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Readers Who Struggle: Why Many
Struggle and a Modest Proposal for
Improving Their Reading
Timothy V. Rasinski

Too many students at all ages continue to struggle in becoming proficient readers,

and for many, a lack of a strong reading foundation is the cause. Authentic and

engaging foundational instruction can help many students move toward reading

proficiency.

preface this essay by stating up front that the
views expressed here are based on my own prac-
tical and scholarly work in reading education for

more than 40 years. I do not claim to have all the an-

swers for helping students move toward proficiency
in reading. However, I feel that my experiences can
offer insight and direction into helping many of our
struggling readers make significant strides toward
proficient reading.

Let's face it: Despite our best efforts over the past
several years, despite various policy initiatives at the
national and state levels in the United States, despite
the work ofwell-trained and highly motivated teachers

and school leaders, despite the ever-growing body of
quality literature available for children, despite a docu-
mented slow growth in overall reading achievement
among fourth-grade students (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2015) we still have many children

who struggle in becoming proficient readers. According
to the U.S. National Assessment of Educational
Progress (National Center for Education Statistics,
2015), 31% of fourth-grade students scored below the
"basic" level in reading performance. Although that is
an improvement from 1992, where 38% of fourth grad-
ers were identified as below "basic," it still reflects the
reality that nearly one out of every three fourth-grade
students in the United States struggles in reading. The
results at other grade levels are much the same, where
24% of eighth-grade students and 27% of 12th-grade
students achieve below the "basic" level.

Students who score below "basic" manifest dif-

ficulties in locating relevant information, making
simple inferences, and using their understanding of

the text to identify details that support a given in-
terpretation or conclusion. They also experience dif-
ficulty in interpreting the meaning of words as they
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and word comprehension have been repeatedly cited
as essential to student success in learning to read.
Although I acknowledge that there are other factors,
such as motivation, that play a role in a child's read-
ing development, the factors identified by the NRP
provide us with a reasonable starting place for exam-
ining children who find reading difficult.

Textual comprehension—understanding what
one reads—can reasonably be seen as the goal of
reading. Students who do not demonstrate mini-
mal competency in reading comprehension can be
assumed to be struggling readers. What is it that
causes students to struggle in comprehension?
Could it be difficulty with phonemic awareness and
word decoding? Could it be students who decode
words well but manifest difficulties in reading flu-
ency (as measured by speed of reading)? Could it be
that readers who decode words well and read with
fluency, still experience difficulty in making mean-
ing from texts they read? In reality, all of these pos-
sibilities exist. That is why reading and teaching

reading are such complex activities. Yet, is there a
dominant profile of readers who struggle? If such a
profile is possible, then it may be possible to design
instruction that meets the needs of such students.

Two reading competencies, in particular, are es-

sential and foundational to reading success: word
identification (also known as phonics, word decod-
ing, or word recognition) and reading fluency. Word
identification, as the name implies, in its simplest
form is the ability to produce an oral representation
of a word from its written representation. Clearly,
proficient reading with comprehension is impossi-
ble without proficiency in word identification.

Reading fluency is abitmore complicated. Fluency
is generally considered to be made up of two sub-
competencies: word recognition automaticity and
prosody. Word recognition automaticity is the ability
of readers to decode words with so little cognitive ef-
fort that they can direct those cognitive energies to
comprehension. If readers have to invest too much
of their cognitive energy in decoding words, less will
be available for comprehension. Stanovich (1980)
argued that rapid, automatic word recognition and
the use of general comprehension strategies appear
to be processes that distinguish proficient from less
proficient readers. One product of word recognition
automaticity is faster reading. Thus, reading rate is
often used as a measure of automaticity as well as a
proxy for overall reading achievement.

Prosody in reading refers to reading orally with
appropriate expression and phrasing that reflects

the meaning of text. Research has demonstrated &
strong correlation between prosodic oral reading
and silent reading comprehension. Proficient read-
ers read with expression; less proficient readers of-
ten lack expression in their oral reading.

The Common Core State Standards (National
Governors Association Center for Best Practices 8;
Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010) have
identified word identification and fluency as foun-
dational competencies that should be developed
through grade 5. Although I certainly agree with the
foundational nature of these competencies, their
nature as essential to successful reading compre-
hension suggests to me that they be developed even
earlier in students' reading careers. In her stages of
reading development, Chall (1996) suggests that in-
struction in and development of word identification
and fluency should primarily occur in grades 1-3.
Because of their foundational nature, I suggest that
intentional and intensive instruction and develop-
ment should begin no later than kindergarten and
proceed through grade 3. To what extent does the
lack of proficiency in these competencies affect stu-
dents who struggle in reading?

Describing Struggling Readers
Over the past two decades, researchers have explored
the nature of students who struggle in reading, using
the framework of the NRP. Valencia and Buly (2004;
Buly & Valencia, 2002) studied 108 fourth-grade stu-
dents who had scored at the "below proficiency" lev-
el in reading according to the test thresholds of the









sive instruction on word decoding. It is not enough
for young students to be able to decode words accu-
rately; they also need to develop their word decoding
competencies to an automatic and effortless level so
that they can read with good expression and focus
their attention on reading for meaning.

In my mind's eye, an effective foundational read-
ing curriculum would occur in kindergarten through
grade 2. Each day, students would receive the type of
literacy instruction that would be considered exem-
plary: read-aloud by the teacher, authentic reading
of stories and dictated texts followed by meaningful
response activities, time to read and explore books
and other reading material independently, instruc-
tion on how words work (phonemic awareness, pho-
nics, and words study), and opportunities to engage
in authentic writing. In addition to these critical in-
structional elements, students would also receive
a daily synergistic fluency lesson such as the FDL.
Daily employment of an authentic, synergistic flu-
ency lesson would help move students beyond mere
word recognition accuracy, where they can decode
the words in text but use up so much cognitive en-
ergy that they struggle to comprehend, to word rec-
ognition automaticity (fluency), where students have
freed up their cognitive resources from word recog-
nition and use them primarily for text comprehen-
sion. If a lack of fluency in reading is a major contrib-
utor to reading difficulty in the elementary grades
(and beyond), then it just makes good sense to pro-
vide students with authentic, consistent, focused,
intentional fluency instruction that addresses those
needs. Our young readers deserve nothing less.
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