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Abstract

Repeated reading has been successfully used to enhance reading fluency in L1, but little is
known about how (and to what extent) this strategy impacts reading in foreign language
classrooms. Our paper reports the results of a 5-week intervention program aimed to improve
reading fluency of middle school students during their English as a foreign language classes.
Four classes of sixth-graders divided in two groups received two reading treatments for the
last 15 minutes of the class: choral repeated reading (CRR) and reading
comprehension/vocabulary development (RC/VD). Results indicated that a short term
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intervention program of repeated reading can lead to significant improvements of fluency
only at lexical level (words in disconnected text) but not at syntactic level (words in
connected text). Pedagogical implications and further research directions are addressed.
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1. Introduction

Reading fluency (RF) has been identified as one of the main components of reading
proficiency (NRP, 2000). Given that the ultimate goal of reading is to understand what is
being read, the growing interest in RF is probably best explained by its moderate to strong
correlation with reading comprehension (e.g. Rasinski et al., 2005; Roberts, Doog &
Corcoran, 2005). The relationship has been framed conceptually by the Automaticity Theory
(LaBerge & Samuels, 1974) and Verbal Efficiency Theory (Perfetti, 1985). Both theories
suggest that the more automatized the reading fluency, the more cognitive resources (e.g.
attention, short-term memory) readers can employ to focus on understanding the meaning of
what is being read. Thus, the development of RF plays a crucial role in the process of
comprehending the meaning of what is being read. While there are many empirical studies
that explored how can native speakers improve their RF skills in the classroom, surprisingly
there is little evidence about how this skill can be enhanced during foreign language (FL)
classes. Furthermore, it is unclear whether the development of RF in a FL is similar at lexical
level (words in disconnected texts) with the one at syntactic level (words in connected text),
given different predictive values of the two levels of RF on reading comprehension. In this
study we will explore the potential advantage of improving RF in a foreign language (FL) at
both lexical and syntactic levels using a strategy that has been reported to be effective in L1
reading classes: choral repeated reading.

2. Review of Literature
2.1 Levels of RF

Learning to read automatically is a multi-step process and readers can become fluent at
different levels. For instance, Biemiller (1981) was among the first to indicate that the
performance of RF is higher when reading words in a connected text, compared with reading
words in disconnected text. More recent studies (e.g. Hudson, Torgesen, Lane & Turner,
2012) show that there are several levels of RF and that developing readers can perform
differently depending on the tasks that they are being given (i.e. rapid automatized letters
naming, grapheme-phoneme connections, phonemic blending, decoding non-sense words,
decoding words in disconnected and connected text). Jenkins et al. (2003) analyzed the
relationships between the levels of RF to reading comprehension and found that RF in
connected text is the best predictor for reading comprehension, accounting for 41% of unique
variance above reading fluency of words in disconnected text. The outcome of their research
is consistent with other studies that found the ability to read fluently a connected text to
account for most of the variance in predicting proficiency in reading comprehension,
compared with reading fluently words in disconnected texts in the native language (L1) (e.g.
Baker, Stoolmiller, Good & Baker, 2011; Klauda & Guthire, 2008) and FL (Crosson &
Lesaux, 2010; Jeon, 2012; Jiang, Sawaki & Sabatini, 2012).

These findings imply that, when assessing RF, it is important to consider which levels we
analyze and what is their relation to reading comprehension (Klauda & Guthire, 2008). In our
study we contrast the growth of RF at lexical (words in disconnected text) and syntactic
(words in connected text) level, because the two tasks have different predictive values for
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reading comprehension.
2.2 Repeated Reading as an Instructional Strategy to Enhance RF

Repeated reading is a strategy indicated as enhancing for RF, and often used by classroom
teachers. This strategy was successfully used to improve RF as shown by measures that
included non-words, or words in both disconnected and connected text (Meyer & Felton,
1999; Therrien, 2004; Therrien & Kubina, 2006). As an intervention, repeated reading
generated positive results when reading activities were conducted with or without a model,;
however, the strategy appeared to be the most efficient when the teacher models the reading
(Chard, Vaughn & Tyler, 2002; Dolean, Tincas & Damsa, 2016). Modeling reading can be
performed individually (teacher reads aloud and students listen/follow the text silently) or
chorally (both teacher and students read aloud simultaneously).

While several studies used individual teacher modeling as an intervention to improve RF,
there are a few empirical studies that addressed the impact of the choral repeated reading
(CRR) on RF. Empirical evidence on this strategy indicates that it can be used as aan efficient
strategy to improve RF (Rasinski, 1989; Rasinski 2003; Samuels, 2006), measured by speed
and accuracy of words in disconnected and connected text (Paige, 2011), as well as in speech
prosody (Miccinati, 1985). One of the advantages of CRR is that it allows speakers to
synchronize fairly quickly, without the need of practice (Cummins, 2003), thus allowing
readers to benefit from it from the very first trial. An analysis of the available literature on the
topic led to the conclusion that further and more specific empirical evidence is needed on
how CRR influences reading fluency in FL classes, and how effective this strategy is in
relation with reading comprehension when it is used in FL lessons.

2.3 Reading Fluency in a FL

Empirical studies suggest that the development of RF in a FL does not always follow the
same path with L1 and that the development of RF at syntactic level is a much slower and
tenuous process compared to L1 (see Fraser, 2004). Review studies suggest that decoding
skills develop faster than comprehension skills, and consequently, FL learners have
significantly larger gaps between scores on RF and reading comprehension measures
compared with L1 learners (Quirk & Beam, 2012; Reschly et al., 2009). The reason why FL
learners lag behind their comprehension skills can be explained by the lack of vocabulary
skills (Lervd&y & Aukrust, 2009) or syntactic knowledge (Shiotsu & Weir, 2007). In a
meta-analysis Melby-Lervag and Lervag (2014) showed that differences between L1 and FL
learners are rather small at word decoding level, because of the higher transfer rate of
linguistic skills from L1 to FL. However, those differences are large when FL learners read
words in connected texts, suggesting that reading skills decrease substantially at reading
comprehension level. The authors also found that FL learners had a moderate to a large
disadvantage in reading comprehension, a large disadvantage in linguistic comprehension but
no, or only a very small, disadvantage in decoding skills. These studies indicate that reading
development of FL learners might increase faster at lexical level compared with syntactic
level. But how does this impact the teaching strategies used by FL teachers in order to
improve reading in a foreign language?
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The existing studies in the literature that focused on improving RF in L2/FL classrooms
through repeated reading provide mixed results. On one hand, a handful of studies indicate
that repeated reading improved fluency and comprehension of FL learners (e.g. Blum et al.,
1995; Gorsuch & Taguchi, 2008), while other studies found little to no positive effect of
repeated reading on RF compared with other control reading methods (e.g. Denton, Anthony,
Parker & Hansbrouck, 2004; Taguchi, Takayasu-Maass, & Gorsuch, 2004).

Our study will address this by comparing the efficiency of this strategy on RF at lexical and
syntactical level.

3. Present Study

The reviewed literature indicates the scarce empirical evidence existent on improving RF in
FL classes. The following study aims to provide empirical evidence on the effects of CRR on
FL reading fluency through an intervention program. The study focuses specifically on
examining whether (and to what extent) choral repeated reading, used as strategy to improve
RF, can improve RF of FL learners. The following research questions are addressed in order
to pursue this examination:

1. Does CRR improve RF when reading texts in a FL compared with reading activities
focused on comprehension?

2. Does CRR improve RF when reading texts in a FL at both lexical and syntactic level?
4. Method
4.1 Participants

Eighty eight sixth-grade students (aged 12-13) attending one of four parallel classes of the
same urban middle school from Romania were initially considered to be included in our study,
which was part of a school project aimed to enhance reading skills in English. All six graders
took part in our intervention program because they all attended the participating classes. After
we distributed the four classes to one of the two treatments (see Procedures), we controlled
the two groups by the English and general academic performance. The final sample of
participants that was included in our analysis had 61 students, distributed to either the choral
repeated reading (n = 32, 17 boys) and reading comprehension (n = 29, 15 boys) treatment
(see Procedures). All participating students attended three hours per week of English classes,
and they all started formal English lessons in the 1% grade. None of them came from a
socio-economic disadvantaged environment (as reflected by school records), and neither one
belonged to a linguistic minority group.

4.2 Procedures

The participants were initially tested (Time 1) for RF in English (see Measures section). Then
the four classes were paired in dyads (groups), with the mean scores of each dyad not
statistically different (p >.05) in RF (see Table 1). The data from school records indicated
there was no significant difference (p > .05) between the two groups at the end of previous
academic year as reflected by end-of-the year grades and English grades. Next, the two
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groups were distributed randomly (coin toss) to one of the two treatments: choral repeated
reading (CRR) and reading comprehension/vocabulary development (RC/VD).

A 5-week long intervention program was started one week after the initial testing. The
program was implemented by the regular classroom teachers, who were initially trained to
implement each treatment. The teachers taught the (same) subject, following the national
curriculum, and used the same textbooks for the first 35 minutes of each class. However, the
last 15 minutes, they were instructed to use reading booklets provided by the research team.
The booklets consisted in 15 stories (3 hours per week x 5 weeks) followed by activities
focused on RC/VD. The stories were about 150-180 words long. Each story included 5 to 8
new content words. The booklets were not available for sale in any store, and none of the
teachers or students declared they were familiar with them.

The teachers from the two different treatments were instructed to use the booklets in their
lessons differently. The teachers from CRR treatment conducted choral group reading
activities, focused on developing RF. The activities started with the teacher reading out loud
(modeling) the text, and students (with the help of the teacher when necessary) were
translating out loud its meaning. Then, the teacher organized CRR activities, when the whole
class would engage simultaneously in reading the text for 4 times. The repeated reading
strategies varied in speed (the more students read the same text, the higher the speed).

The teachers from RC/VD treatment were instructed to focus their lessons on understanding
the meaning of the text and developing the vocabulary skills. They started their intervention
similarly with teachers from CRR treatment, by reading out loud (modeling) and translating
the text. Then, the teacher focused the class activities on reading comprehension, by
developing the vocabulary skills of students using the exercises from the booklets. These
activities consisted on exercises of matching (the word with its definition), answering
comprehension questions, fill the new words in the blanks, defining them by finding the
opposites or breaking down the words by word parts (suffixes and prefixes).

The teachers were instructed to retain the booklets at the end of each class, so that students
did not have access to the texts outside the intervention program. After the 5-week

intervention program, the students’ performance was measured again (Time 2) for RF and
RC/VD.

4.3 Measures

The assessment of students’ progress was conducted using standardized (RF syntactic level)
and curriculum-based (RF lexical level) measures.

Reading fluency

The assessment of RF was conducted at lexical (words in disconnected text) and at
syntactical (words in connected text) level. The students were tested by two researchers, in a
quiet room within their school. The fluency was measured by the number of correct words
read per minute (e.g. Fuchs, Fuchs, Hosp & Jenkins, 2001). The inter-rater agreement
measured at Time 1 indicated a strong correlation for assessments conducted at both lexical (r
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=.99) and syntactic (r =.99) level. We used the following instruments to measure RF:
Words in disconnected text (lexical level)

In order to select the list of words used for the assessment, the participating children received
initially all 2-syllable words (n = 105) from Spache’s revised words list (Spache, 1974) that
any 6" grader from Romania should have been familiar with (e.g. color). Then, the
participants were asked to indicate (underline) which words they found unfamiliar (they
never saw written before). The percentage of familiarity score was measured by subtracting
the sum of frequencies of each word identified unfamiliar by students from 100. The
familiarity score of the words ranged from 47.62 to 100 percent. After that, the research team
discussed the results with their classroom teachers to identify which words students were less
likely to have met. Nine words were taken out of the list, so the total number of words that
were included in the assessment instruments was 96. All words had a familiarity average
score of more than 90%, as indicated by students’ answers. The remaining words were
randomly distributed in two groups (48 words each). The research team field tested the
correlation between the scores of RF for each list using a separate sample of 10 same-age
students. Results showed a strong correlation between the two parallel forms (r = .95),
indicating that using the two lists to assess RF was highly reliable. The forms were randomly
distributed to either pre-test (Time 1) or post-test (Time 2) assessment session.

Words in connected text (syntactic level)

The assessment of RF at syntactic level was conducted by using two parallel forms of
DIBELS Oral Reading Fluency (Good & Kaminski, 1982). The forms included short stories
of about 200 words. One form was used for pre-test (Time 1) and the other one for post-test
(Time 2). Given that the instrument was originally designed for English speakers and not for
FL learners, we selected the assessment forms by asking four English teachers to rate ten of
them from a scale from 1 (not appropriate) to 4 (very appropriate). The two forms with the
highest scores were selected for our assessment. A field test conducted on 10 same-age
students showed a strong correlation (r = .98) between the two forms.

5. Results

The intervention program indicated that the measures of fluency showed mixed results.
Descriptive statistics are displayed in Table 1.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of students’ performance at RF and RC/VD measures

CRR RC/VD
N =32 N =29
Time 1 Time 2 Time 1 Time 2
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)
RF Lexical 73.64 (17.23) | 86.05(19.67) |68.32(21.12) | 71.07(20.07)
Syntactic | 89.56 (22.54) | 95.03 (30.09) | 88.69 (21.69) | 86.69 (28.85)

*Note: RF = reading fluency; CRR = choral repeated reading treatment; RC/VD = reading
comprehension/vocabulary development treatment.

** Note: RF scores represent the number of correct words read per minute.

Four 2 (treatment: CRR vs. RC/VD) x 2 (time: Time 1 vs. Time 2) mixed analyses of
variance (ANOVA) were conducted, with RF (lexical, syntactic) and RC/VD, respectively, as
dependent variables.

The analysis for RF at lexical level showed significant main effects of time F(1,59) = 40.64,
p < .001, an: 408 (higher scores at Time 2 vs. Time 1), treatment F(1,59) = 4.40, p = .040,
ny’ = .069 (higher scores for CRR vs. RC/VD), and a significant interaction effect of time and
treatment F(1,59) = 16.48, p < .001, npz = .218 (the score increase is higher for CRR
compared to RC/VD). We found no significant main effect of time F < 1, treatment, F < 1,
and no significant interaction effect F(1,59) = 2.42, p > .05, npzz .039 in the case of RF at
syntactic level.

6. Discussion

This paper aimed to investigate the effects of CRR on reading fluency of FL learners, by
clarifying whether CRR improves RF compared with a different reading method, by
comparing the effects of CRR on RF at both lexical and syntactic level. The results show that
CRR improved RF compared with reading activities focused on comprehension, but that the
progress was significant only at decoding (lexical) level, and that the effect size for treatment
was small. The results indicate that, possibly a longer intervention program (see Taguchi &
Gorsuch, 2002, but also Taguchi, Takayasu-Maass & Gorsuch, 2004) could lead to a stronger
effect size for treatment. The increase in fluency of students from CRR treatment could be
partially explained by the fact that students were not used with this type of activities,
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according to their teachers. Therefore, when they were assessed in Time 1, their performance
was lower than their potential because they did not have the prior experience to read aloud
fast and accurate. Nevertheless, our results showed that the intervention program helped RF
increase significantly only at lexical (and not syntactic) level, supporting the idea that FL
learners develop their decoding abilities at a faster rate than their reading comprehension
abilities (Melby- Lervdy & Lervdy, 2014).

A\ MacrOth i “k International Journal of Linguistics

Previous studies have shown that during CRR the reader is more focused on synchrony with
the partner, rather than to convey meaning from text, because the speech was found to be less
variable in choral than in solo reading (Poore & Ferguson, 2008). However, it is interesting to
note that while this phenomenon does not seem to affect L1 readers to enhance RF through
CRR at syntactic level (Rasinki, 2003), it might be more detrimental for FL readers. The
difference between the RF performance in L1 and FL can be explained by the low vocabulary
skills (Lervdy & Aukrust, 2009), poor syntactic knowledge (Shiotsu & Weir, 2007), or
diminished cognitive resources of FL readers that are necessary to focus on both meaning and
the form during CRR (i.e. attentional and short-term memory, see LaBerge & Samuels,
1974).

Our findings need to be treated with caution due to at least one limitation: Although we have
controlled for the components of the two groups for learning disabilities, general (and English)
academic performance and home tutoring, it was not possible to control the (more or less)
incidental exposure to English outside the school program (e.g. TV, internet, peer influence)
and its potential impact on reading skills. A replication of this study in a more controlled
environment (e.g. summer camp) that uses a less familiar FL would address this issue.

7. Conclusion

The current research shows that CRR can have positive effects on RF performance of FL
learners at the lexical level, but that it has a limited effect on fluency at syntactic level. A
recommendation for FL teachers is to limit the CRR activities to lesson sequences that focus
on decoding enhancement, and not to sequences aimed at improving general reading abilities
(and especially reading comprehension).
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