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Fluent oral reading is essential for success in elementary school. In 
this study, we investigated the effectiveness of enhanced reading flu-
ency instruction for struggling readers. In a response-to-intervention 
context, the effort represented a primary intervention available to all 
students but provided only to those judged likely to need additional 
more intensive instruction to achieve success in school. In this article, 
we describe the foundations for the intervention, share outcomes of 
implementing it in elementary school classrooms and compare them 
to those achieved with other more intensive pull-out instruction, and 
review lessons learned from our efforts to improve fluency within the 
context of response-to-instruction. We also provide guidelines for use 
in developing and using the intervention in other classrooms.

Reading is the most critical academic 
skill students will learn and one of 
the best predictors of overall success 
in school…and society…There is no 
question that teaching all of our stu-
dents to read by the end of third grade, 
as mandated under NCLB, is a chal-
lenge. (Hosp & Fuchs, 2005, p. 9).
Promoting reading success and/or prevent-

ing or reducing reading failures among low 
responding students is not the responsibility 
of any one group or individual (Algozzine, 
Daunic, & Smith, 2009; Kavale & Spaulding, 
2008; Therrien, Wickstrom, & Jones, 2006; 
Vaughn, 2003; Vaughn, Wanzek, Murray, 

Scammacca, Linan-Thompson, & Woodruff, 
2009). Administrators need assistance identi-
fying, implementing, and evaluating effective 
interventions. Teachers need help identifying 
reading problems as well as efficiently and 
effectively teaching and monitoring progress. 
Students need to be taught appropriate litera-
cy skills and supervised in their learning and 
demonstration of them. Parents need assistance 
participating as partners in making schools 
safe and effective places to send their children. 
In this context, despite its “still experimental” 
status (cf. Kavale & Spaulding, 2008), Re-
sponse to Intervention (RtI) has emerged as 
the new way to think about both identification, 
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prevention, and treatment for the “most vulner-
able, academically unresponsive children” in 
schools and school districts (Fuchs & Deshler, 
2007, p. 131).

RtI “…integrates high quality teaching 
and assessment methods in a systematic way 
so that students who are not successful when 
presented with one set of instructional methods 
can be given the chance to succeed with the use 
of other practices” (Brown-Chidsey & Steege, 
2005, p. 3). RtI is based on the critical, but sim-
ple concept that “…quality instruction must be 
in place for all before it can be said that some 
have [special problems]” (Sailor, Doolittle, 
Bradley, and Danielson, 2009, p. 734). Ac-
cording to Bradley, Danielson, and Doolittle 
(2007), the popularity of RtI is partly grounded 
in the promise that “teachers no longer would 
have to wait for students to fail before the stu-
dents could receive services” and partly in the 
pledge of change at the first indication of unre-
sponsiveness to classroom implementations of 
scientifically-based interventions (p. 8). Those 
who promise potential payoff from RtI see it 
coming from early identification of and strong 
preventive intervention for academic problems 
(Mesmer & Mesmer, 2008).

RtI is “…a multitier prevention model 
that has at least three tiers” (Bradley, et al, 
2007, p. 9, emphasis added). In this con-
text, a “tier” refers to intervention provided 
in response to increasing needs of students. 
A three-tier prevention model is aimed at 
catching students early–before they fall 
significantly behind–and providing the sup-
ports they need throughout their early years 
of schooling (Vaughn, 2003). Primary (Tier 
I) interventions are designed to address the 
majority of students’ instructional needs. 
Once a student has been identified as need-
ing additional support, RtI directs the use of 
Secondary (Tier II) intervention for students 
for whom Tier I instruction was insufficient 
(i.e., students who fall behind on benchmarks 
skills and require additional intervention to 

achieve expectations). Tier II is small-group 
supplemental instruction. When students fail 
to profit from high-quality implementation 
of Tier II interventions, RtI proponents direct 
that additional support is provided. Tertiary 
(Tier III) intervention is specifically designed 
and customized instruction that is extended 
beyond the time allocated for Tiers I and II.

In this classroom-based study, we exam-
ined the effectiveness of systematic, tiered 
interventions on children referred to as “dif-
ficult-to-remediate,” “treatment resisters,” 
and/or “low responders.” In the emerging 
world of RtI, our work focused on students 
scoring low on academic measures who 
were likely to need additional instruction to 
achieve expected and acceptable levels of 
academic performance (Vaughn et al., 2009). 
Our interventions involved increasingly more 
intensive presentation and modeling, direct 
explanation, and guided practice of key ear-
ly literacy skills within general education 
classroom settings prior to recommending or 
providing special education services.

Method
We completed our study as part of the 

Behavior and Reading Improvement Center’s 
(BRIC) on-going research. The Center was 
federally-supported and its work focused on 
prevention of behavior and reading problems 
for children in K-3 classrooms.

Participants and Setting
The children in the initial comparison 

study (N = 541) were in second grade in 14 
elementary schools randomly selected from 
those serving large numbers of students at risk 
for failure in a large urban/suburban district in 
the southeastern region of the United States. 
Two groups were represented: Students in 
schools participating in a multiyear research 
project investigating a three-tier intervention 
model (n = 219) and students in demographi-
cally-matched comparison schools (n = 322).
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Girls and boys were similarly (Χ2 = 0.146, 
df = 1, p > .01) represented across treatment 
(59%: 41%) and comparison (60%: 40%) 
groups. Students from African-American and 
Hispanic ethnic and cultural backgrounds 
were also similarly (Χ2 = 0.671, df = 1, p 
> .01) represented in our treatment (62%: 
38%) and comparison (66%: 34%) groups. 
All subsequent analyses were completed 
using combined gender and ethnic groups. 
Scores on fall oral reading fluency bench-
mark assessments for children in our study 
all fell in the “at-risk” (0-25) or “some risk” 
(26-43) categories designated by the test 
developers and were used to establish statis-
tical equivalence in our causal-comparative, 
quasi-experimental design.

Procedure
All children in the district participated in 

90 minutes of classroom-based core reading 
instruction and 30 minutes of individual work 
time (IWT) as part of the comprehensive lit-
eracy modeled implemented in the participat-
ing district. Using fall benchmark screening 
scores, children in treatment schools were 
assigned to one of three groups based on level 
and types of supplemental instruction pro-
vided during IWT: Primary intervention only 
(PCFB-I: n = 91), primary plus commercial-
ly-available tertiary intervention, (PCFB-II: 
n = 83), and primary plus project-developed 
tertiary intervention, (PCFB-III: n = 45).

Primary intervention only. Peer-mediat-
ed learning groups in which children work 
together to support each other represent “…
powerful academic interventions that can pre-
vent and/or remediate reading failure before it 
leads to even more devastating outcomes…” 
(Maheady, Mallette, & Harper, 2006, p. 66). 
In these approaches, classes are divided into 
groups or competing teams in which students 
engage in a structured learning activity, eval-
uate each other’s performance and provide 
immediate feedback, and assume reciprocal 

roles of tutor and tutee. We were interested in 
applying key features of peer-mediated learn-
ing as a small-group targeted intervention for 
students who were failing to make adequate 
progress (i.e., “treatment resisters” or non-re-
sponders) while participating in whole-group 
teacher-directed instruction.

If you were to walk into one of the class-
rooms during the intervention phase of our 
research, you would see a student passing out 
the fluency folders and the student coaches 
(strong readers) partnering with a struggling 
reader at desks or in locations throughout the 
classroom. The teacher would start the activ-
ity with a direction to find partners and read 
the identified passage chorally. Each student 
would be reading a different passage that 
would match his or her independent reading 
level. When students finished the first read 
of the passage, they would raise their hands. 
When everyone was finished, the partners 
would read aloud the selection a second time 
alternating sentences from “coach” read to 
“partner” read. This phase of the reading was 
intended to provide a fluent model for the 
struggling reader as well as an opportunity 
for support as needed. A third reading would 
occur with the struggling reader reading the 
passage aloud and the “coach” providing ad-
ditional help with unknown words if needed. 
Usually by this time the reader would readily 
read the selection. Meanwhile the teacher 
would be monitoring how well students fol-
lowed directions. After this guided and inde-
pendent practice, the teacher would have stu-
dents time their reading of the passage. The 
teacher would encourage students to read flu-
ently and with expression. She/he would start 
a timer (for one minute) while the “coach” 
monitored his or her reader and noted how 
far he or she read in the passage. At the end 
of one minute, the reader would mark where 
he or she stopped reading, locate the number 
of words read, and record this on the chart in 
his or her folder. The coach also might assist 
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with this summative activity. A little later in 
the day the teacher would check folders to 
monitor progress and move students forward 
to a higher level passage for the next fluency 
practice session.

The district fluency benchmark for sec-
ond grade was 90 words-per-minute. If a stu-
dent reached benchmark, the teacher placed 
a star on a chart and noted the next story to 
read. If the student did not reach benchmark, 
they would practice reading this same sto-
ry for up to three fluency sessions before 
moving on to a new story. Although a new 
story was assigned, the fluency folder con-
tained roughly three stories at levels 6-31. 
This allowed the students to practice reading 
at their level, but avoided the problem of a 
student memorizing the story if he or she 
reached a plateau in progress.

The fluency practice took roughly 10-12 
minutes once students had learned the routine. 
Our treatment classrooms used this interven-
tion at least three times a week and found 
that by beginning the literacy period with the 
intervention, fewer interruptions occurred 
and it set the stage for the literacy period to 
follow. We provide additional information for 
“getting started” with PCFB in Appendix A.

To create the reading passages, we selected 
stories of general interest to our students that 
were leveled in difficulty by both publishers 
(Wright Group, Rigby, Sunshine) and authors 
Fountas and Pinnell (1996) and prepared a set 
of 46 120-150 word practice materials. When 
possible, we placed complete sentences on 
each line and replaced pronouns or inserted 
terms for clarity since pictures were not in-
cluded with the reading passages. We also 
created sentences or inserted sentences from 
the end of the passage to close it off so that 
it made sense to the reader. A sample story is 
shown in Figure 1.

Primary plus commercially-available 
secondary intervention. We used Reading 
Mastery materials (Engelmann & Bruner, 

1995a,b) as our secondary level intervention 
in second grade because it addressed phone-
mic awareness, word attack skills, and com-
prehension strategies needed to bring students 
to an appropriate level in reading. The pro-
grams are based on Direct Instruction tech-
niques, providing the kind of careful instruc-
tion that is needed to teach basic skills. It is a 
program that (a) emphasizes giving students 
strategies for decoding and comprehension, 
(b) provides careful instruction in all subskills 
that lead to mastery of those strategies, (c) 
provides for a carefully controlled sequence 
of skills through which those subskills are 
introduced and reinforced, (d) gives children 
adequate and realistic practice geared to the 
needs of children, and (e) provides individual-
izing provisions (i.e., placement, skipping). It 
was used during the IWT period for students 
with benchmark scores below those of their 
peers using only PCFB and above those of 
peers needing more intensive intervention.

Primary plus project-developed tertiary 
intervention. We developed a supplemental 
intervention designed to increase phonemic 
awareness, alphabetic understanding, decoding 
skills, and fluency of students who were not 
progressing at the expected rate for their grade 
level or through screening were shown to be 
at-risk for failure in reading. The scripted les-
sons followed formats and a sequence of skills 
recommended in Direct Instruction Reading 
(Carnine, Silbert, Kame’enui, & Tarver, 2004) 
and incorporated Simmons and Kame’enui’s 
(1998) six principles of instructional design. 
The lessons were brief (i.e., approximately 10 
min) and designed to be taught to 1-3 students 
at a time and provided instruction in the fol-
lowing areas (a) auditory skills of blending and 
segmenting (i.e., phonemic awareness); (b) 
letter-sound correspondences (i.e., alphabetic 
understanding); (c) reading phonetically reg-
ular words (i.e., decoding); (d) fluency build-
ing with connected text, and (e) sight word 
practice. The 110 lessons covered all of the 
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decoding skills addressed through first grade 
and served as a tertiary intervention for second 
grade students demonstrating the greatest 
evidence of treatment resistance. It was used 
during the IWT portion of the literacy period 
with project-trained assistants serving as the 
interventionists.

Assessments
The district used the Dynamic Indicators 

of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS; Good 
& Kaminski, 2002a) for monitoring early 
literacy progress of students in kindergarten 
through second grade. The DIBELS measures 
include subtests of letter recognition and tasks 
related to phonological awareness, the alpha-
betic principle, and reading aloud. Similar 
assessments are widely used and accepted as 

valid and reliable curriculum-based measures 
of reading (cf. Wayman, Wallace, Wiley, 
Tichá, & Espin, 2007).

The DIBELS Oral Reading Fluency 
(ORF) passages were developed primarily 
to have appropriate and consistent readabil-
ity for a grade level and benchmark expec-
tations are available (see Table 1) for use 
in making instructional planning and prog-
ress monitoring decisions (Good, Wallin, 
Simmons, Kame’enui, & Kaminski, 2002; 
Kaminski & Good, 1998; Good, Kaminski, 
Shinn, Braaten, Shinn, & Laimon, 2003; 
Good, Simmons, & Kaminski, 2001). It is 
a brief, individually administered, standard-
ized, timed assessment that teachers were 
trained to use as part of the district’s com-
prehensive reading model. The ORF subtest 

Figure 1. Sample Reading Passage

Uncle Jed’s Barbershop

Uncle Jed used to come to our house	 8

every Wednesday night with his clippers.	 14

He was the only black barber in the county.	 23

Uncle Jed cut my daddy’s hair and shaved his face.	 33

When he was done, he would pick me up and sit me in his lap	 48

and tell me about the barbershop he was going to open one day.	 61

Uncle Jed worked hard and saved all his money. One day I got real sick.	 76

The doctor said I needed to have an operation.	 85

Mama and daddy did not have the money.	 93

Uncle Jed paid for me to have the operation. He used his barbershop money.	 107

He loved me very much. For a long time after that,	 118

Uncle Jed came by the house every day to see how I was doing. I got better.	 135

Uncle Jed started saving his money again. He worked real hard and saved.	 148

Uncle Jed finally got his barbershop.	 154

Uncle Jed’s Barbershop

By Margaret King Mitchell (adapted by K. Nicholson)

Level 31-32
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was used in the district’s RtI implementa-
tion to identify students at risk for reading 
problems.

During the ORF assessment, students read 
a passage aloud for 1 min. Words omitted, 
substituted, and hesitations of more than 3 
seconds are scored as errors. Words self-cor-
rected within 3 seconds are scored as accu-
rate. We used the median score of 3 passage 
readings as the pre- and post-test measures in 
our study. The alternate-form reliability for 
ORF is reported as ranging from .89 to .96. 
The concurrent validity of second-grade ORF 
with the other similar measures ranges from 
.91 to 36. The reported average Spache read-
ability estimate for first grade benchmark pas-
sages was 2.2 (Good & Kaminski, 2002b). In 
another study of the reliability and validity of 
the second grade passages, the median alter-
nate-form reliability coefficient was .94 and 
concurrent validity estimates ranged from .92 
to .96 with a median reported of .95 (Good, 
Kaminski, Smith, & Bratten, 2001).

Treatment Fidelity
To control for possible contamination re-

sulting from shared ideas and extant teaching 
methods, teachers participated in individual-
ized professional development prior to and 
during the intervention phase of our study. 
During the initial sessions, teachers were pro-
vided with a brief overview of the importance 
of oral reading fluency as well as the materials 
and passages needed for planning and imple-
menting PCFB in their classrooms. They also 
received regular “check-support-connect” 
visits from researchers and graduate assistants 

to ensure questions regarding implementation 
expectations and efforts were addressed in 
a timely manner. Teachers were also “mon-
itored” on an unannounced basis to assess 
treatment fidelity.

We used a checklist that included the 
essential steps for implementing the PCFB 
program to assess the extent to which it 
was being implemented as intended (e.g., 
Teacher times the students as a group. 
Coach helps with difficult words, points out 
errors, and helps the Reader correct them. 
Reader reads at an appropriate pace not rac-
ing through the text.). Each of the 18 items 
was scored using the following scale during 
unannounced observations: 0 = not met, .5 
= initiating, 1 = met expectations, and 2 = 
mastery plus; and, we averaged the score on 
each of the items to obtain a marker for the 
integrity with which the intervention was 
implemented. The average treatment fidel-
ity for teachers participating in this study 
was 1.00 (SD=0.19) and was considered 
acceptable as evidence that the intervention 
was implemented as intended.

We also monitored implementation of 
secondary and tertiary interventions that 
were coupled with PCFB. We used similar 
checklists and regularly conducted an-
nounced and unannounced observations to 
assess levels of implementation fidelity. 
Implementation problems were addressed 
on an individual basis as needed. The overall 
treatment fidelity for secondary and tertiary 
interventions considered adequate and ac-
ceptable across interventionists, classrooms, 
and schools.

Table 1 DIBELS Oral Reading Fluency (ORF) Benchmarks

Measure Beginning of Year
Month 1-3

Middle of Year
Month 4-6

End of Year
Month 7-10

Scores Status Scores Status Scores Status

ORF
ORF < 26
26<= ORF <44
ORF >= 44

At Risk
Some Risk
Low Risk

ORF < 52
52<= ORF <68
ORF >= 68

At Risk
Some Risk
Low Risk

ORF < 70
70<= ORF <90
ORF >= 90

At Risk
Some Risk
Low Risk
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Teachers in all classrooms provided the 
district’s regular literacy program which 
included 90 minutes of daily language arts 
instruction using a variety of reading ma-
terials (e.g., easy story books, popular 
children’s literature, and basal readers) and 
a 30-minute independent work time (IWT) 
that followed the group instruction block 
each day. Children in treatment schools 
participated in the peer coach fluency 
building activities for varying numbers of 
weeks during the school year during IWT 
when children in control classrooms were 
also given opportunities to reread familiar 
stories and text, independent reading, and 
independent writing. Time allocated to 
reading instruction was the same for all 
children; however, IWT activities varied as 
the “intervention conditions” of the study.

Research Questions and Data Analysis
Oral reading fluency scores were com-

pared using descriptive and graphic displays 
and two-factor analyses of variance with 
repeated measures. The level of statistical 
significance for all tests was set at 0.01 and 
effect sizes were calculated (using Hedges’ g) 
for all comparisons of interest. Two general 
research questions were addressed:

•	 To what extent does oral reading 
fluency performance improve for stu-
dents participating in Peer Coaching 
Fluency Building compared to peers 
participating in district-directed core 
reading activities?

•	 To what extent does oral reading 
fluency performance improve for 
students participating in Peer Coach-
ing Fluency Building compared to 
peers also participating in targeted, 
small group supplemental instruc-
tion or individualized supplemental 
instruction?

Results
Means, standard deviations, and analysis 

of variance summary statistics for students 
with complete data (n = 515) participating 
in PCFB and their comparison group peers 
are in Table 2. Statistically significant main 
effects for Group, F (1, 513) = 13.70, p < .01, 
Occasion, F (2, 1026) = 1895.11, p < .01, and 
the interaction of Group and Occasion F (2, 
1026) = 9.13, p < .01 were observed. While 
fall oral reading fluency scores were similar 
(t = 2.34, df = 513, p > 0.01), winter scores (t 
= 3.89, df = 513, p < 0.01), spring scores (t = 
3.51, df = 513, p < 0.01), and improvements 
were different across treatment and compari-
son groups (see Figure 2). Fall to spring oral 
reading fluency improved 47 words per min-
ute for students in the treatment group com-
pared to 41 words per minute for their peers 
in the comparison group.

Means, standard deviations, and analysis 
of variance summary statistics for students (N 
= 219) participating in the PCFB-Only Inter-
vention, PCFB plus Secondary Intervention, 
and PCFB plus Tertiary Intervention are in 
Table 3. Statistically significant main effects 
were observed for Group, F (2, 216) = 26.22, 
p < .01, and Occasion, F (1, 216) = 1526.50, p 
< .01; the interaction of Group and Occasion 
F (2, 216) = 1.13, p > .01 was not significant. 
Follow-up analyses of the Group main effect 
indicated that oral reading fluency scores for 
students participating in PCFB-Only (M = 
63.72) and PCFB plus Secondary Interven-
tion (M = 57.37) were similar and statistically 
significantly different that those for students 
participating in the PCFB plus Tertiary Inter-
vention (M = 42.76). Follow-up analyses of 
the Occasion main effect indicated that spring 
oral reading fluency scores for all students (M 
= 75.93) were statistically significantly higher 
than winter scores (M = 57.98) which were 
statistically significantly higher than their fall 
scores (M = 29.94). These outcomes are dis-
played in Figure 3.



78 / Reading Improvement

Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations for Participants and District Comparison Peers

Group Occasion ES

Fall Winter Spring

M SD M SD M SD

Treatment (n = 193) 27.61 9.07 55.96 18.52 74.56 20.63 .32

Comparison (n = 322) 25.33 11.59 48.52 22.38 66.78 26.35

Note. Effect size reflects Spring difference between Treatment and Comparison group.
Source MS df F ES Observed Power

Between Subjects

Group 12318.77 1 13.70* 0.03 0.87

	 Error 899.06 513

Within Subjects

Occasion 471604.19 1 2598.24* 0.84 1.00

Group x Occasion 1823.07 1 10.04* 0.19 0.72

	 Error 181.51 513

*p < 0.01

Table 3. Means, Standard Deviations, and Analysis of Variance Summary Table for 
Participants

Group Oral Reading

Fall Winter Spring

M SD M SD M SD

PCFB-I (n = 91) 37.25 15.44 68.55 23.21 85.35 23.51

PCFB-II (n = 83) 32.46 10.28 60.90 15.46 78.73 16.72

PCFB-II (n = 45) 20.11 6.73 44.49 17.86 63.69 21.50

Note. Effect size reflects Spring difference between Treatment and Comparison group.
Source MS df F ES Observed Power

Between Subjects

Group 19858.77 2 26.22* 0.20 1.00

	 Error 757.46 216

Within Subjects

Occasion 210246.23 1 1526.50* 0.88 1.00

Group x Occasion 155.24 2 1.13 0.10 0.09

	 Error 137.33 216

*p < 0.01
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Figure 2. Treatment and Comparison Group Oral Reading Fluency Comparison

Figure 3. Intervention Group Oral Reading Fluency Comparison
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Discussion
Professional wisdom and research have 

consistently supported the importance of 
fluency in the development of reading profi-
ciency, and a variety of effective methods for 
assessment and instruction of reading fluency 
have been developed (Allington, 1977, 1983, 
2001; Cunningham, 2005; Dudley, 2005; 
Dudley & Mather, 2005; Hasbrouck & Tindal, 
1992; Hudson, Lane, Pullin, 2005; Rasinski, 
2000, 2003, 2004). Opportunities to develop 
reading fluency are important for all readers, 
but teachers of struggling readers in particular 
must recognize the importance of incorpo-
rating explicit fluency-based instruction into 
their reading programs (Allington, 1977; 
Cunningham, 2005; Hasbrouck & Tindal, 
1992; Hudson, Lane, Pullin, 2005; Larson, 
2002; National Reading Panel, 2000; Snow, 
Burns, & Griffin, 1998).

The children who have participated in 
PCFB showed statistically significant growth 
in reading fluency as compared with their 
peers in “control” second grade classrooms. 
These outcomes support those of a pilot study 
in which students in the fluency practice class 
had scores improve from a winter pretest 
ORF mean score of 51 to a posttest May ORF 
mean score of 91, while students in a control 
classroom obtained a pretest mean ORF of 50 
and a posttest mean score in ORF of 70 (cf. 
Author, 2004). We also found difference in re-
sponse to intervention outcomes for students 
who participated in additional more intensive 
instructional opportunities (i.e., PCFB-II and 
PCFB-III).

Response to Intervention models empha-
size increasingly differentiated and inten-
sified instruction in efforts to help “class-
room teachers, reading/literacy specialists, 
speech language pathologists, teachers of 
English learners, special educators, admin-
istrators, and others as they work toward 
goals of preventing language and literacy 
difficulties among American’s children and 

improving instruction in these areas for all 
students” (International Reading Associ-
ation, 2009, p. 1). In this study, students 
received different levels and amounts of 
intervention based on their benchmark oral 
reading performance. Procedures were stan-
dardized and fidelity of implementation was 
regularly monitored to ensure that all treat-
ment group participants received similar 
primary and/or supplementary instruction. 
Our documenting that additional instruc-
tion did not result in differential outcomes 
prompted two additional post-hoc analyses.

First, the finding that participating in Peer 
Coaching Fluency Building alone (PCFB-I) 
and Peer Coaching Fluency Building with 
additional, more intensive, intervention 
(PCFB-II) resulted in similar outcomes was 
surprising. The logic of RtI directs that addi-
tional exposure to high quality “secondary” 
intervention improves opportunities to learn 
(i.e., more instruction, better outcomes). Fall 
oral reading fluency scores for students who 
participated in PCFB-I (M = 37.25) were 
slightly above, but statistically similar (t = 
2.39, df = 172, p > .01), to those for students 
who participated in PCFB-II (M = 32.46). The 
overall time (39.14 v. 44.39, respectively) and 
rate of engagement (41.17 v. 43.04, respec-
tively) of these students in the peer coaching 
intervention was also statistically equivalent, 
suggesting that the addition of more inten-
sive intervention may have had little or no 
effect on the overall performance of students 
who received it. Interestingly, students who 
received the most intensive combination of 
interventions evidenced less growth in oral 
reading fluency despite participating in PCFB 
for more time (51.49 v. 39.14 and 44.39, re-
spectively) and at higher rates of engagement 
(49.47 v. 41.17 and 43.04, respectively) than 
their peers. Further investigation of the po-
tentially reductive effects of “too much” in-
tervention is clearly warranted. Similarly, the 
need remains for establishing the long-term 
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resilience or sustainability of the effects of 
PCFB observed in our study.

Implications for Improvement of Practice
The oral reading fluency intervention that 

we evaluated is practical and manageable in 
the classroom. It is easy to implement because 
students learn to monitor and document their 
own progress and improvements. After initial 
implementation, students take ownership of 
the practice. As with other peer-mediated and 
repeated reading interventions, when given 
the opportunity to read stories on their own 
level, the students gain confidence in their 
ability and become excited about reading. 
They also enjoy working with a peer and cele-
brating improvements and growth in their oral 
reading fluency.

In our review of research on fluency, we 
found that there are specific features that 
need to be a part of instruction to improve 
oral reading fluency skills. Our intervention 
(Peer Coaching Fluency Building) incorpo-
rates these elements of successful practice 
and effective instruction, including: model-
ing fluent reading for the student, providing 
support or feedback with difficult words, pro-
viding opportunities to read a text more than 
once to gain confidence and control over the 
reading (e.g. repeated readings), charting stu-
dent progress, and identifying a benchmark 
or target the student needs to achieve with 
each reading (Chard, Vaughn, & Tyler, 2002; 
Fuchs, Fuchs, & Burnish, 2000; Maheady, 
Mallette, & Harper, 2006; Reutzel, Fawson, & 
Smith, 2008; Reutzel & Hollingsworth, 1993; 
Reutzel, Jones, Fawson, & Smith, 2008; Reu-
tzel & Smith, 2004; Samuels, 1979; Therrien, 
2004; Therrien, Wickstrom, & Jones, 2006).

While the likelihood of implementing 
all of the above features into an existing 
literacy program may seem overwhelming, 
our intervention can be readily adapted 
to most classrooms (see Appendix A). To 
begin, using existing oral reading fluency 
data, peer partners are selected to “coach” 

and support the struggling readers in the 
classroom. Coaches assist with modeling 
fluent reading, providing feedback, timing, 
and charting fluency progress. Each coach 
is given a list of explicit directions to guide 
them with each fluency session. The direc-
tions are kept in the reader’s fluency folder 
and ready with each practice session.

A second feature of this model is the 
reading material. Each reader has a folder 
containing a series of short passages leveled 
in difficulty (see Figure 1). Passages range 
from a Reading Recovery level 6 (early first 
grade) to a level 31 (3rd grade) (Fountas & 
Pinnell, 1996). These leveled passages al-
low the teacher to match what is being read 
to the child’s independent reading level 
thus individualizing the fluency practice for 
each student. Each passage gradually in-
creases in difficulty to scaffold and support 
the student as he or she reaches a fluency 
benchmark and then moves up to slightly 
to more difficult material before eventually 
reaching grade level material. The passages 
are short (120-150 words) and slightly mod-
ified versions of real stories from Wright 
Group, Rigby, Sunshine publishers, and 
other rich selections of children’s literature. 
The text is meaningful and fun to read and 
it engages the students while they practice 
their fluency.

Charting progress motivates the students 
to practice to meet their goal. Each reader 
has a chart in his or her fluency folder that 
allows him or her to record how many words 
per minute he or she read during each fluen-
cy session, and to see his or her progress on 
a regular basis. This almost daily feedback 
encourages the student to continue to prac-
tice and improve. It also provides important 
assessment information that “informs” the 
teacher as he/she plans literacy instruction 
to target students’ specific literacy needs 
(e.g. word analysis instruction).
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Limitations and Need for Future Research
Our study combined extant data and qua-

si-experimental comparisons; and, while we 
did not randomly assign participants to treat-
ment conditions, we grounded participation in 
criteria currently advocated as best RtI prac-
tice and we established the statistical equiva-
lence of our groups when it was appropriate 
to do so. Similar methods have been used 
by other researchers investigating compara-
ble interventions and practices (cf. Denton, 
Fletcher, Anthony, & Francis, 2006; Vaughn 
et al., 2009) and in the context of conducting 
research in authentic educational environ-
ments, we considered this to be a reasonable 
rather than confining limit in our work.

We also focused on a singular definition 
and measure of oral reading fluency. The 
assessments we used were those represented 
in the formative and summative evaluation 
data compiled in the comprehensive reading 
model being implemented in the district. 
Documenting the extent to which similar 
outcomes would be evident on different 
measures (e.g., high-stakes outcome tests) 
remains for future research.
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Appendix A

Getting Started
Once reading materials are compiled, using this partner fluency model involves a few sim-

ple steps, including selecting target students and coaches, creating clear directions to eliminate 
variation in implementation across students and coaches, and modeling and monitoring activi-
ties and performance.

Selecting target students. Setting up this practice in the classroom is not difficult and readily 
fits within the structure of the school day. In our example, children who needed the fluency 
practice were identified using the Oral Reading Fluency (ORF) scores and benchmarks from 
the DIBELS assessments (Good & Kaminski, 2002) – no additional testing was necessary. 
Our students were in second grade reading below 44 words-per-minute at the beginning of 
the school year, but scoring at 50 or above on the Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF) subtest of 
DIBELS. The Nonsense Word Fluency scores indicate that the students have some phonics 
knowledge, can decode simple 3-4 letter words, such that fluency difficulty is not related to a 
lack of decoding skill.

Selecting coaches and creating directions. Students were paired with a classroom peer who 
scored above the ORF and NWF benchmarks. This peer became the fluency “coach.” Typically, 
we had 10-12 students who needed fluency practice and 10-12 peer coaches, allowing most of 
the entire class to participate in fluency sessions.

A list of explicit directions was created for the coaches to follow and placed in each fluency 
folder. The directions are as follows:

1.	 Get with your partner and find the story to read. (Stories are numbered. Each student is 
placed in a different level story based on their independent reading level)

2.	 You and your partner read the story together out loud. (Choral reading)
3.	 Now you and your partner will alternate reading each sentence in the story. You read the 

first sentence and your partner will read the next. (Modeling)
4.	 Now, your partner (target student) reads the story by himself. You will help him with 

any words he can’t read. (Support)
5.	 Have your partner read the story one more time. (Optional)
6.	 Now you can help time your partner. They will read for one minute. The teacher will 

tell you when to begin and when to stop. (With practice, students can learn to do this 
independently)

7.	 Help your partner find the number of words that he/she read and write it on the chart.
Modeling and monitoring instruction. Once the students are identified and folders created, 

the teacher begins with a few short mini-lessons to model fluent reading of one of the passages 
in the folder and to engage the students in the reading by echo reading and chorally reading the 
selection. The teacher is sure to describe and model smooth, fluent, expressive reading. Then 
the teacher demonstrates how to count the number of words read, using the numbers listed at the 
end of each sentence, and demonstrates how to record the number of words read on the chart. 
In a second mini-lesson the teacher allows students to practice following the “coach” directions 
step by step.


