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Reading fluency has been a persistent problem among learners. A couple of 

experimental studies reveal the existence of this problem in many primary and 

secondary schools as well.  In the past century, experimental psychologists have 

popularized automaticity theory as a relevant paradigm in developing children’s 

reading fluency. The theory identifies four important aspects that feature automaticity, 

which are speed, autotomy, effortlessness, and lack of conscious awareness. This 

study adopted a documentary review where various studies were collected, 

thoroughly reviewed and finally examined for qualitative analysis. The study aimed at 

expanding understanding of reading fluency by examining roles prayed by teachers in 

the development of child’s reading fluency basing on automaticity theory.  There were 

similar findings related to reading fluency and automaticity theory from various 

publications reviewed. However, this study considered three of them, which have 

shown significant information across the topic and have been cited in various books 

and world-class journals.    
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1. Introduction 1 

Reading is a cognitive process that involves decoding words from printed words and producing them orally. According to 

Alyousef (2005), reading is defined as an interactive process between a person reading and a text that results in automaticity. 

Some earlier scholars like Huey defined reading as the choice from what is printed, suggesting a continuous sensation of values 

in all effective reading (Huey, 1908). The interpretation of Huey’s definition is that there is a mechanical process involved in the 

mind when taking information from the printed pages (Glazer et al. 1990).  This implies that reading is an activity that requires 

visual and cognitive processes, while interpretation of orthographic symbols comes as a result of such a process.    

 

Reading is a long process that begins from an informal environment to a formal environment where the teaching and learning 

process occurs. Various circumstances support children learning to read the language. They learn through listening to their 

parents, peer, or other people around them. The difficulties they encounter solicit their sense of struggle to well interact with 

whom they meet. When these children start to read in a formal stage (in a classroom), they already acquire a large amount of 

vocabulary, a set of language structure, and realize some clues related to discourse (Nation, 2009).   

 

Reading fluency refers to automatic reading of printed text where a reader can connect words into meaningful expressions faster 

and effortlessly (Corcorn, 2005). The National Reading Report (2000) asserts that reading fluency is a capability of an individual 

person to read a text with appropriate speed, accuracy and expression. It is that stage of accuracy and speed where decoding is 

automatic, quite effortless. Reading is smooth, accurate and appropriate prosody while attention is focused on comprehension 

(Wolf & Katzir-Cohen, 2001). Reading fluency is an important skill considered a prerequisite for reading comprehension, as 

stated by Tinda et al. (2016) and Rasinski (2014). They argue that fluency as skill plays a significant role in comprehension, which 

is basically the ultimate purpose of reading. Precisely, reading fluency denotes the accuracy and speed at which learners 

expressively read a given text (Francis et al., 2008; Harn et al., 2008; Hasbrouck & Tindal, 2006; Jenkins et al., 2007). Fluent 

reading is also defined by Hudson, Mercer & Lane (2000), as reading a connected a printed text at a conversational speed by 
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appropriate expression. It is argued that once fluency is acquired, it takes a long time to demise even without practice and 

normally generalize across various texts. A fluent reader is hardly distracted by external factors and reads the text automatically 

and effortlessly. Normally, a fluent reader recognizes the words at hand and at the same time understands the author’s intended 

message. However, poor reading fluency is a basic predictor of a reading comprehension problem (Stanovich, 1991).  Less fluent 

readers put much effort into figuring out the words and text at large, leaving little attention for comprehending the text 

(Armbruster et al., 2001; Perfetti, 1999). If a reader frequently stops to find out words unclear to him, most likely the reader will 

not remember or comprehend what is reading (Perfetti, 1985, 1999; Pikulski & Chard, 2005; Samuels & Flor, 1997). This implies 

that there is a close relationship between reading fluency and reading comprehension.  It is reported that about 90% of 

comprehension difficulties among students are rooted in a deficiency in reading fluency (DiSalle & Rasinski, 2017). Therefore, if a 

student fails to acquire fluency at the early stage of his academics he is likely to continue suffering in his learning which means 

this particular learner will not be able to make meaning from the books (Pahamzah, et al., 2021). 

2. Literature Review 

The nature of learning, in general, is basically determined by the cognitive capability of a learner, where memory takes a central 

role in the process. To help readers establish and apply this body of knowledge from literature, the author has adopted and 

discussed automaticity theory as a guiding frame of this study.  

 

2.1 Automaticity Theory 

Automaticity theory takes its root from the word automatic, which means a person's ability to recognize and process information 

with fewer efforts. According to Samuels (2007), automaticity theory has been used in reading fluency to determine the ability of 

a student to look at words and read them without thinking.  The key point that the theory stresses is word recognition which 

should be developed through using easier texts for students who have reading problems. Moors & DeHouwer (2006) assets that 

a reader is considered to have acquired fluency if the reading process takes place automatically and must have attained 

appropriate reading speed, lack of conscious awareness when reading and no efforts applied in reading. When a learner’s 

automaticity develops, the performance becomes accurate along with speed. The Automaticity theory emphasizes repeated 

performance or practices because grasping new words and staying in the learner’s mind requires successive exposures. LaBerge 

& Samuels (1974) insisted on repetition to enhance automaticity with the argument that sounding spelling forms generally 

becomes automatic through repetition of visual as well as articulatory sequences.     

2.2 The Mechanisms of Automatic Theory 

Most often, automaticity theorists assert that automatic processes do not require attention nor efforts in reading and it develops 

by continuous repetition of activity, leading to a gradual breakaway of attention and efforts from the given task. According to 

Logan (1988) automatic process is determined exclusively by the working memory. This means that automaticity directly utilizes 

target information stored in the memory without any mechanical steps. Logan claims that complex tasks are basically processed 

using fundamental procedures where later particular solutions for specific problems are adopted and kept in memory. Response 

to any problem of which a solution is already stored in memory is easily retrieved. Consequently, the use of procedures for a 

particular problem is withdrawn and retrieval of a particular solution from memory transforms to a central response to that 

particular problem.  Over a period of time, automaticity is transformed from the procedure (algorithm) grounded responses to 

memory grounded responses in such a way that the process of retrieving responses then becomes completely automatic, or 

exclusively memory grounded. In respect to this view, it is evident that the theory is much linked with the development of 

fluency as opposed to Pikulski & Chard (2005), who see the theory as useful when finding learners with problems in reading 

speed.  However, some theorists have challenged this theory for ignoring memory deficit. In fact, there is no human being whose 

memory is completely perfect.  There are so many reasons for memory damages leading to deficit such as illness or information 

we take in our life experiences are anguishing our memory in one way or another. Another criticism about this theory is an 

insufficient explanation about prosody, one of the most important components of reading fluency. The claim that the theory 

relies on practice and drilling methods that consume a lot of time is undoubtful genuine, considering that every lesson is bound 

to specific time, but that should not stand as the fundamental reason to overlook all other significant roles prays. The strategies 

proposed by the theory (repetition or practice) are very significant in developing learners’ reading fluency as it is all known that 

practice makes perfect. The more you read, the better you become.   

 

3. Methods of the study 

This study is based on a documentary review which was designed to explore the relationship between automaticity theory and 

reading fluency among learners of lower classes. Document review is one form of collecting information based on qualitative 

research whereby a researcher interprets a wide array of documents and analyse them accordingly (Browen, 2009). So far, the 

documents reviewed hereunder are considered as respondent of which relevant data were collected. The first activity was to 

identify prominent academic resources search engines where refseek (https://www.refseek.com); Google Scholar 

https://www.refseek.com/
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(https://scholar.google.com) and  Research Gate (https://www.researchgate.net) were selected. These search engines were used 

by allocating related articles: oral reading fluency, assessment of oral reading fluency and automaticity theory. Studies that 

appeared consistently in all search engine results or two were considered the best resource for the current study. Similarly, 

studies that were given first consideration were those conducted at an international setting showing the wide range of 

assessment norms. 

 

4. Results and Discussions 

The following studies report significant information on reading fluency basing on the theory of automaticity. Although the 

author reviewed a number of publications, the following studies are considerably significant across the topic and they are 

discussed to represent views of other studies. 

 

4.1 The study by Logan (1988) 

Samuels (LaBerge & Samuels, 1974) developed the theory of automaticity when he was proposing a repeated reading strategy. 

At this point, Logan conceptualized the idea of automatization as an important distinct unit in explaining the reading process. 

Logan (1988) argued that every experience and task place a separate memory hint that can be retrieved if that specific task is 

repeated. Logan argues that automaticity is attained when a cognitive activity has been executed with enough time so that 

retrieving information stored in the memory is processed faster than applying rules in solving a given problem (Rodgers, 2011). 

Logan’s theory so far is based on memory retrieval (Rodgers, 2011).  

 

The theory discussed reading as a mechanism that memory plays a central position.  The more practice trials a person makes 

about activity-related knowledge; the more memory growth it creates. When there are several practices, mechanical processing 

of retrieving relevant solutions to the problem by reasoning declines to automatic processing. The automatic processing leads to 

a faster and effortless performance since retrieving information from memory is quick and involves less. The theory is based on 

speeding up the reading process through task practices by paying more attention to an activity. It is clear from the theory that 

practise and repetition are necessary conditions for developing reading fluency skills. Although there are arguments that 

automatic reading can take place in the first trial or instance of learning, the chance to exist for a long time without practice is 

very limited. Usually, automaticity takes place in piece meals through practice. As more and more activities get added into 

memory, the reaction of memory to accustomed context gains strength. The role of a teacher is to lead learners to repeat a 

single activity several times and set a context that is relevant to the activity in practice.  When a learner read a text repeatedly, 

the time bond required to read declines as the function repetition periods. According to Levy, Di Persio & Hollingshead (1992), 

there is a rapid decrease in the reading time frame at the beginning of the first few readings, while with prolonged practice, the 

improvements become less dramatic. 

 

4.2 The study by Samuels and Flor (1997) 

From the year 1974, when LaBerge and Samuels proposed automaticity theory, more scholars have emerged, improving and 

developing new models to explain how fluency develops. For example, Perfetti (1985) and Logan (1997) have given a deeper 

explanation of automaticity theory affirming the memory retrieval process to function in reading fluency. Essentially, automaticity 

theory is part of information processing theory based on a cognitive paradigm that regards reading fluency as a complex 

process. The study insists that learners have to practice reading until the upper level of accuracy is attained. However, being 

accurate does not mean automaticity is already acquired. A learner may not be automatic because she is unable to decode and 

comprehend at the same time. The study reveals that automaticity develops along with repetition and practices over a given 

period of time of which during the course of practices, significant changes related to accuracy and attention occur. The level of 

accuracy on the one hand increases while attention on the other hand decreases.   Therefore, Samuels and Flor’s automaticity 

theory of reading attempts to understand the cognitive endeavors involved in learning to read. Learners must use the available 

cognitive space to decode words of a given text, of which only a little space is left for comprehension as a result when beginners 

are asked, for example, to tell what is all about the text they just have read. The learners will often fail to state what the text 

means accurately. So, automaticity theory explains how to move from processes to the automatic level where cognitive ability is 

freed up for parallel performance through practice.   

 

4.3 The Study by Tavakoli (2019) 

Taking a psychological perspective, Tavakoli defines it as a capacity to perform tasks with less or no conscious effort in 

processing information (Tavakoli, 2019). The task performance is also marked with moving away from sequential processing to 

parallel processing. In second language learning, especially at earlier stages of learning, the language processes are quite 

controlled and therefore becomes challenging to run diverse processes concurrently without assigning some sort of pressure on 

another process (Skeham, 2009). This is the point where the idea of automaticity turns into key to the development of reading 

skills then gradually changes due to practices and repetitions to become a fluent reader. It is important to understand that 

automaticity is not just an accelerated practice of faster performance of the same activity after a period of time of practice but a 

https://scholar.google.com/
https://www.researchgate.net/
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qualitative transformation in a process that is performed effortlessly at time. In this case, two aspects are normally used to 

determine automaticity; reaction time and error rate. The amount of time required to perform a certain task and an average error 

made in performing that particular task. Essentially, automaticity as a theory stresses more repetition of a task by learners for a 

certain period of time to help their memory hold it for permanent use and develop fluency production. Repeated reading activity 

plays the most significant influence on reading fluency and comprehension as well (National Reading Panel, 2000). Therefore, 

learners should be exposed to repeated reading that involves reading a short passage repeatedly while receiving assistance from 

the instructor to fix errors immediately as learners make mistakes.  However, repetition may be less useful if learners don’t pay 

the required attention and concentration. These two aspects affect cognitive processing. As a result, there will be no changes in 

task processing time despite several repetitions.  

 

Based on the analysis made from various studies, it is clear that reading fluency is built on different factors, including practices 

proclaimed by automaticity theorists such as Samuels and Logan. Many teachers pay more attention to teaching reading skills in 

the early years of primary education and ignore developing fluent reading skills. However, practically many teachers find it 

difficult to implement repetitions that are considered a core point of developing fluency. As a result, learner becomes 

handicapped not only in terms of reading fluency but also comprehension levels.    

 

5. Conclusion 

Several researchers in the reading study are concerned with the process and performance in reading while sparing little attention 

on fluency which is an important component of reading development. The purpose of this study was to examine the role of 

teachers in the development of child’s reading fluency. The major findings from the literature reveal that reading fluency 

develops over time as learners continuously practice reading the simple text through the guidance of teachers who have to set 

learners' cognitive construction to accomplish the task. In line with automaticity theory, teachers have to use pictures, 

illustrations and drawings to support learners to create an actual schema. The schema construction will help learners develop 

concepts for words and put them in memorable patterns stored in memory, leading to the gradual development of automaticity. 

Basic skills such as decoding take place as learners continue to practice until reading becomes automatic. In this regard, it is clear 

that the development of reading fluency is an outcome of a cognitive process that involves a series of practices of which 

overtime shifts from a mechanical process to automatic. It goes without saying that practice makes perfect. However, the 

practices must be consistent and well-controlled by teachers to lead to automaticity acquisition. Once automaticity is attained, 

learners will certainly develop reading speed which fosters accuracy development as well.  

 

The study is deemed to help teachers on the best practice that would promote learners to develop reading fluency. Furthermore, 

the findings presented in this study awaken teachers and all other instructors to understand that learning as do reading fluency 

takes time and therefore, learners will never develop automaticity just overnight. Therefore, teachers need to employ various 

teaching strategies and deliver well-coordinated reading activities.  

 

The limitation of theoretical analysis of automaticity in developing learners' reading fluency is that extensive drilling and practice 

tasks often lead to boredom, decreasing learners’ learning motivation. The author hopes that language teachers should find 

appropriate teaching strategies such as gamifying those learning activities to mitigate boredom situations. 

 

This study recommends that research be carried out in the future to test the relevance of other theories such as Information 

Processing theory or Ehri and McCormick Word Learning theory on reading fluency. Finally, by considering that acquisition of 

reading fluency differs from one language to another, other researchers could develop their proposals of reading fluency using 

specific languages. 

References  

[1]  Alyousef, H. S. (2006). Teaching reading comprehension to ESL/EFL learners. Journal of language and learning, 5(1), 63-73. 

[2]  Armbruster, B. B., Lehr, F., & Osborn, J. (2001). Put Reading First: The research building blocks for teaching children to read: Kindergarten 

through grade 3. Washington, DC: CIERA.  

[3] Bowen, G. A. (2009). Document analysis as a qualitative research method. Qualitative Research Journal, 9(2), 27-40. 

doi:10.3316/QRJ0902027 

[4] Di Salle, K. & Rasinski, T. (2017). Impact of short-term intense fluency instructions on students’ reading achievement: a classroom-based, 

teacher-initiated research study. Journal of Teacher Action Research 3, 1-13.  

[5] Francis, D. J., Fletcher, J. M., Stuebing, K. K., Lyon, G. R., Shaywitz, B. A., & Shaywitz, S. E. (2005). Psychometric approaches to the 

identification of LD: IQ and achievement scores are not sufficient. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 38(2), 98-108.  

 



IJELS 3(9): 23-27 

 

Page | 27  

[6] Glazer, S. M., Searfoss L. W., & Gentile, L. M. (1990). Reexamining reading diagnosis: new trends and procedures. Delaware: International 

Reading Association.  

[7] Hammill, D. D., Wiederholt, J. L., & Allen, E. A. (2006). Test of Silent Contextual Reading Fluency. Austin, TX: PRO-ED.  

[8] Harn, B. A., Stoolmiller, M., & Chard, D. J. (2008). Measuring the dimensions of alphabetic principle on the reading development of first 

graders. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 41(2), 143-157.   

[9] Hasbrouck, J., & Tindal, G. A. (2006). Oral reading fluency norms: A valuable assessment tool for reading teachers. The reading 

teacher, 59(7), 636-644. 

[10] Huey, E. B. (1908). The psychology and pedagogy of reading. New York: MIT Press. 

[11] Jenkins, J. R., Hudson, R. F., & Johnson, E. S. (2007). Screening for at-risk readers in response to intervention framework. School Psychology 

Review, 36(4), 582-600. 

[12] LaBerge, D., & Samuels, S. J. (1974). Toward a theory of automatic information processing in reading. Cognitive psychology, 6(2), 293-323. 

[13] Levy, B. A., Di Persio, R., & Hollingshead, A. (1992). Fluent rereading: Repetition, automaticity, and discrepancy. Journal of Experimental 

Psychology: Learning, Memory and Cognition, 18, 957-971.  

[14] Logan, G. D. (1988). Toward an instance theory of automatization. Psychological Review, 95, 492–527.  

[15] Moors, A., & De Houwer, J. (2006). Automaticity: a theoretical and conceptual analysis. Psychological bulletin, 132(2), 297. 

[16] Nation, I. S. P. (2009). Teaching ESL/EFL Reading and Writing. London: Routledge. 

[17] National Reading Panel. (2000). Teaching children to read: An evidence-based assessment of the scientific research on reading and its 

implications for reading instruction. Washington. DC. National Institute of Child Health and Human Development 3-5 

[18] Pahamzah, J., Syafrizal, S., Masrupi, M., & Yohaningsih, N. (2021). The Impact of Schoology on Students’ Reading Comprehension and 

Writing Skill for Senior High School. International Journal of English Language and Linguistics Research,9(5),1-9. 

[19] Perfetti, C. A. (1999). Cognitive research and the misconceptions of reading 

[20]  Perfetti, C. A. (1999). Cognitive research and the misconceptions of reading education. In J. Oakhill & R. Beard (Eds.), Reading 

Development and the Teaching of Reading: A Psychological Perspective (pp. 42-58). Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers. 

[21] Pikulski, J. J., & Chard, D. J. (2005). Fluency: Bridge between decoding and reading comprehension. Reading Teacher, 58, 510-519. 

[22] Rodgers, D. M. (2011). The automatization of verbal morphology in instructed second language acquisition. IRAL: International Review of 

Applied Linguistics in Language Teaching, 49(4), 295-319. doi:10.1515/iral.2011.016.  

[23] Samuels, S. J. (2007). The DIBELS tests: Is speed of barking at print what we mean by reading fluency. Reading Research Quarterly 42.4, 563–

566.  

[24] Samuels, S.J., & Flor, R.F. (1997). The importance of automaticity for developing expertise in reading. Reading and Writing Quarterly: 

Overcoming Learning Difficulties, 13, 107–121. 

[25] Skehan, P. (2009). Modelling second language performance: Integrating complexity, accuracy, fluency and lexis. Applied Linguistics, 30(4), 

510-532. 

[26] Stanovich, K.E. (1991). Word recognition: Changing perspectives. In R. Barr, M.L. Kamil, P. Mosenthal, & P.D. Pearson (Eds.), Handbook of 

reading research (Vol. 2, pp. 418–452). New York: Longman.  

[27] Tavakoli, P. (2019). Automaticity, fluency and second language task performance. Researching L2 task performance and pedagogy: In honour 

of Peter Skeham,39-52.         

[28] Tindal, G., Nese, J. F. T., Stevens, J. J., & Alonzo, J. (2016). Growth on oral reading fluency measures as a function of special education and 

measurement sufficiency. Remedial and Special Education 37, 28-40.  

[29] Wolf, G. M. (2018). Developing Reading Automaticity and Fluency: Revisiting What Reading Teachers Know, Putting Confirmed Research 

into Current Practice. Creative   Education, 9, 838-855.  

[30] Wolf, M., & Katzir-Cohen, T. (2001). Reading fluency and its intervention. Scientific studies of reading, 5(3), 211-239. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


