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Fluency Equals Comprehension
Introduction

The main reading goal for a student is to be able to comprehend what they have read. Without being able to read fluently, a student will never be able to achieve this goal. On the impact fluency has on comprehension, Wolf (2007) says: “Fluent reading is the bridge to comprehension” (para.3). Fluency is what connects comprehension with all the other specific reading skills a child has learned. For something that is so crucial in reading, fluency has been over looked in the past. To build strong readers and minimize the reading gap, educators need to pay more attention to the fluency of their students reading and understand the impact fluency has on a child’s ability to comprehend what they have read. 
Developing Fluency

 Wolf (2007) emphasizes the current recognition of the impact of fluency on comprehension. In recent years there has been more attention directed towards reading fluency because educators are realizing the important impact fluency has on reading comprehension. Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, and Mahler (1999) give three important skills a student needs to learn to build fluency and increase comprehension. 
Recognizing words automatically 
The first skill needed to develop fluency is “Recognize words automatically” (p.11.2). To be able to recognize words automatically, it is important that in the earlier stages of education a student becomes familiar with concepts of print, alphabet recognition, and phonemic awareness. Concepts of print means that a child understands the basic parts of reading, such as knowing how to correctly hold a book, where the story begins and ends, and other simple tasks such as these. Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, and Mahler (1999) explain that: “Alphabet Recognition is the ability to visually recognize the letters of the alphabet and to name the letters in there different contexts and forms” (p.6.2). This concept can sometimes be tricky for students because of upper case and lower case letters and the many different types of manuscript such as print and cursive. Once students understand the many different letters in the alphabet they can begin to understand the sounds each of these letters make. Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, and Mahler understand that through phonemic awareness students will be able to match sounds with the appropriate letters to strengthen their fluency skills: 

Phonemic awareness is both a precursor to and a result of learning to read. It 
begins with auditory development and continues to develop as students connect 
sounds to print (p.7.2).
By strengthening a student’s ability to understand letters and sounds it will become easier for that student to comprehend what they are reading. When a student is able to understand concepts of print and recognize the different letters and sounds each of the letters make, they will be able to form individual words and understand there meaning. 
Forming Phrases
Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, and Mahler (1999) give a second skill to help improve fluency: “grouping individual words into meaningful phrases” (p.11.2). Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, and Mahler suggest that once a student can recognize individual words effortlessly, they will then be able to pay more attention to figuring out the overall meaning of each passage. Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, and Mahler state in detail what it means to understand a passage:
Passage understanding is primarily an active, engaged cognitive process of weaving individual words into phrases, clauses, sentences, and paragraphs, thinking about what the author is saying, and connecting it to prior knowledge (p.2.3). 
By taking all of their prior knowledge of reading and combining them a student will be able to create phrases that will begin to have meaning. Grouping words together into meaningful phrases plays a big part in reading fluency as well as reading comprehension. When students are able to group words together with speed and accuracy, they will be able to focus on understanding what it is the author is trying to say.
Decoding 
The final skills needed to develop fluency can be grouped together into one process called decoding. Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, and Mahler (1999) suggest that through decoding students will strengthen their fluency skills by braking apart words that are unfamiliar to them: “Decoding involves looking at a word and connecting the letters and sounds, and blending those sounds together to form a spoken word” (p.2.4). Through the process of decoding students will be able to increase the speed at which they read and will then be able to better comprehend what they have read. This definition of decoding may sound a lot like word recognition. However, decoding is a more advanced step in the reading process. When students come across a word they are unfamiliar with they will begin to break apart each sound until the word becomes familiar to them and they can understand the meaning of that word. Through research Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, and Mahler have found that when a student fails to learn how to decode they are unable to build complete fluency skills and will generally read slower, make more mistakes, and have trouble learning new words (p.2.9). The ability to decode will help aid students in becoming more fluent in their reading, which will lead to strengthening their ability to comprehend. 
The Next Step 
Once a student has developed the three skills needed to build fluency mention by Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, and Mahler (1999) they can then start practicing these skills in order to strengthen their ability to read fluently and build comprehension. 
Practicing Fluency

A student’s ability to read fluently and to be able to comprehend what they have read is such an important part of reading that many educators are realizing that we need to improve the way teachers are teaching these skills in schools. The National Reading Panel (1997) has taken an interest in this subject and has done various studies to find ways of improving fluency and comprehension:

Recent research on the efficacy of certain approaches to teaching fluency has led 
to increased recognition of its importance in the classroom and to changes in 
instructional practice (p.11).
Through their research the National Reading Panel found that although it is important that we encourage students to read, there are some ways that are more effective than others. The two methods the National Reading Panel found that are most commonly used in schools are “oral reading” and “independent silent reading.”
Oral Reading 
The National Reading Panel (1997) found that “[Oral reading] encourages students to read passages orally with systematic and explicit guidance and feed back from the teacher” (p 11). When reading orally Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, and Mahler (1999) encourages activities that require a student to reread the same text, such as partner reading, class or small group discussions, or performing a play using the text from a book as a script (pg. 11.4). Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, and Mahler used a method called “Readers Theater” on a second grade class for ten weeks to see if it would help students improve their overall comprehension skills. After the ten weeks Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, and Mahler found that 75 percent of the students had improved their fluency skills (pg.11.5). By doing various oral reading activities the students learned to recognize words and were able to group words together to create phrases they could comprehend.
Independent silent reading. 
Another approach found by the National Reading Panel (1997) to improve fluency is Independent silent reading which “encourages students to read silently on their own, inside and outside the classroom, with minimal guidance or feedback” (p.11). To build fluency skills students should choose books that have words they are familiar with or that they would be able to decode easily. Another idea to build fluency and thus improve comprehension is to have students read the same text more than once, so they can become familiar with the wording as well as the punctuation of the text. Through their studies the National Reading Panel found that oral reading is much more effective than independent silent reading. With the help of parents, teachers, and peers children will be able to strengthen their fluency skills which will then improve their ability to comprehend what they are reading. Although the National Reading Panel recommends oral reading over independent silent reading it is still important that students continue to practice reading on their own.
Conclusion


To build stronger readers educators need to be more aware of a student’s ability to read fluently in order to achieve the ultimate goal of comprehension. To build comprehension through reading students can use all the skills they have learned throughout the years to find meaning in a text. By teaching students to “recognize words automatically, group words together into meaningful phrases, and [learning to] identify unknown words [through decoding]” (Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn, and Mahler, 1999, p.11.2) students will be able to strengthen their fluency skills. With the help of teachers, parents, and peers students will be able to correct mistakes early on and continue to progress in their ability to comprehend what they are reading and avoid falling behind the national reading average. It is important to focus on fluency because it is through the ability to read accurately and with speed that a student is able to comprehend what they have read.
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