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Assisted ReadingA Bridge from Fluency to Comprehension
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ell they’ve done it once again. The
results of the 2014 What’s Hot
and What’s Not in Reading Survey
are out, and once again, as in the
past five years, reading fluency has
been identified as a “Not H ot” topic that most experts
surveyed indicated should not be hot (Cassidy 8c
Grote-Garcia, 2014). The authors claim that fluency is
“not hot” because the results of implementing fluency
instruction and intervention have had “negligible
results in terms of overall student achievement.” We
wonder why fluency was singled out for lack of results.
Certainly hot topics, such as comprehension, close
reading, and informational texts, have been used in and
for instruction in the United States during the same
period as fluency. W hy shouldn’t these topics also be
identified as “not hot” because of negligible results in
terms of student achievement?
We think that reading fluency should be “hot”
because it is a reading competency that contributes
to comprehension. W hen readers read texts with
adequate word recognition accuracy and automaticity
(components of fluency) they can focus their attention
on the meaning of the text. And, when they read
texts orally or silently with good expression, phrasing,
or prosody (another component of fluency), their
expression reflects and enhances the meaning of the
text, thus also contributing to comprehension.
The problem with fluency is that it has been
misunderstood by many leaders in reading and, as a
result, student reading achievement has not budged
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significantly. For example, word recognition accuracy
and automaticity are generally assessed by the number of
words a reader can read correctly in 60 seconds on grade
appropriate text. W hile we agree that such measures
are good indicators of accuracy and automaticity, it is
an error to assume that accuracy and automaticity are
taught by drilling students on reading exercises where
the goal is solely to improve their reading speed. W hat
happens when readers read for speed? Speed becomes
the primary goal, and meaning or comprehension
becomes secondary at best. We certainly have no qualm
against improving students’ reading speed, but we want
to improve it the right way; the way that you who are
reading this article right now became a reasonably
fast reader during your school years - you simply read
more. The act of authentic meaningful reading itself
will yield improvements in word recognition accuracy
and automaticity and this will, in turn, lead to increases
in reading speed (words read correctly per minute).
Moreover, classroom-based research has shown that
increases in fluency led to increases in comprehension
as readers’ attention can be focused away from the
task of word recognition and directed toward meaning
making.
Fluency has also lost heat because of the neglect
of prosodic or expressive reading. There are those
who think that prosodic/expressive reading only
happens during oral reading and, of course since silent
reading comprehension is the ultimate goal of reading
instruction, expressive reading should not have much
importance. We think that most readers would agree
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that they hear an inner voice when they read silently.
In fact brain studies have shown that areas of the brain
associated with oral language activate even when readers
read silently. So expressive reading occurs even during
silent reading and, as we mentioned earlier, works to
reflect and enhance meaning.
So although fluency may not be a hot topic in
reading by some experts, we hope that informed
teachers will find, through their own observations and
efforts, that fluency is in fact important and is connected
to comprehension. Moreover, teachers are aware that
many students who struggle in reading comprehension
have not achieved sufficient levels of reading fluency to
support and enable their comprehension. In this article
we would like to explore one of the most important
methods for improving reading fluency— assisted
reading.

What is Assisted Reading?
Do you recall learning to drive a car? There was an
actual process you likely went through to get to the point
where you are now, a skilled and independent driver.
First you spent a number of years observing people who
were proficient drivers, such as your parents or older
siblings. They modeled for you the act of driving. Then
when you finally came of age to receive a learner’s permit
you were allowed to actually drive a car, but only under
the guidance and assistance of a more skilled driver—a
driving instructor or parent. Finally, with some practice
in this “assisted driving” format, you received your
driver’s license and are now able to drive independently
without the aid of a more skilled driver. Moreover, even
though you learned to drive on very limited number of
cars, once you achieved independence in your driving
you were able to apply your driving skills to a large
range of automobiles and other wheeled vehicles.
This car analogy is similar to the process of
learning to read fluently. The goal of reading instruction
is to read meaningfully, fluently, and independently.
All of you reading this article have reached this point.
However, to get there you had to go through a somewhat
similar process. First in your early years, you were read
to by your parents, teachers, and others. These readers
modeled fluent, expressive, and meaningful reading to
you. Later as many of you began to gain knowledge
of letters, sounds, and words you could read with the
support and assistance of another more proficient
reader— teacher, parent, or older student or sibling.
As you did your best to read a text, your assistant may
have read with you and gave you pointers on various
text features that you encountered as you read together.
W ith a little practice on a text you reached a point
where you could read it fluently without the help of
the assistant. And, as you progressed through assisted
reading you became a proficient and independent reader
not only on the texts that you read with the assistant,
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but on a multitude of texts that you had not previously
encountered.
Assisted reading occupies that middle ground
between modeled reading and independent reading.
Although some students may not need much assisted
reading experience, many students do, especially those
who find reading difficult. In a sense, assisted reading
can be a bridge that leads students from disfluent, wordby-word reading to fluent, expressive, and meaningful
reading.
There are many forms of assisted reading that
can easily be adapted for school or home settings. In
the remainder of this article we explore some forms
of assisted reading that we have found particularly
powerful.

Paired Reading
Dr. Keith Topping (1987a, 1987b, 1989), a school
psychologist in the United Kingdom, has been studying
paired reading as a home or school intervention method
for several decades. Paired reading simply involves
two readers, one proficient and one developing, who
together read same text orally for 10 to 15 minutes. The
proficient reader provides support for the developing
reader. As the developing reader hears his/her partner’s
voice while simultaneously reading the text on his/her
own, the link between the written and spoken word
is strengthened. The developing reader also begins to
model and map the expression provided by the proficient
reader into his or her own reading. In paired reading
the developing reader has a good deal of control of the
process— s/he chooses the text to be read together, and
s/he can signal the proficient reader when to come into
or out of the reading. O f course, if while reading solo,
the developing reader encounters a difficult word or
two, the more proficient reader immediately returns to
oral reading to help the partner make it through that
rough patch without losing fluency or meaning.
The results of research into paired reading have
been remarkable. In one study children engaged in
paired reading with their parents 15 minutes per day
for approximately 3 months (Morgan 8c Lyon, 1979).
The children made on average close to a year’s gain in
both word recognition and comprehension. Topping
(1987) has reported that children engaged in paired
reading make on average “three times normal progress
in reading accuracy and five times normal progress in
reading comprehension” (p. 613). Clearly something
very powerful happens when students’ own reading is
assisted by a more fluent partner who reads with them.
Reading Together
Reading Together is an assisted reading activity that is
derived from both the Neurological Impress Method
(NIM ) (Heckelman, 1969) and the method of repeated
readings (Samuels, 1979). The method requires a

proficient reader, one student, 20 minutes, and two
copies of one book. To execute the method, obtain two
copies of a text towards the outer limits of a students’
instructional level. If possible, the text should reflect
the student’s interest.
First, engage the student in the Neurological
Impress Method. Sit with the student and begin
reading together out loud. As the proficient reader or
tutor, stay slightly ahead of the student, and read with
appropriate expression. In other words, the proficient
reader adjusts his/her reading rate to be a little bit faster
while the student attempts to keep pace. According to
the Neurological Impress Method, the reading aloud
would continue throughout the text.
However, with Reading Together, the tutor
chunks the text into manageable sections. W hen the
section is complete, switch to repeated readings. The
student then rereads the selection aloud. This gives
the student an opportunity for practice and offers
immediate feedback to the teacher and the student.
That is, the teacher observes the student’s accuracy,
pace, and expression, while the student relishes in a
successful and independent reading of difficult text.
Speaking from experience with Reading Together, the
teacher will hear evidence of her own expression in the
student’s rereading. In addition, the student typically
will reread the text at a faster pace (more automatic) and
more accurately than a cold read of a similar text.
Mohr, Dixon, and Young (2012) first reported
on Reading Together (previously called Chase-MeShow-Me) when a reading coach (Chase Young) used
the method with two struggling readers. For 10 weeks,
two third grade students engaged in Reading Together
and made, over a year’s growth in reading achievement.
Both students began the intervention on a first-grade
reading level and ended on a third-grade level.
We recently used Reading Together to help 29
third through fifth grade students who were identified
as disfluent (Young, Mohr, 8c Rasinski, 2014). The
intervention lasted a month, and students received the
intervention each day for 20 minutes, resulting in a
total of 400 minutes. We found that Reading Together
significantly increased students’ reading expression,
reading rate, and overall reading scores. The research
also provided evidence that almost anyone can be
trained in the method. In our study, we utilized teachers,
parents, school staff, and pre-service teachers— all of
whom were capable of delivering the Reading Together
intervention after a one hour training and ongoing
support.
Technology and Assisted Reading
Is it possible to develop assisted reading programs using
technology? Using technology (computer devices or old
fashion tape recorders) fluent renderings of texts can be
recorded and then provided to developing or struggling
The NERA Journal (2014), Volume 50( 1)

readers who then read the print version of the text while
simultaneously listening to the previously recorded
fluent reading.
Actually, such approaches have been in the works
for some time. W hen she discovered that word decoding
accuracy was not sufficient for adequate student
progress, Carol Chomsky (1976) had struggling readers
repeatedly read texts while listening to a pre-recorded
version of the text until they could read it on their own
fluently and without the assistance of the recording.
Chomsky noted that students not only began to make
substantial gains in their reading, their confidence in
themselves as readers also grew. In a similar program
New Zealand intervention teacher Meryl-Lynn Pluck
(1995) reported that struggling readers engaged in
reading while listening to a recorded version of the
text for 27 weeks demonstrated gains of over 2 years in
overall reading achievement.
Now that computer applications have been
developed for not only recording but also recognizing
speech, assisted reading programs can be developed
within the classroom by teachers (i.e, podcasts). The
beauty of a teacher recording her own reading of a text
as podcast is that the recording is permanently stored
on the teacher’s computer (cannot be lost or damaged as
can a cassette tape), can be made available by the teacher
on the classroom website or emailed as an attachment
to students who are not present in school, and provides
readers with a familiar voice that may lead to higher
engagement. Several commercial technology programs
for assisted reading currently exist. Among our favorites
are Reading Assistant by Scientific Learning (http://
www.scilearn.com/products/reading-assistant) and myOn
Reading (http://www. myon.com/).
Conclusion
Students do not instantly become fluent readers. Fluency
requires a process of practice, but a certain kind of process
of practice. As in most learning endeavors, one must
first see (and hear) what is expected of him/her; then
the learner must practice the task under the guidance
of a teacher or coach; finally, with sufficient practice,
the learner is able to perform the task independently
and proficiently on his/her own. This learning process
has been called the gradual release of responsibility
(Gallagher 8c Pearson, 1983).
We feel that the critical part of the gradual release
of responsibility is the middle portion where the teacher
assists the learner in sharing responsibility for performing
the task. In reading fluency this is assisted reading. And
despite what some experts might say, reading fluency is
indeed important; not just for the sake of fluency itself,
but for improving students’ reading comprehension and
their confidence in themselves as readers.
In this article we shared some proven ways of
making assisted reading happen in classroom and
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clinical settings. W hen informed teachers begin to
integrate and apply assisted reading strategies into their
reading curriculum, reading outcomes for all students
are sure to improve.
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