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Introduction

According to the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC), “Learning to read and write is critical for a child to succeed in school and in life.” The most important time for this learning is birth through age eight (NAEYC, 2006, para. 1).  For many children, learning to read is the hardest task they will ever have to accomplish.  According to Laura Bush, “Many children don’t have the opportunity to develop a love for language and reading. For many children being left behind does not begin in elementary school – it begins in the years between the crib and the classroom” (Laura Bush n.d.).  The Core Sourcebook, the textbook used in the literacy classes at BYU-I, states, “Reading is the cornerstone of all school-based learning, yet reading failure is pervasive” (Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, Mahler, 2000, p. 1.2).  It further states, “In order to fully participate in society, literacy is essential” (Honig et al., 2000, p.1.2). If a child is not reading at grade level by the end of first grade, he has less than a 10% chance of ever catching up. If he is not successful by this time, he generally loses self-esteem and motivation and gives up (Honig et al., 2000, p.1.9). While it may not be possible to pinpoint exactly when the process of learning to read begins, it is clear that some children do not receive the support necessary to develop pre-reading skills. This deficit places them at a disadvantage compared to their peers that do (Bowman, Donovan, & Burns, 2000).


In a joint statement issued in 1998, The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) and the International Reading Association outlined appropriate teaching practices for reading and writing in early childhood education.  They claim that for many years the educational community did not believe children were ready to learn reading skills until they began school.  However, new research cited in their statement demonstrates that view to be outdated.  In fact, the NAEYC asserts that if children are not exposed to literacy experiences until they reach school age, it can “severely limit” their reading and writing proficiency (NAEYC, 1998, part 1, para. 4). 


In order to become a successful reader, a child must have a working knowledge about language and print before they enter kindergarten (Burns, Griffin, & Snow, 1999). It is up to teachers and parents to teach the concepts of print, language acquisition, alphabetic principle, phonemic awareness and phonics to children throughout their early years in order for them to achieve the ultimate goal of fluency and reading comprehension. This knowledge will prepare them for the great reading adventure that awaits them and will help them achieve success throughout their lives.

Acquisition of Language

As infants, children begin to work on the first literacy skill, acquisition of language, almost as soon as they are born. Babies babble, parents imitate it back, and soon a sort of dialogue emerges.  From hearing the same sounds repeated over and over, a child’s oral language develops. Young children are able to understand language about a year before they are able to form coherent words and sentences (Snow, Burns and Griffin, 1998). As a child begins to form words, the important task of building vocabulary begins.


Increasing a child’s vocabulary can be done in a number of ways.  Burns, Snow and Griffith (1999), editors of several books on children’s literacy, state that a literacy rich environment is essential to acquiring the first skills of language.  They suggest that one critical component of this environment requires parents or caregivers to take the time to converse and interact with children. They recommend that daily routines such as bath time, dinnertime, and travel time can also be conversation time.  When the T.V. or radio is silenced, parents can use that time to learn about what interests children and what their children wonder about.  While taking time for conversation may seem a “luxury” to adults, conversation becomes essential for young minds that are trying to make sense of language and the world of sound around them (Burns, Griffin, & Snow, 1999).  

One mother shared an example of how she takes time each day at bedtime to ask her daughter, “What was the best part of your day?”  In time the child responded, “What was the best part of your day, mom?”  This type of interaction not only teaches vocabulary, it teaches the basic functions of language, how it works and how we use it to communicate with each other. 


Simple conversations shared with children can have far reaching effects in preparing them to read. A study by Dickenson & Tabors; Beals et al (2000) indicated that substantive conversations between parents and children at meal time and in other contexts “contributed to the development of language skills valued in the classroom” (cited in Bowman, Donovan & Burns, 2000, p. 191).


The connection between oral language and reading skills has been the subject of much investigation. Research by Bishop and Adams, 1990; Butler et al., 1985; Pikulski and Tobin, 1989 and others indicate a direct relationship between oral language skills and reading proficiency (as cited in Bowman, Donovan, & Burns, 2000, p. 189). Still more studies by Gillon and Dodd, 1994; Whitehurst and Lonigan, 1998 and others found that the relationship between vocabulary and reading is stronger for reading comprehension than for accuracy (as cited in Bowman, Donovan, & Burns, 2000, p.189).  As the evidence mounts, it becomes clear that the development of vocabulary and other language skills in young children is critical to their comprehension once they learn to read. 


One reason why oral language is so important to reading comprehension is that known vocabulary gives children a context for what they are trying to read. For instance, a child who has had experience with a dog, and has heard it labeled as a dog, can learn that a picture of a dog is a representation of the real thing. This understanding of symbolic representation prepares a child to grasp the concept of words also representing real items, actions and feelings. If a child never had any experience with a dog, or had never heard the word and didn’t know what it meant, the letters “d-o-g” would be very abstract and meaningless to the child. A child who has a broad vocabulary base finds it easier to make sense of the words that they read. Vocabulary development leads to reading comprehension.


Besides conversing with children on a daily basis, Burns, Griffin and Snow (1999) suggest other ways to increase a child’s vocabulary. Parents and caregivers can verbally label items in their environment and require children to express themselves with language rather than gestures. Children can also be encouraged to practice and build their vocabulary skills through socio-dramatic play. Real world play items like kitchens or shops, dress-up items, puppets, and art centers can provide the necessary props for this type of activity (Burns, Griffin, & Snow, 1999).

All other literacy activities aside, the most important language building activity a parent or teacher can do with a child is to read to them (NAEYC, 1998). Burns, Griffin and Snow (1999) recommend “the best time to start sharing books with children is during babyhood, even when they are as young as six weeks” (para.3).  While it is best to read a book straight through the first time, subsequent readings offer many opportunities to enrich and increase a child’s vocabulary.


Repeated readings reinforce the text and allow children to hear the words several times.  Books can also introduce vocabulary new to the child.  When a book uses words unfamiliar to a child, parents can define the words and give examples. Discussing the characters in the book, the situations they find themselves in, and the illustrations also helps build vocabulary and comprehension of the text (NAEYC, 1998).  


In an interview with the Harvard Education Letter, language expert Catherine Snow suggests that discussing books after reading them with children is essential to vocabulary development. She states that discussing books can also be critical to developing higher thinking skills (as cited in Bowman & Sadowski, 2005). During conversations about books, children can be guided to move from the experiences that they “see in front of them” into the realm of “what they can imagine” (NAEYC, 1998, part 1, para.13).


The reading tasks of early childhood include the development of oral language and vocabulary. Parents and teachers can provide a literacy rich environment to assist children in these tasks. They should engage in meaningful conversation and offer other language development activities from the time they are small children.  Adults can help children develop vocabulary and other language skills by reading to them and discussing what they read. Children will be able to progress to the point where they can use their new language skills to communicate in a sophisticated manner. These skills will help them be successful in school, on the job, and in social interactions. Advanced communication and literacy skills will also help facilitate fluency and comprehension when children become readers.  

Concepts of Print


There are other benefits to creating and maintaining a literacy rich environment besides building a child’s vocabulary skills. Not only should caregivers read to their children, they must make books available for children to manipulate and explore, both at home and in the classroom setting (Burns, Griffin, & Snow, 1999).


As children have daily experience with high quality books, most of the skills defined as concepts of print develop in a natural and enjoyable way. Books for young children should be made sturdily of cardboard or fabric because the first concepts of print the child learns are manipulative in nature. (Burns, Griffin, & Snow, 1999). These beginning concepts include: how a book is held, how to turn the pages, and how the story proceeds from front to back. Burns, Griffin and Snow (1999) suggest that parents and teachers help foster the knowledge of these concepts by pointing them out while reading to children.



After learning the first basic manipulative concepts, children begin to learn other print concepts that apply to the English language. These structural concepts are the basic conventions that help children organize print in preparation for both reading and writing.  The structure of print, such as how a space is placed between words, how a sentence begins and ends, and how the print is read from left to right can be learned through many experiences with the written word and the explicit teaching of parents and teachers while reading. Doing things such as moving their finger along the words as they read not only teaches directionality, it draws attention to the printed word and establishes a correlation between printed words and spoken words (Burns, Griffin, & Snow, 1999). Research suggests that the critical concept of word awareness “may lie in [the] demonstration of how print works” (NAEYC, 1998, part 1, para. 4).


This critical concept of word awareness falls under the next category of print concepts. The concepts necessary for this category are all cognitive in nature.  Cognitive concepts include word awareness, the function of print and the knowledge of narrative. Burns, Griffin and Snow (1999), childhood language experts, tell about the acquisition of the word awareness:

As they reach their fourth year, children increasingly come to understand that it is the print that is read in stories, and that this print contains alphabet letters that are a special category of visual items, different even from numbers.  They recognize print in their home, their neighborhood, and other local environments (para. 36).

Thus, from repeated exposure to books and countless experiences of being read to, children begin to grasp the concept that individual groups of print have meaning and they begin to desire to find out that meaning for themselves. This is word awareness.  


Along with recognizing that print means something, children begin to grasp the concept that print has a function. Burns, Griffin, and Snow (1999) suggest many ways that parents can help children understand how print functions.  Two of these functions are to give information or help people remember things.  Parents can demonstrate how items like shopping and “to do” lists work. They can also point out how print works when reading a recipe, road sign, menu, or putting together a toy (Burns, Griffin, & Snow, 1999).  In these ways, children come to see that literacy skills are essential and useful in the adult world. This understanding of the importance of literacy skills increases children’s motivation to want to acquire the ability to read and write.


Parents can also help their children learn how print functions in communication. When notes are left for other family members, and when flyers or other written communication enter the home, parents should share what they learn from reading these items (Burns, Griffin, & Snow, 1999). Parents can also leave illustrated notes for children to help them grasp the concept of print functioning as communication.  Writing notes to children also encourages them to experiment with print by writing notes back. 


Burns, Griffin and Snow (1999) explain that one of the best ways that print functions in the life of a child is to “entertain, amuse, and even comfort” (para. 41). When print functions as a source of enjoyment, the battle for comprehension is nearly won. Children who enjoy reading will read more. As they practice their reading skills, fluency and comprehension follow.


 Older children need to have new and different reading material available to them as their reading skills progress. Burn, Griffin and Snow (1999) suggest that visits to the library are an easy way to find books on a variety of topics that may interest a particular child and create in him a desire not only to look at the pictures, but to find out what the words say. Children should be allowed to choose books that interest them, but parents or teachers should also make selections.  Literacy and books can and should be a source of enjoyment for children and their parents (Burns, Griffin, & Snow, 1999).


The last concept of print Burns, Griffin, and Snow (1999) refer to is knowledge of narrative.  Knowledge of narrative includes such items as what role characters play, how dialogue is used to tell the story, and how the story progresses from one event to the next. These are important skills for children to learn to prepare them for school and to be able to develop expression and fluency in their reading. Like most print concepts, children learn these skills best when adults read good storybooks with them. After a book has been read several times, parents can ask the child to “read” it back to them. Even though parents should not expect children to get all the words right, children should be able to identify the characters and remember the sequence of events from the visual cues in the illustrations (Burns, Griffin, & Snow, 1999).


Another activity that helps foster narrative skills is oral storytelling (Burns, Griffin, and Snow, 1999). Similar to having a child “read” a familiar book back to a parent using the illustrations as cues, oral storytelling uses visual cues from family pictures or other familiar objects such as stuffed animals. Children may be encouraged to tell the story of a family vacation, or how the stuffed animal came to live at their house using these cues (Burns, Griffin, & Snow, 1999).


A third way that builds narrative skills is through “pretend storytelling” (Burns, Griffin, and Snow, 1999). This method uses puppets or dolls and helps children learn the role of dialogue in a narrative. Through puppetry, children can “act” out familiar storylines and ad lib as they go along.  They may be encouraged to tell the standard version, add new elements, or invent a different ending (Burns, Griffin, & Snow, 1999). 


As children grow older, they should develop knowledge of narrative that will help them keep track of where they are in a story. When a child has acquired this skill, he will have greater comprehension and fluency as he begins reading on his own.


Learning the concepts of print, whether manipulative, structural or cognitive is an essential part of a child’s reading preparation. These concepts can be learned through the enjoyable activity of sharing books with children and making sure they have access to books from the time they are infants.  Learning the concepts of print can be enhanced for children as parents and caregivers point out print and the way it functions in the world around them.  The knowledge of basic print concepts goes a long way in preparing a child to be a competent reader and also prepares them to enter school ready to build on what they have already learned.

Alphabetic Principle
While a child is learning print concepts, he is also gaining phonological awareness as he listens to the sounds of speech. Alphabetic principle and phonemic awareness fall under the broad spectrum of phonological awareness. When a child is able to identify individual sounds in spoken words, manipulate those sounds, and segment them he is said to have phonological awareness. Teaching the alphabetic principle and phonemic awareness are two of the first steps ensuring that a child attains phonological awareness and preparing the child for phonics instruction. This ultimately leads to a proficient reader who both comprehends what he is reading and does it fluently. 


The alphabetic principle is defined as the ability to recognize that written letters represent spoken sounds. According to Adams (1990), highly respected author and researcher of reading and literacy, the ability of a kindergartner to recognize the letters of the alphabet and name them determines his success as a reader in first grade (as cited in Honig et al., 2000, p. 2.15). At first a child just sees letters as abstract shapes without any meaning. In order to read, the child must figure out the relationship between the printed letters, called graphemes, and their sounds, called phonemes. However, the child needs to be able to do more than just recite his ABC’s. He needs to be able to match letter names with upper and lower case manuscript and cursive letters and be able to tell the difference between letters that look similar. (Honig et al., 2000, p. 6.2) 


In order to help a child recognize letters automatically, parents or teachers teach the most common letters, such as m and t, first and those that are similar, such as p and b, far apart to cut down on confusion. While the students are first learning to recognize the letters they should also be learning to write the letters. Learning the letter’s names helps the child learn the sounds associated with the letters since the names and the sounds are so similar. 


The best way to teach alphabetic principle is to expose students to books and to practice recognizing letters, especially in their own name. This practice helps them relate letter names, shapes and sounds and start putting them together. Getting to a point where this connection is automatic is very important since it helps a child become fluent. There are many ways to teach the alphabetic principle including reading alphabet books out loud, singing songs with letter names, playing with magnetic letters, reading and writing their own names, matching letters in words, and making their own ABC books. Reading aloud ABC books also helps with identifying cues from pictures, rhythm, and intonation. The more senses that are involved in the teaching, the more beneficial it is for the student.

Phonemic Awareness

After the alphabetic principle, phonemic awareness is the next step in the reading process. Phonemic awareness is defined as the ability to notice, think about and work with the individual sounds in spoken words (Armbruster, Lehr, Osborn, 2001).  It is important to realize that phonemic awareness is not phonics, which is a mistake that is often made. Phonemic awareness is the understanding that the sound of spoken language work together to make words, while phonics is the understanding of the connection between sounds and written letters (Armbruster, Lehr, Osborn, 2001). Phonemic awareness is an auditory skill that does not involve the use of print. 


In order to learn the sounds in spoken words, children must become familiar with phonemes. Phonemes are the smallest units of sound in a word that make a difference in the meaning of a word. There are 3 distinct sounds in the word dog, for example. When replacing /d/ with /h/, you get a different meaning. There are about forty-three sounds that are connected to twenty-six letters in the English language. There are twenty-five consonant phonemes and eighteen vowel phonemes. Some letters have several different sounds such as the letter c which has the phonemes /k/ or /s/, and there are also blends of letters with separate phonemes.  


In order for phonics instruction to make sense to children, they must first have phonemic awareness. When parents read aloud to their children they are helping their children listen to the different sounds in words and helping them understand rhyming and how changing a sound changes the meaning.  Being read to increases phonemic awareness better than anything else. It helps children learn how to form the sounds of words as they watch the reader. They can also hear the sounds and recognize that the written text tells the story. The pictures in the book help give children cues to the meaning of the words. 


Reading to a child also helps children connect the sounds to the actual shapes of the letters. Children show that they have phonemic awareness by demonstrating the following traits: recognizing which words in a set begin with the same sound, isolating and saying the first or last sound in a word, combining or blending the separate sounds in a word to say the word smoothly and breaking or segmenting a word into its separate sounds (Armbruster, Lehr, Osborn, 2001). On the need for these types of awareness, Adams maintains (1990), “If  [children] have difficulty learning and manipulating sounds in spoken words they have an extremely difficult time learning how to map these sounds to letters and letter patterns”  (as cited in Honig et al., 2000). Thus, these types of phonemic awareness skills are the crucial pre-requisites for phonics. 

 
Other researchers stress phonemic awareness as the foundation of reading. For example, Ball and Blachman (1991) claim, “Research clearly indicates that phonemic awareness can be developed through instruction and, furthermore, that doing so significantly accelerates children’s subsequent reading and writing achievement” (as cited in Honig et al., 2000). Reiterating the need for phonemics instruction, according to Adams, “Just 15 minutes a day of explicit phonemic awareness instruction can prevent reading difficulties in most students” (as cited in Honig et al., 2000). Reading specialists and researchers repeatedly stress the importance of phonemic awareness.

Phonemic awareness instruction helps children to read and improves their comprehension. The faster and more accurate a child can process the sounds of letters, the more ability she has to focus on the meaning of what she reads. As a child segments the word into phonemes it helps her realize the connection between the sounds which later helps in spelling. Phonemic awareness instruction has been found to be most effective when the student is taught to manipulate phonemes by using letters of the alphabet rather than just the phonemes alone (“Reading,” 2006, para 3). Putting the sounds with the letters helps the students blend the phonemes, which leads to reading. 


Phonemic awareness usually occurs in a regular sequence. A child first becomes aware of words, rhymes and syllables in the preschool years and in early Kindergarten. Next, she becomes aware of phonemes, and by the end of Kindergarten she should be able to isolate the first and last sounds in a CVC (consonant-vowel-consonant) word. A teacher obtains the best results when focusing on one or two types of manipulation, especially blending and segmentation. 


Phonemic awareness is crucial to learning phonics and thus, producing a reader who is both fluent and who can comprehend what is read.  The student needs to be able to recognize the sounds that letters make and blend them into words. The more efficient the student is at doing this, the more he can concentrate on the meaning of the whole sentence, hence achieving better comprehension. 

Phonics

Once a child has phonemic awareness, he is prepared to learn phonics, the next important step on the path to reading fluency and comprehension.  Phonics is “the relationship between a specific letter and its sounds, only as it relates to the written word” (The National Reading Panel, “Phonics”, para.1).  Learning the concept of how phonemes (the smallest single identifiable sound) are linked to graphemes (a letter or a group of letters representing one sound) is a milestone that children need to cross to become fluent readers.  The question now is what is the best way to teach this to children?  


There are two different approaches: explicit phonics and implicit phonics.  With explicit instruction, phonics is taught directly to the children by the teacher or parent.  Implicit phonics instruction is the exact opposite of explicit.  There is no direct instruction; phonics is learned through experiences while reading.  Whether implicit or explicit, phonics instruction impacts reading, according to Honig et. al., (2000), “Major research studies have determined that students who received phonics instruction in early grades – whether explicit or implicit – did better in reading than those who received no phonics instruction” ( p. 8.4). After realizing the importance of this instructions, teachers need to consider how best to approach phonics instruction.

There is some evidence showing that systematic explicit phonics is the most effective type of instruction (Honig et. al., 2000, p. 8.4).  When children have been taught phonics directly, using a specific sequence of concepts, they are able to more fully grasp the concepts because it requires less inference and discovery on their part.          


Phonics consists of many different concepts that children learn.  The first concept is consonants to sounds.  For example, they learn the letter t and the corresponding sound /t/.  This is the easiest concept for children to grasp, and so is the first concept that should be taught.


Once students have come to a basic understanding of the consonants to sound, they can then move on with short vowels to sounds.  They learn the vowels and the short sounds that accompany them (a = /ă/).  


From here the students can start to put letters together and make the sounds to hear the word.  The two patterns that are beneficial to learn here are cvc and cc.  The cvc patterns are consonant vowel consonant patterns, such as dog, cat, nut, etc.  The students already have the basic understanding of consonants and short vowel letter to sound correspondence, so they are able to now put these letters/sounds together to make these words.  The cc patterns are consonant consonant patterns, also known as diagraphs, where the two consonants make a completely different sound.  Some examples of diagraphs would be th, ch, ph, gh (as in laugh).  Because these letters, when combined, make a different sound, they need to be taught to the children separately than when teaching the consonants.  


Students are now ready to be taught long vowels (a = /ā/).  They understand the short vowels and so are able to open their minds to understand the different sounds that vowels can have.         

Through phonics, children gain the skills the need in order to decode.  When the students come across something unfamiliar in their reading they are able to decode the word through the use of phonics.  When decoding, they focus on the specific phonemes linked to individual graphemes or grapheme groups.  For example, when trying to read the word ‘sat’ they break it apart into /s/ /ă/ /t/.  If they have the necessary skills obtained from their phonics instruction, they have fewer problems when they come across unfamiliar words.  Pressley (1998)) states "Decoding instruction prepares students to tackle words they have never seen before, even when they are well prepared for beginning reading" (as cited in Sherman, 1998).  


Phonics also comes into play when children are encoding, or writing words.  Children are able to say a word and then break it down into individual phonemes or group of phonemes and then write the graphemes linked to those phonemes.  When wanting to write the word ‘smart’, for example, they would start with the phoneme /s/ and write the corresponding grapheme, then move onto the /m/ and so on.  Early phonics learners often achieve a close approximation of correct spelling rather than complete accuracy (National Reading Panel).  They write the word ‘smrt’ instead of ‘smart’ because they only hear the /r/ in the /ar/ phoneme group.


English does not have a pure phonetic base, and because of this, phonics has its limitations.  Children cannot rely simply on phonics alone.  Students run into problems when trying to decode words that have a same letter group as a different word, but that letter group is pronounced differently based on words.  For example, children who know and understand how to decode the word ‘cough’ will most likely decode the words ‘tough’, ‘though’ and ‘through’ incorrectly (National Reading Panel).  


Phonics is a means to an end, never the end itself.  It should never become the overriding component of reading instruction.  In a publication by the National Council of Teachers of English, Weaver (1998) states, "There is a balance, and a very delicate one, between not doing enough to help children learn to draw upon phonics knowledge to recognize familiar and unfamiliar print words, and emphasizing phonics too much" (as cited in Sherman, 1998). Teachers need to find a balance in their reading programs in order to cover everything children need to have a solid foundation in reading, helping them become fluent readers.  

Comprehension is the main goal of reading, but students can’t gain that comprehension until they understand the breakdown of reading.  According to the National Research Council, Comprehension is the reason for reading. But unlocking the meaning encoded in the mysterious lines, dots, and squiggles that form our written language requires mastery of a number of complex skills. Phonics instruction is critical to creating readers who can grasp and grapple with texts of increasing complexity (as cited in Sherman, 1998).  
Through explicit and implicit phonics instruction students are one step closer to reading fluency and comprehension.  

Fluency
While fluency is in and of itself a goal of reading instruction, it can also be a topic of instruction.  Fluency is apparent in readers who can “recognize words automatically, group individual words into meaningful phrases, and apply rapid phonic, morphemic, and contextual analysis to identify unknown words” (Honig et. al., 2000, 11.2).  Fluency is defined as “the rate of words per minute, the accuracy with which students perform reading tasks, and prosody, which is the rhythms and tones of spoken language” (Honig et al., 2000, 11.2).  (An example of prosody could be speaking slowly in a sad voice when expressing sadness.)  

Broken down, fluency defines how fast, how correct, and with how much expression a student can read text.  When students have fluency, the meaning of text comes easier.  As Dowhower credentials says, “Whether text is being read silently or aloud, much of its meaning comes from the way it sounds” (as cited in Honig et. al., 2000). Fluency helps students gain an ability to read in a way that they can “hear” how the text sounds.


This ability to hear is something children develop with practice (Honig et. al. 2000).  “At the earliest stage of reading development, students’ oral reading is usually slow and labored, or disfluent.  This is to be expected in late kindergarten through early first grade because students are just beginning to ‘break the code’ of written English” (p.11.2).  In these stages children learn to break words down into phonemes (decoding), and blend the phonemes back together to produce a spoken word (Honig et. al., 2000, 11.2).  Building upon this process of decoding has great importance.  An automatic reader spends less time decoding, and more time focusing on the meaning of the text. Readers are then able to add expression or tone to that story in a way that sounds “natural” (Honig et. al, 2000 11.3).  

Problems with fluency may occur when a child cannot correctly decode words.  As Pressley (2001) states, “Being able to sound out a word does not guarantee that the word will be understood” (para. 9).  Comprehension is difficult when children spend too much time decoding words.  The reader focuses on one word at a time instead of the meaning of the text as a whole.  

Disfluent readers have not developed a fluent reader’s ability of “expressing oneself ‘smoothly, easily, and readily,’ and do not have ‘freedom from word identification problems’” (Harris and Hodges as cited by Rasinski, 2001, p. 147). They also cannot deal with “words and larger language units with quickness” (Harris and Hodges as cited by Rasinski, 2001, p.147 ).  Disfluent readers’ reading is labored. The reader often becomes frustrated because they are missing the important parts of fluency.

Fluency increases with repetition and practice. In fact, researchers suggest repetition and practice in one book or reading passage as a step toward fluency.  For example, “Achieving fluency requires practice with one text until a criterion level is achieved,” says Raskinski (2001).  Of this need for practice, Honig and others (2000) explain that fluency develops when children get to practice reading with a high rate of success (p. 11.3).  

There are several teaching strategies that can help teachers encourage their students’ fluency.  One strategy, repeated readings, helps students learn fluency by reading text over and over while being timed. This strategy tries to increase the reader’s accuracy and rate.  Reader’s theatre, a strategy that requires students to learn and memorize parts as in a drama play, also works on repetition to increase fluency.  In another strategy called choral readings, students repeat sentences after listening to them be spoken by a fluent model. These types of strategies work on the principles of practice and repetition to help students increase their fluency (Honig et. al., 2000, p. 11.3-11.7).


Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, and Mahler (2000) sum up the need for fluency in reading, “Fluency is important because it provides a bridge between word recognition and comprehension” (p. 11.11).  If a student reads quickly and correctly and adds expression to what they are reading, they will be able to understand the whole meaning instead of understanding only one word at a time. Gillet and Temple (1994) stress this increased comprehension, “With greater fluency, readers can concentrate on comprehending what they read” (as cited in Honig et. al.). 
Comprehension
 Comprehension, the long term goal of reading instruction, is the ability of students to make sense of what they read (Honig et. al., 2000, p. 11.11).   If students can get to this point, they will be able to read throughout the rest of their education and in their future careers.  In order to attain comprehension, students need to develop all of the steps that allow them to become fluent readers. These steps include language acquisition, concepts of print, alphabetic principle, phonemic awareness, and fluency.  
Once proficient in all of these steps, however, comprehension does not come automatically.  In fact, “recent research has revealed that reading is not an automatic or passive process, but is highly interactive.  Good readers apply a variety of strategies to process text” (Honig et. al., 2000, p. 16.2).  Thus, developing readers need to continue to practice developing their abilities to interact with the text and apply strategies.  Of this need to actively practice applying reading strategies,  Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, and Mahler (2000) say, “Strategic reading, therefore, involves learner-based actions” (p. 16.2). 

 Research has shown that to produce strategic readers, teachers need to teach their students cognitive strategies or to “teach their students how to think about their thinking so the children will understand when and how to use the strategies” (Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, & Mahler, 2000 p. 16.2).
Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, and Mahler (2000) says that teaching students to think about their thinking (metacognition) and using explicit teaching techniques are particularly effective for teaching strategies in comprehension instruction (p. 16.4).  As Pressley (2001) says, explicit teaching includes modeling and explaining comprehension strategies, having students practice using such strategies with teacher support, and letting students know they are expected to continue using the strategies when reading on their own (para. 21). Pressley (2001) also states that such teaching should occur every school day, for as long as needed, to get all readers using the strategies on their own (para. 21).


The explicit teaching techniques of teaching comprehension (modeling, practicing, and applying strategies in a straightforward way) can be applied in three considered phases of comprehension: the pre-reading phase, the during reading phase, and the after reading phase (Dowhower, 2001, p. 147).  By teaching strategies for each of these phases, students are taught how comprehension strategies are used while reading in different sections of text.

In the pre-reading phase, the teacher would explain the comprehension strategy’s purpose and how to use it.  A teacher may teach one strategy that activates students’ prior knowledge about the subject and relate that gathered knowledge to the text before beginning reading. A teacher may also preview the headings of the text and pictures with the students to help give them an idea about what the main idea of the story will be. Another strategy a teacher might try is predicting what events will happen in the story to get students actively thinking (Honig et. al., 2000, p. 16.5-16.6).

 Once in the during reading phase, the teacher models using the comprehension strategy during reading text and helps the students do the same in guided practice.  For example, a teacher might teach students what predicting means and practice with the students predicting what will happen in the text.  Other strategies may also be taught during reading such as asking questions about what has happened and making inferences about future reading (Honig et. al., 2000).
The final step, the after reading phase, takes place after reading.  In this phase students may be asked to summarize the events that took place or to identify the main ideas of the text. After reading activities require students to recall information that they have read.  These activities also help increase their understanding of the text (Honig et. al., 2000).
Using teaching strategies during these three phases in comprehension instruction improves a student’s ability to think about the text they have read. As the teacher makes the students aware of strategies in each phase, research indicates students can progress to a point when their use of strategies becomes automatic. For example, Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, and Mahler (2000) assert, “Research has shown that strong readers use comprehension strategies automatically when they read” (p. 16.12). It has also been found that students are able to use what they know about comprehension-strategies when they are reading on their own if they have been carefully taught (Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, & Mahler, 2000, p. 16.12).  Thus, students should move toward a point of independent and automatic use of strategies.  In fact, as Michael Pressley (2001) says, “excellent readers do not use strategies one at a time,” but that they are able to use a strategy as it is needed (para. 20).  When students have the ability to use strategies independently, comprehension comes naturally.  

Good readers apply many strategies to their reading, and they analyze their reading. Pressley (2001) says that good readers are aware of why they are reading a text, and they are able to see an overall view of what they are going to read before they start reading it.  For example, these readers make predictions about what will happen next in their reading, they connect ideas from what they have read to what they already know, and they notice when their predictions are met or not.  Moreover, Pressley also says that good readers figure out the meanings of unfamiliar words based on clues from the text and they review important points about the text as they finish reading (para. 19).  At this level readers move to higher levels of reading independently without instruction.  Once a student becomes an independent reader, they may continue to develop reading comprehension, and reading may become a lifelong activity (Honig et. al., 2000, p. 19.3).  
Conclusion
Comprehension is the ultimate goal for every student to reach. Some children get there almost effortlessly while others struggle tremendously. It is crucial that teachers and parents help all children attain the ultimate goal of reading fluently and comprehending what they read. All the tools and steps have been outlined. Now it is time for action on the teacher’s and parents’ part. They must work with the children and guide them along the road to comprehension. 


Reading comprehension starts when children are infants as parents help them gain print concepts and language acquisition through fun activities. Once they grasp those ideas, children begin to understand alphabetic principle and attain phonemic awareness as they have more experiences with books, sounds, and letters. By the time the children enter school, they are well on their way to embracing the world of phonics and reading on their own. Finally, as children become proficient in reading, teachers can provide experiences to help them become fluent and able to comprehend what they read. 

That is the goal. It is vital to make sure that children progress through each step. If even one component is missing, a child may not attain good reading comprehension and will often struggle throughout their education, which will ultimately affect their lives. With all the steps in place, children can become proficient readers who will enjoy reading throughout their lives and will enjoy the benefits of good comprehension and fluency. 
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