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Abstract

This study was conducted to investigate the effects of implementing Readers’” Theater (RT)
as a pedagogical technique for developing the learners’ oral fluency. Two different
research tools were designed to carry out this study in order to test the research hypothesis
that: “if teachers implement RT as a teaching technique, then students will develop their
oral fluency” and to answer the research questions. The first and primary tool was an
experiment which comprises a pre-test, a treatment using Readers’ Theater as an
instructional technique, and a post-test in order to evaluate the learners’ level of oral
fluency. Twelve (12) out thirty seven (27) English as a foreign language (EFL) learners,
belonging to the pre-intermediate level in “The First Step” private school in Jijel were
chosen randomly to be the experiment sample. Three dimensions of reading fluency were
then tested: Automaticity, accuracy, and prosody. The secondary research tool was a
questionnaire administered to ten (10) teachers from different language private schools.
The analysis of the results confirmed the previously mentioned hypothesis since almost all
students have greatly progressed in all dimensions of reading fluency. More importantly,
the majority of teachers showed a large awareness about the importance of reading fluency
and expressed their readiness to implement RT in their reading classes in the future.
Moreover, the results showed that the benefits of RT go beyond developing reading
fluency to boosting comprehension.

Key words: Readers Theater, Oral Fluency, Automaticity, Accuracy, Prosody.
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1.Background of the Study

Along with listening, speaking, and writing, reading is one of the fundamental skills
required to develop foreign language proficiency. Reading fluency, or oral fluency as often
used in the literature, is one of the most important features that characterize the reading
process although it was not always considered as a research priority. Despite continuous
proclamations that seek to re-examine reading fluency (e.g. Zutell & Rasinski, 1991),
fluency was incapable to grab the attention of most reading practitioners. The main reason
for this may be the wrong definition attributed to reading fluency. In this regard, Rasinski,
Blachowcz and Lems (2006) stated that “for many educators, fluency was nothing more
than reading fast or with good oral expression. Neither of these seemed even remotely
connected to the well accepted goal of reading: comprehension” ( p. 7).This wrong view of
reading fluency starts to be revised by some reading specialists ( LaBerge & Samuels,
1974; Stanovich, 1980) who argued that this feature of reading was a paramount provision
for accurate comprehension.

As it has been reported by The National Reading Panel (2000), besides having
comprehension as an overall goal, reading fluency includes also developing the rate or
speed of reading, because for slow readers, precious extra time and cognitive effort to read
texts are needed especially at the middle and high school levels where students are required
to read large quantities of complex texts. The lack of reading fluency may subsequently
engender difficulties in decoding words, recognizing them and extracting meaning.

By the beginning of the 21% century, reading fluency starts to gain a great position
among ‘“phonemic awareness”,” word decoding”,” vocabulary” and "comprehension” as
the most important features of reading instruction ( Rasinski, Blachowcz & Lems, 2006).
To develop EFL reading fluency as well as to overcome the different reading problems that

may be encountered by learners, many strategies have been adopted. Many researchers
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(e.g., Young & Rasinski, 2009; Corcoran & Davis, 2005) and others have shown that
repeated reading is one of the most effective strategies in fluency instruction. In such kind
of instruction, reading has to be practiced repeatedly, intensively or extensively to fulfil its
role. However, the context in which reading takes place, the way of doing it as well as
motivation, highly influence its effectiveness. In reality, it is very hard to make people
repeat the same text or material many times; most students will feel bored and
demotivated.

Nevertheless, Readers’ Theater (RT), which is a way of performing a piece of drama
or story showing different expressions but without being totally staged or played. Reutzel
and Cooter (2011) believed that Readers’ Theater represents an ideal way to engage
students in reading texts several times without complaining about boredom and routine.
On the contrary, it is considered as a very motivating classroom activity. According to
reading experts (Young& Rasinski, 2009), repeated reading is a way to improve text
fluency, and this improvement can also be generalized to new texts. Readers’ Theater (RT)
is a student performance of a literary work in which the text is read expressively, but not
fully staged or acted out (Reutzel & Cooter, 2011. The audience can make a picture of the
action from hearing the script being read aloud. RT requires no sets, props, or costumes.
Rather than acting, the performers’ goal is to read their part aloud so effectively that the
audience is able to visualize the piece of work. Besides being an engaging and
motivational activity, research (Young and Rasinski, 2009; Griffith and Rasinski, 2004)
supported the potential of RT to improve reading performance.

2. Statement of the Problem

When EFL learners read, silently or out loud, scan or skim, read for others or just

attempt to understand a text, they actually need to acquire some reading strategies as well

as to develop their reading performance. Reading fluency is one of the most critical
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competencies that an EFL student should develop in order to read accurately or understand
texts, yet it is still a neglected skill because teachers do not stress its importance and thus,
their learners are struggling readers. RT is said to be very effective in terms of developing
reading fluency. It is an adapted reading strategy characterized by a motivating method and
context that help to overcome some of the shortcomings of repeated reading. Thus, the aim
of this study is to explore its effectiveness as a means to develop the learners’ reading
fluency.
3. Aims of the Study
This study seeks to draw attention to oral fluency as a language skill and its
importance in language learning. It also aims at showing whether or not using Readers’
Theatre as a reading strategy would improve students’ reading fluency. Thus, this research
will investigate the effects of Readers’ Theatre on developing the learners' reading fluency.
4. Research Questions
This study seeks to answer the following questions:
1. How do EFL students react to the RT activities?
2. Are teachers aware of the importance of oral (reading) fluency in teaching reading?
3. To what extent implementing RT will affect oral fluency?
4. Will teachers implement RT in their reading classes if it proves its effectiveness?
5.Research Hypothesis
To answer the research questions and reach the aims drawn by the researchers, it is
hypothesized that if teachers implement RT as a teaching technique, then students will
develop their oral fluency.
6. Research Tools
Since the present study investigates the effect of using RT as a pedagogical tool to

develop EFL learners' oral fluency, both an experiment and a questionnaire were adopted
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to attain this objective. The experimental design is considered to be the best method for
testing cause and effect relationship, and it comprises a pre-test, a treatment and a post-test
administered to twelve(12) EFL learners ( aging between 13 and 16 years) in “The First
Step” private school in Jijel. As far as the questionnaire is concerned, it is submitted to ten
(10) teachers from different private schools.
8. Structure of the Study

The present study is divided into three chapters. The first two chapters were devoted
to the theoretical framework, while the third chapter is related to field work. Concerning the
first chapter, it is an overview about reading and its two approaches, as well as reading
fluency, its definition, importance, characteristics, dimensions and how to assess it.
However, the second one is about the nature of Readers Theater including its origin and
definition, related theories to RT, sources of texts in RT, its models, as well as the benefits
of using RT as a pedagogical strategy in developing EFL learners’ oral fluency. Finally,
the third chapter is the core of this research as it includes the method and the design of the
research instruments. Data obtained by means of these instruments was analyzed carefully
and exhaustively in this chapter. In addition, the results obtained were interpreted and
discussed on the light of the Hypothesis and the research questions. Later in this chapter,

some pedagogical recommendations were provided.
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Introduction

As a broad concept, reading fluency can refer to a set of effective and efficient word
recognition competences that permit a reader to understand a text. However, reading
fluency has been given more comprehensive definitions taking into consideration other
influential components such as automaticity and prosody. Therefore, this chapter presents
an overview of the most essential concepts that form reading and reading fluency, as well
as the three dimensions of reading fluency; automaticity, accuracy and prosody. In
addition, the chapter discusses the importance of reading fluency for language learners.
Finally, it clarifies the aspects by which a fluent reader can be distinguished from a non-
fluent one, and in due course, the ways by which reading fluency can be assessed are put
forward.

1.1. Definition of Reading

Reading is one of the receptive skills that have great importance in language
teaching and learning. Many definitions have been proposed by scholars and researchers to
define the term reading in different ways.

Aebersold and Field (1997) stated that, “Reading is what happens when people look
at a text and assign meaning to the written symbols in that text” (as cited in khalaji &
vafaeeseresht, 2012, p. 36). Similarly, Urquhart and weir (1998, p .22) defined, “Reading
is the process of reviewing and interpreting information encoded language from the
medium of print”. That is to say, reading is the process results from a negotiation of
meaning between the text and its reader as Stauffer (1969, p. 5) stated that reading simply
means: “to get information from the printed page” (as cited in Berkan, 2005, p 8).

Additionally and according to Wallace (1992):

Experienced readers make judgments during any reading activity about the degree

of care and attention which the material warrants. In the real world, effective
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reading means a flexible and appropriate response to the material in hand, and this

is always guided by the reader’s options, including the option to give up. (p. 5)

Thus, reading is a skill to know, see and understand the contents of what we read, or
as Dr. Kimberly (2014) expanded to say in his web site “Kimberlytyson” that reading is “a
dynamic process in which information from the text and knowledge possessed by the
reader interacts to enable him to construct meaning before/ during and after reading”.

Moreover, according to Goodman (1973, p. 162), reading is the interaction of the learner
with the writers” message. He also asserted that the language competence has been
achieved through the prior knowledge attained from reading activities.

In sum, reading is the process of getting information from the printed text. It
involved looking at a series of written symbols, interacting and interpreting them, and then
getting meaning from them.

1.2. Extensive and Intensive Reading: Two Different Types of Reading

Among the different approaches to language learning, extensive and intensive
readings are considered as two contrastive but complementary approaches. On the one
hand, extensive reading is described as an implicit way to develop language. In this
approach, the main purpose from reading book after book is not learning language, but it is
to look for pleasure, meaning or information, then acquiring language comes as a collateral
product. In this regard, Bamford & Day (1998) defined extensive reading as a real-life
reading which has pedagogical objectives.

On the other hand, intensive reading is said to be an explicit way to learn a language.
In this type of reading, texts are generally short and designed purposefully and hence, they
must be examined carefully. Intensive reading involves analysing language features such
as grammar and vocabulary. According to Palmer (1964), intensive reading comprises

choosing a text, prospecting it very narrowly using dictionaries, checking its grammatical
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structure, using comparison and translation to analyse its different features and then retain
all its terms and phrases (as cited in Tiryaki & Tiitiinis, 2012).
1.3. Definition of Reading Fluency

A general definition of reading fluency has been suggested by several researchers
(Rasinski, 2012; Pikulski &Chard, 2005) who presented fluency as a set of virtuous and
valid “word recognition’” competencies that allow a reader to form an understanding of a
text. Back and forth in the literature, it can be deduced that there is almost an agreement
that reading fluency is linked with speed, accuracy and automaticity, in addition to prosody
which refers to regularity in speech, forming phrases as well as using expressions (Worthy
etal., 2001)

Rasinski (2010) stated that reading fluency refers to the ability of readers to read the
words in text without effort but with efficiency (i.e., automaticity) and the ability to read
expressively to strengthen the meaning of the text (i.e., prosody). To clarify, some readers
are able to decode words with accuracy, but they probably are not fluent or do not possess
automaticity in word recognition. According to Rasinski (2010), this is because these
readers are consuming a large amount of their valuable cognitive capacity on perceiving
words’ meaning and pronunciation, while such a cognitive energy is deported from the
indispensable goal of reading, which is comprehension.

Fluent readers, however, are capable to read accurate words with no effort because
they are able to recognize words and phrases immediately on the first sight using only a
small amount of mental capacity which permits to orient the most important amount of
reader’s mental capacity to be exploited in comprehending the text.

Another component to fluency often recognized by the literature, but often neglected

by course designers of fluency instruction, is prosody, or reading with expression. Prosody
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is considered a major feature of fluent oral reading. It represents the capacity to place and
use suitable expressions when reading.

Rasinski (2010) added in his book ‘’The Fluent Reader’’ that fluency has been
considered as the bridge from phonics to comprehension. When the process of word
recognition becomes automatic, it is the link to phonics. And when the reader reads
expressively, this is the link to comprehension.

Brain researcher James Zull (2002) described prosody as “the other side of
language” (as cited in Rasinski, 2010). Zull asserted that language understanding normally
happens on the level of the left hemisphere of the brain. In this respect, he wrote:

...But there is another language function . . . in the other hemisphere, which may be
equally important. This area understands the meaning of language that comes
through emphasis on particular syllables—the rhythm, the pitch, the tone, and the
inflection. These aspects of language together are called prosody, and they are of
immense importance for meaning. (p. 171).
1.4. Importance of Reading Fluency

About 75 percent of students who are under average readers in third grade remain
under average readers across their school process, this handicap can extend into their
adulthood (Corcoran & Davis, 2005). Multiple they are the researchers who emphasized
their works on the importance of reading fluency on boosting comprehension, self-
confidence and time and effort management. For instance, Vaughn and Linan-Thompson
(2004) (as sited in Denton et al., 2007 pointed out that the link that exists between word
recognition and comprehension is fluency. According to Rasinski et al., (2005), struggling
with reading may cause depression for secondary students and as a result, they will usually
avoid reading as a whole. In addition, if learners concentrate all their effort on word
recognition or spelling word by word instead of phrasing, problems will appear in their text

comprehension. In this regard, Fuchs, Fuchs, Hosp and Jenkins (2001) argued that reading
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fluency and reading comprehension are interrelated, which makes teaching students to read
fluently as important as teaching them comprehension tactics in order to develop their text
understanding ( as cited in Denton et al., 2007).

1.5. Errors Inhibiting Readers to Achieve Fluency

Struggling readers are characterized by committing a variety of errors. McGinnis &
Smith (1982) classified seven types of errors in oral reading that hinder learners from

achieving oral fluency.

-Repetition: Is an error made when readers repeat the same syllable, Word, a part of a
Word, a phrase or a sentence. This repetition appears before a word that is unknown or
difficult to read, i.e. at the decoding level. Repetition occurs when a learner tries to get

running stat or go back to check comprehension and make sense.

-Omission: is characterized by leaving out some vowels, syllables and portions of words as
a result of reading fast. Omission is a serious reading problem because it interferes with

meaning.

-Substitution: Substitution errors are characterized by reading different words, syllables or
letters from what is found in the text. Substitution occurs when readers are not attending to
meaning or when a student, for example understands language structures and misses a
word earlier in a sentence and then tries to make his sense correct, or tries to find a word

that fits his correct grammar structure.

-Insertion: It is the addition of letters, articles, propositions, syllables and words. Insertion
often occurs when the reader puts in some words to make meaning of what he is saying.
Insertion can be of no harm when it does not affect meaning (insertion of small words such
as articles...); However, it becomes a serious problem when it interferes with meaning in

more complex texts.
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-Mispronunciation: In addition to insertion, mispronunciation is appeared in the reader's
incorrect accent or when he pronounced vowels and consonants incorrectly.
Mispronunciation occurs when a reader tries to use phonics but has limited decoding

strategies.

-Reversal: Another type of error in oral reading is reversal and this happens when the
reader changes the order of the words in the printed text due to the lack of repeated

reading.

-Words-aided/refusal: When a reader with weak decoding and recognition skills comes
across challenging, s/he hesitates to read for a long time or refuses to read that word at all

in attempt to get help from someone else.

1.6. Characteristics of Fluent Readers

To be described as fluent, a reader should develop some strategies and
characteristics that would make the reading process easier and more productive. According
to Denton et al. (2007), fluent readers should be characterized by the following:
-Being able to read 100 to 160 words per minute. Being able to recognize automatically.
-Being able to gather words into significant phrases or chunks.
-Being able to read expressively.
-Sometimes making rare word identification errors and generally self- correct them.
-Being able to comprehend what they read.

In addition, Torgesen and Hudson, (2006) argued that “a fluent reader can maintain
this performance for long periods of time, retains the skill after long periods of no practice,
and can generalize across texts. A fluent reader is also not easily distracted and reads in an

effortless, flowing manner” (p. 4).
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1.7. Dimensions of Reading Fluency

Generally, prosody researchers subdivide or define reading fluency according to
three essential components or dimensions. Rasinski, (2004), pointed out that reading
fluency has three dimensions or components that ensure the link to comprehension:
Automaticity, accuracy and prosody.
Automaticity

The first dimension is automaticity or “automatic processing”. This theory of
automaticity in reading suggested that proficient word decoding comes when readers shift
from conscious, accurate to automatic, accurate decoding (La Berge & Samuels,
1974). At the automatic level, readers are able to decode words with minimal attention to
the activity of decoding, i.e., readers have to consume as little mental effort as possible in
word recognition in order to use their precious cognitive capacities in understanding
meaning.
Accuracy

The second dimension is accuracy when decoding words, which refers to the ability
of readers to pronounce words in a text with minimal mistakes. In other words, as much as
reading errors decreases in a reading performance, the level of accuracy will increase.
Prosody
Generally speaking, prosody is described through four features: expression and

volume, phrasing, smoothness, and pace. Rasinski (2004) stated that the third dimension
refers to what linguists name “Prosodic Reading” (Schreiber, 1980, 1991; Schreiber &
Read, 1980), which is the ability of readers to appropriately use phrasing and expression.
Through this ability, the text should be chunked into semantically acceptable units. The
component of prosody stresses expressive and meaningful interpretation of texts,

punctuation, volume, tone and pitch should also be respected. Rasinski (2004) wrote “Just
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as fluent musicians interpret or construct meaning from a musical score through phrasing,
emphasis, and variations in tone and volume, fluent readers use cognitive resources to
construct meaning through expressive interpretation of the text’’.(p.4) (cited in Torgesen,
& Hudson, 2006)

1.8. Assessing Oral Reading Fluency

Since prevalent views suggested that reading fluency is made up of three definite
components: accuracy, automaticity and prosody, assessing reading fluency will be
proceeded accordingly. However, there are some views (e.g., Rasinsky, 2004.Torgesen &
Hudson, 2006) claiming that it would be preferable to limit reading fluency assessment in
accuracy and automaticity. In their book “Reading fluency: critical issues for struggling
readers”, Torgesen and Hudson (2006) asserted that accuracy and reading rate play a
central role in the notion of reading fluency whilst they were not sure concerning the role
that prosody plays. According to them, the simplest motive that makes prosody a parcel of
the definition of fluency is the possibility that it reflects the readers’ comprehension of the
text as well as its possible contribution to boost comprehension.

In the same vein of thought, Rasinski (2004) claimed that in addition to the
vagueness in the role of prosody as an important aspect of reading fluency that helps
comprehension or that may supply assessing comprehension independently, the prosodic
components such as pitch, tone, volume, punctuation, etc of oral reading are very hard to
assess in a reliable manner if compared to the assessment of reading rate and accuracy. He
wrote, “only when prosody rating measures include an assessment of rate, do they
approach reasonable levels of reliability for purposes of individual assessment?’” (p. 33).
Torgesen and Hudson (2006) argued that all the reasons mentioned above contributed to

the assumption that the best and most appropriate method of reading fluency assessment is
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the one that concentrates on assessing accuracy and rate (automaticity) without including
prosody assessment.

However, though the exact role of prosody in fluency and comprehension has not yet
been determined clearly, it is certainly one element that signifies whether or not a student
is truly a fluent reader. Rasinski, (2012) added that despite the existence of many
strategies, it is primordial that reading fluency researchers continue developing and
refining technics to enhance all of the components of reading fluency, including word
recognition automaticity, expression and volume , phrasing, smoothness, and pace.

1.8.1 Assessing Automaticity

Reading rate provides a way of determining students’ level of automaticity. It is
assumed that fast reading is a reflection of automaticity in word recognition. To get
statistical or numerical data that help assessing reading rate and thus automaticity, easy
methods have been adopted. Rasinsky (2004) pointed out that reading rate and thus
automaticity could be defined by a simple way which requires students to orally read a
grade —level text for a duration of 60 seconds, then calculate the number of words they
read correctly, therefore, the results will be expressed as WCPM (word correct per minute).
According to Rasinski (2004), reading errors comprise mispronunciations, substitutions,
reversals, omissions, or words pronounced by the examiner after waiting 2 to 3 seconds
without an attempt or answer from the student. However, Deno (1985) considered self —
corrected words as read correctly (as cited in Rasinski, 2004).

For Hasbrouck and Tindal (2017), “the use of WCPM score has 30 years of
validation research conducted over three decades, indicating it is a robust indicator of
overall reading development throughout the primary grades” (p. 1).They suggested that the
students’ WCPM scores will then be compared to the target rates known as “The Oral

Fluency Norms (ORN)” brought in 2006 and updated in 2017(see appendix D). Following
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this process, readers who score 20-30 percent under the target rate basically need
additional instruction, whereas readers who perform at or near these target norms are
considered as progressing adequately in automaticity. Readers who perform significantly
below the norms may be considered at risk in their reading fluency development.
1.8.2. Assessing Accuracy

Accuracy can be determined by the percentage of words that a reader can read
correctly; it has been proven to be a valid measure of reading proficiency (Fuchs, Fuchs, &
Deno, 1982). Thus, various levels of word decoding accuracy have been distinguished:
- Independent Level: 97-100%: In this level learners are able to read the assessment text
or other texts of equal difficulty without assistance.
- Instructional Level: 90-96%: In this level learners are able to read the assessment text or
other texts of equal difficulty with some assistance.
- Frustration Level: < 90%: In this level learners find the assessment text or other texts of
equal difficulty too challenging to read, even with assistance.
1.7.3. Assessing Prosody

Rasinski (2004) considered that one of the best methods to assess prosodic reading is
by listening to a student read a grade-level passage, after that, the quality of reading will be
evaluated by the means of a rubric that scores a student on the features of expression,
volume, phrasing, smoothness, and pace referred to as “Multidimensional Fluency Scale”
introduced by Zutell and Rasinski (1991) (see appendix E). The Scores range from 4 t016;
scores below 10 indicate that fluency may be problematic, whereas scores of 10 or above
indicate that the students’ fluency is positively progressing.
Conclusion

This chapter is an attempt to collect the most prominent views and theories about

reading fluency and its importance among the different skills of language proficiency. In
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addition, the advantage that reading fluency brings to language learning in general and to
comprehension in particular is highlighted. Moreover, this chapter presents the
characteristics that qualify a fluent reader, as well as a clarification of the different
components of reading fluency including automaticity, accuracy and prosody, and how

they could be efficiently assessed.
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Introduction

Readers Theatre plays a key role in language classes. In fact, it is an effective tool in
the teaching/learning process that helps developing and honing language skills including
oral fluency. In other words, implementing RT in teaching is a good way for building
students *commitment as it contributes in bringing the outside atmosphere into class what

represents a real booster for the learning process.

The purpose of this chapter is to sound the essence of Readers Theater and its
implementation as a pedagogical strategy in teaching English in general, and reading in
particular. It additionally explores RT related theories and constructs as well as an

overview of its principle modals with a description of the steps followed to conduct it.

2.1. Origin and Definition of Readers Theater

The origin of Readers’ Theatre may be traced back to Greece 2,500 years ago and
also found in medieval times, but it has more recently in evolved in the beginning of the
nineteenth century. The earliest use of the term Reader’s Theater dates back to 1945 when
a professional group in New York who called themselves “Readers Theater, Inc., produced
Oedipus Rex. According to them, the purpose was “to give the people of New York an
opportunity to witness performances of great dramatic works which were seldom if ever
produced.” It was after the sixties that Readers Theater started to be used into secondary,
middle and elementary schools as a pedagogical tool. (Lohmann, 2008)

Readers’ Theater can be defined as a kind of theater adapted for pedagogical
purposes in which the actors need not memorize their scripts. Since there is no acting, no
sets, costumes or scenery in RT, actors have to rely on their vocal expression to make the
audience understand the story. It is considered as an efficient approach to develop reading

skills as well as a highly motivating teaching tool.
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