected in February, at the conclusion of the research.  The graduate student/teacher individually administered all pre- and post-assessment instruments for all 22 student participants.

RESULTS

First, results are presented comparing groups on changes in Significant Word Recognition errors and Comprehension errors as determined by the CRI (Table 1).  Second, results for the change in Correct Words Per Minute, extrapolated using data from the CRI and times for each reading, are presented for the two groups (Table 2).  Third, comparisons of the change in fluency quantified by the MFS for each group are presented (Table 3).

TABLE 1: A comparison of change in average Significant Word Recognition errors and  average Comprehension errors on the CRI for two groups
 

	GROUP
	SIG WR 1
	SIG WR 2
	Δ SIGWR
	COMP 1
	COMP 2
	Δ COMP

	Study Group Ave.
	12.7
	8.7
	-4
	0.6
	1.6
	+1.0

	Control Group Ave.
	13.3
	14.9
	+1.6
	1.0
	1.4
	+0.4


TABLE 2: A comparison of change in average Correct Words Per Minute read by two groups

	GROUP 
	CWPM 1
	CWPM 2
	Δ CWPM

	Study Group Ave.
	82.7
	72.8
	-9.9

	Control Group Ave.
	91.6
	77.7
	-13.9


TABLE 3: A comparison of change in average Multidimensional Fluency Scale ratings for two groups

	GROUP
	MFS 1
	MFS 2
	Δ MFS

	Study Group Ave.
	7.2
	10.8
	+3.6

	Control Group Ave.
	8.7
	9.6
	+0.9


DISCUSSION

The results of the CRI indicate that the study group made an average of four fewer word recognition errors following the pull-out instruction.  This was a notable change because the control group demonstrated an average of 1.6 more errors on the post-assessment.  Interestingly, however, the study group’s success with word recognition did not convey to increases in comprehension.  In fact, the study group made an average of one more comprehension error, compared to the control group’s average increase of 0.4 comprehension errors, on the post-assessment. These results may support the 1991 research of Anderson, Wilkinson, & Mason, which “found that too much attention to fluency in a reading lesson could detract from reading comprehension” (Osborn & Lehr, 2003).


Both the study group and the control group exhibited significant decreases in correct words read per minute.  The study group fared marginally better than the control group in this comparison, dropping only 9.9 words per minute, as opposed to the control group’s average drop of 13.9 words per minute.  Although the post-assessment passage had fewer words to read, it appears to have been more difficult for all of the students.  Students indicated having comparatively little prior knowledge about the topic of the second passage, a factor that may have made the passage seem more difficult for the students, and may have contributed to the additional errors in comprehension.


The MFS results showed statistically significant increases for the study group.  On only a twelve point scale, students in the study group increased their fluency ratings an average of 3.6 points on the post-assessment.  Comparatively, the control group students only increased an average of 0.9 points on the same passage reading. 

STUDY LIMITATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

The focus of this study was on improving the fluency of third grade students.  As such, the study was limited to instruction and activities that emphasized skills and strategies associated with fluency.  Because “prosody may also provide a link between fluency and comprehension” (Kuhn, 2000), this study leaves unanswered the possibility that even more significant outcomes for students would be attained with newspaper-based instruction focused on fluency and comprehension strategies.  Because the study group met for only 450 minutes of instructional time, more extensive research on the effects of the process used in this study seems warranted.  Because the study focused only on improving the fluency of students whose CRI results demonstrated a discrepancy between accuracy and comprehension, it is unclear whether similar results could be achieved for students who performed differently on the CRI.  And, because the study included only students in the third grade, additional research would be necessary to determine if such a program would be effective intervention for students at other grade levels.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

Research has clearly shown that there are, at a minimum, “three keys to effective fluency instruction:  modeling fluent reading for students, having students practice read (or read repeatedly) certain passages, and supporting students while they read by reading with them” (Rasinski, 2003).  The research reported here suggests that elementary education teachers can achieve success by using these instructional approaches with the newspaper as text.  “The benefits of modeled reading include gains in rate, accuracy, phrasing, segmentation, and expression” (Worthy & Broaddus, 2002).  The qualitative benefits of using the newspaper as text, however, could not accurately be measured with the quantitative assessment instruments used in this study.  

The teacher found that reading the newspaper was intrinsically motivating for students, even at the third grade level.  The students in the study group were afforded the added experience of actually interacting with the characters of the stories—community members who responded enthusiastically to the efforts of the students—an option not often available to students reading from basal texts.  These outcomes support the findings of John Haefner, Professor Emeritus of Social Studies Education at the University of Iowa, who wrote, 

Students, given the opportunity, come to see the newspaper as a bridge between the confining and often unreal world of school, and the vibrant, confusing and complex “real” world of which they are a part.  Students will read a newspaper when they will not read other school materials because the newspaper records events that have meaning for them (Sullivan & Allen-Thompson, 1998).  

Moreover, this study supports the premise that “when teachers make fluency a major classroom focus and when instruction and materials are engaging, students can accomplish the major goal of reading instruction—reading independently for learning and enjoyment” (Worthy & Broaddus, 2002). 

Schedule of Methods and Measures
for EDCI 590 Research Project

January 7, 2004:  Meet with classroom teacher to determine test and
control groups for field study and to draft letter to parents

January 8, 2004:  Complete review of scholarly literature on

· Fluency

· Individual Reading Inventories best suited to evaluation of fluency skills

· Read Alouds

· Readers Theater and Guided Reading techniques and strategies

· Previously conducted studies with third grade students

· Tutoring programs for reading

· Learning models for progression of instruction in reading

January 9, 2004:  Meet with Janet Gibson, NIE Manager at the Free Lance-Star to

discuss study plans and delivery dates.

January 12, 2004:  Select and obtain Individual Reading Inventory instrument materials

And design student interest/reading inventory

January 20-22, 2004:  Conduct pre-assessments of students in test group (skills,

readiness, interests, and learning styles) and control group (skills)

January 26, 2004:  Determine students’ needs, students’ interests, and focus areas for

study group

January 27, 2004:  Make instructional plans for the study—

· Select strategies best suited to results of pre-assessment instruments.

· Adapt these strategies to newspaper integration.

January 28, 2004:  Outline lessons for teaching fluency strategies, and email plans to

Classroom teacher for review

January 29, 2004:  Obtain supplemental materials for chosen strategies

February 2-20, 2004:  Meet with students every school day (except on snow days and

February 16, Presidents’ Day Holiday), from 9:45 to 10:30 a.m., to model, coach and practice fluency strategies with test group using the newspaper as text 

February 23-24, 2004:  Conduct Post-assessments of test and control groups

March 1-15, 2004:  Complete first draft of Research Report, and submit to advisor
March 15-29, 2004:  Design Teacher’s Guide

April 2-12, 2004:  Complete second draft of Research Report

April 14, 2004:  Post Study Report and Teacher’s Guide on Free Lance-Star website

(www.fredericksburg.com/NIE) and advertise on 600+ member NIE list serve

April 14, 2004:  Submit completed 590 Research Project
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Daily Schedule

Day One




Day Two

Warm-Up:  10 minutes to free-read newspaper
Warm-Up:  read Newspaper Reader’s Checklist

Procedure:
1. Introduction to the Newspaper
Procedure:
1. Demonstration: Read Aloud*

A. language



2. Introduction to 300 High-

B. page numbering 



Frequency Words

C. folds



3. Practice—Frequent A and B
D. parts and index



word sentences

2. Practice—Story Nomination* 
Closure: share sentences

Closure:  reassemble newspapers


Homework: Newspaper Reading Log

Homework: Newspaper Reading Log

Day Three




Day Four
Warm-Up:  Frequent CDE word warm-up

Warm-Up:  Frequent FGH word warm-up

Procedure:
1. Shared Demonstration:
Procedure: 
1. Shared Demonstration:




Running Records/



Teacher-Student

Teacher-Student




Assisted Reading*

Assisted Reading*


2.  Word Wall of Non-Frequent

2. Newspaper Story Word




words from Article*

Worm Activity*




3. Word Wall Word Play Maps 

Closure:  Shared Demonstration: Choral Reading*
Closure: share posters



Homework: Newspaper Reading Log

Homework: Newspaper Reading Log

Day Five




Day Six
Warm-Up:  Frequent IJK word warm-up

Warm-Up: Frequent LMN word warm-up

Procedure: 
1. Shared Demonstration: 
Procedure:
1. Shared Demonstration:




Teacher-Student




Tape-Assisted Reading*




Assisted Reading*


2. Comics Captions Activity*



2. Ways to Phrase Activity*





Closure: share Newspaper Reading Log highlights
Closure: share comic strip dialogue







Homework: Newspaper Reading Log

Day Seven




Day Eight
Warm-Up: Frequent OPQ word warm-up

Warm-Up: Frequent RST word warm-up

Procedure:
1. Guided Practice: Partner
Procedure:
1. Guided Practice: Partner




Reading of Article*



Reading of Article*


2. Guided Practice: Newspaper


2. Guided Practice: Newspaper-




Circles*§




Based Readers Theater*§

Closure: share circle task with group members
Closure: RT Rating--High-Frequency Word

Homework: Newspaper Reading Log

Homework: Newspaper Reading Log

Day Nine




Day Ten
Warm-Up: Frequent UVW word warm-up

Warm-Up: Frequent XYZ word warm-up

Procedure: 
1. Reading with Expression—
Procedure: 
1. Independent Practice: Running




stress, pitch, and juncture



Records using Article* 



2. Guided Practice: RT script


2. Independent Practice: Readers




reading





Theater Performance

Closure: RT Rating—High-Frequency Phrase
Closure: Share Newspaper Reading Log highlights

Homework: Newspaper Reading Log


* newspaper story chosen by students was used in these activities

§ activities from  Featuring the Frameworks: Linking Language Arts to Your Newspaper , A project of the Massachusetts

Newspaper in Education Council written by Dr. Darla Shaw


Appendix 2
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Student’s name: Date

Textselection:

Directions: Use the scale in all thee areas to rate reader luency. Circle the number in
each category that best corresponds o your obsenvations

Phrasing
1 Monotonic with litle sense of phrase boundaries; frequent word-by-word reading,

2 Frequent two- and three-word phrases, giving the impression of choppy reading;
improper stress and intonation that fail to mark ends of sentences and Causcs.

3 Mixture of run-ons, midsentence pauses for breath, and possibly some choppin
reasonzble sress/ intonation.

4 Generally well-phrased, mostly in clause and sentence units with adequate aten-
00 t0 expression.

Smoothness
1 Frequent extended pauses, hesitations,flse starts, sound-outs, fepettons, and/or.
muliple attempts.

2 Several “rough spots* in text where extended pauses hestations, and 50 on, are
more frequent and disruptive

3 Occasional breaks in smoothness caused by dificules with specific words and/or
srocures

4 Generally smooth reading with some breaks, but word and structure dificulies are
resohved quicky, usually through sel-correction.

Pace
1 Slowand laborious

2 Moderately slow.

3 Uneven mixture of ast and slow reading
4 Consistently conversational

From Gad By Round i by .. Ok &V Rl Ponsh, Y. Femerarn. Adbpied b 008 v
T Rasindd, 1991,
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READING SURVEY

1. Do you like to read? yes no sometimes

2. Listed below are several different kinds of books. Put a check mark next
to each kind that you like to read.

_ animal __ science __ true stories
__ make-believe ____ about people ____ science fiction
__ mysteries __ poeuy __ funny

_ series ____myths ___ folktales
__ plays ___ riddleg/jokes ____scary stories
____ picture book ____ instruction books sports

3. What is your favorite book?

Check the box that matches how you feel for each example below.

How do you feel when: @ @ @I

8. your teacher reads a story to you?

9. your class has reading time?

10. you read with a friend?

11, you read out loud to your teacher?

12, you read out loud to someone at home?

13. someone reads to you at home?

14 someone gives you a book for a present?

15. you read a book to yourself at home?

4. Who is your faverite author?

5. What magazines do you like to read?

6. Do you ever read the newspaper? yes no

7. If you checked “yes” to number 6, then check the parts of the newspaper
you like best

frontpage  ____ sports region
_business classifieds comics
__ DearAbby  __editorials  ____horoscope
__lotteries __ obituaries scene

television supplements other.

Check any of the statements below that you agree with:
____16. Reading is a good way to spend spare time.
____17. Reading is for learning but not for enjoyment.

18 Money spent on books is well spent.

__19.Books aren’t usually good enough to finish

___20. Reading is rewarding to me.

21 Reading becomes boring after about an hour.

22 Most books are too long and dull

23 There should be more time for free reading during school

24. There are many books [ want to read.

25. A certain amount of summer vacation should be set aside
for reading.
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