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This article presents a fluency-based measure of reading comprehension. A part of the Vi-
tals Indicators of Progress { VIP) system, the measure outlined here represents an alternate
form to the retell-fluency measure in the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Sys-
tem (DIBELS). Measures of retell fluency provide an efficient, fluency-based tool for
teachers to use in identifying the handful of children whose oral reading fluency may not
adequately represent comprehension. When used in tandem with oral fluency measures,
retell measures provide a vehicle for more reliably targeting classroom and school-level
resources and for maximizing the efficiency and effectiveness of early reading instruc-
tion.

Twenty years of research in early reading instruction underscore the importance
of assessing student progress at regular intervals throughout the school year
(Deno, 1985; Deno, 1992; Shinn, 1998). Successful teachers systematically col-
lect and use data on students’ abilities with important early literacy skills (Fuchs
& Fuchs, 1999) to plan and alter instruction, at the group level and for individual
students (Deno, 1986; Fuchs, Fuchs, & Hamlett, 1989; Stoner, Scarpati, Pha-
neuf, & Hintze, 2002). For these teachers, decisions about what to teach and to
whom, using which grouping strategy, etc. are based on evidence collected dur-
ing these recurring assessment periods. Curriculum-based measurement offers a
useful platform for this type of teacher activity.

Curriculum-based measurement is a time- and resource-efficient, classroom-
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oriented means of indexing academic standing at points in time and of quantify-
ing progress over time (Deno, Fuchs, Marston, & Shin, 2001). Curriculum-based
systems provide reliable and relevant data for estimating status and charting
growth (Deno, 1985; Fuchs & Deno, 1991; Marston, 1989), for making instruc-
tional decisions and refining instructional plans (Marston, Mirkin, & Deno,
1984), and for evaluating program effectiveness (Deno, 1986; Stoner et al.,
2002). A growing body of research supports the technical adequacy of curricu-
lum-based measurement (e.g., Fuchs & Deno, 1991; Good & Jefferson, 1998;
Markell & Deno, 1997).

This article presents a curriculum-based measure of early reading compre-
hension using a retell fluency format. The retell fluency measure is one ele-
ment of the more comprehensive Vital Indicators of Progress (VIP) used by a
number of large school districts across the country to monitor the progress of
early and beginning readers. Vital Indicators of Progress (VIP) are part of the
Voyager Universal Literacy (VUL) Program, which is a research-based pro-
gram for teaching reading in kindergarten through third-grade classrooms. VIP
was developed by Dr. Roland Good of the University of Oregon as an alternate
form of the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy (Kaminski & Good,
1996), which is widely used to monitor early reading progress within class-
room settings. The Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy System (DI-
BELS) and VIP are based on the ongoing program of research of Good,
Kaminski, and their colleagues at the University of Oregon, and the bench-
marks that serve as foundations of both systems are based on the most current
work on early literacy.

CURRICULUM-BASED MEASUREMENT
OF READING COMPREHENSION

The most widely used curriculum-based measure of reading competence and
reading comprehension is oral reading fluency (Good, Simmons, & Kame’enui,
2001). Generally operationalized as the number of words read correctly in one
minute (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1999), oral reading fluency is a reliable and remarkably
efficient predictor of elementary-school students’ scores on more traditional
(and more lengthy) measures of reading ability (Fuchs & Deno, 1991; Fuchs,
Fuchs, Hosp, & Jenkins, 2001) and reading comprehension (Fuchs, Fuchs, &
Maxwell, 1988; Jenkins, Fuchs, Espin, van den Broek, & Deno, 2000), with bi-
variate correlations generally in the .6 to .9 range (Deno, Mirkin, & Chiang,
1982; Good & Jefferson, 1998). Performance on measures of oral reading flu-
ency is widely used for intra- and inter-individual comparisons (Fuchs et al.,
2001) and may represent a more sensitive indicator of individual and group
change than more broadly conceptualized (i.e., the commercially available
measures of reading) measures of reading comprehension (Marston, Fuchs, &
Deno, 1985). There is also evidence suggesting that oral reading reading fluency
scores may reliably forecast performance on high-stakes, state-mandated tests of
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reading ability (Crawford, Tindal, & Stieber, 2001; Buck & Torgeson, 2003),
though this area of research continues to develop.

Information processing models provide a framework for understanding the
relationship of oral reading fluency and reading comprehension are generally
discussed. The prevailing theory is that decoding and comprehension both re-
quire cognitive resources, and the more processing capacity devoted to decod-
ing, the less capacity available for understanding what has been decoded
(LaBerge & Samuels, 1974; Stanovich, 2000). Recent extensions (Perfetti,
1995) of this view suggest that comprehension-related tasks may be subject to
varying levels of automaticity, much like word recognition and decoding-ori-
ented tasks. Inferential processes, for instance, may become increasingly auto-
matic, freeing up additional cognitive resources for even deeper levels of text
processing (Fuchs et al., 2001; Logan, 1997), suggesting that fluency may be
more than a proxy for reading competence and comprehension; instead, oral
reading fluency may relate to reading ability in more substantive ways (Nathan
& Stanovich, 1991).

ORAL READING FLUENCY AND RETELL FLUENCY

Whichever cognitive mechanism underlies the relationship of oral fluency and
reading comprehension, the reality is that children who read with greater speed
and accuracy (i.e., with greater fluency) tend to read more skillfully and with
greater comprehension than children who read less fluently. Given that oral
reading fluency provides an efficient and reliable indicator of reading ability and
progress, it is reasonable to question the need for another fluency-based measure
of reading comprehension. The case for a measure of retell fluency is based on
several considerations: (1) teachers’ and administrators’ concerns with the face
validity of oral reading fluency as a measure of comprehension, (2) concern with
teaching and practicing a misrule, and (3) a desire to provide direct linkage to the
National Reading Panel’s report, Teaching Children to Read: An Evidence-
Based Assessment of the Scientific Research Literature on Reading and Its Im-
plications for Reading Instruction (National Reading Panel, 2000). These are
discussed in the following paragraphs.

Face Validity of Fluency Measures and Its Impact on
Endorsement and Use

Oral reading fluency as a measure of reading comprehension enjoys consider-
able support among substantive and applied researchers working on topics re-
lated to curriculum-based measurement. Practitioners, however, appear to be
less convinced (Shinn, Good, Knutson, Tilly, & Collins, 1992). Indeed, concern
with the face validity of oral reading fluency as a measure of comprehension is
an acknowledged barrier to its wider use by classroom teachers (Shinn, et al.,
1992), a reality that may persist until teachers are presented with evidence be-
yond what may be available in scholarly sources (Shinn et al., 1992). A potential
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source of such evidence is “hands-on” experience with both a fluency-based
measure that more closely resembles traditional comprehension-related tasks
and the traditional oral reading task. Asking teachers to collect data on both
types of measures will provide opportunities to directly observe the considerable
correspondence of retell and oral reading fluency. Over time, teachers may grow
more confident in the validity of oral reading fluency without retell as an equally
reliable and more efficient indicator of student ability (Fewster & MacMillan,
2002) and begin to rely more directly on its use for monitoring students’ reading
progress.

Concerns with the validity of oral reading fluency are reflected in the preva-
lence of teacher-reported cases of word calling, where children read aloud as flu-
ently as same-aged peers but “can’t understand a word of what they read.” While
reliable estimates of its prevalence are not available (excluding cases of hyper-
lexia and related spectral-disorder conditions), cases where fluency is unrelated
to comprehension are thought to be rare, with teacher reports likely representing
a considerable overestimate of actual incidence (see Hamilton, 2001). A retell
fluency measure may help to clarify for teachers the relationship of oral reading
fluency and comprehension by identifying students’ abilities on a more compre-
hension-like task within a fluency framework. A retell fluency measure may also
help to identify the relatively few children who, in fact, fit the pattern where
reading comprehension is not consistent with oral reading fluency. Measures of
retell fluency may also provide a means for beginning to generate reliable esti-
mates of this pattern in the population of beginning and early readers.

The proposal is not that retell fluency replace oral reading fluency; evidence
in favor of the eminence of oral reading fluency as an index of reading compre-
hension and reading competence is compelling. Instead, retell fluency is pro-
posed as an additional tool for teachers to use in diagnosing and addressing the
instructional needs of struggling students. If it also serves as a means for increas-
ing teacher support for fluency-based measures in general, and for oral reading
fluency in particular, all the better.

Ancillary Effect of Fluency Measures and Its Impact on Students

There is evidence that regular use of fluency-based measures may have an indi-
rect effect on student learning (Good et al., 2001), whether by prompting stu-
dents’ attention or by directing teachers’ instructional focus to skills that under-
lie fluency measures of reading comprehension. Assuming an effect, it becomes
important that children understand (or, at least, not misunderstand) the lesson
that may be embedded in fluency-based tasks. This concern, that students (and
teachers) may focus too intently on the rate aspect of the fluency equation (i.e.,
accuracy/rate), thus sacrificing accuracy, or that they may see fluency as an end
rather than a means, perhaps to the detriment of comprehension, warrants re-
search. In the interim, a fluency measure that includes a task more readily identi-
fiable as comprehension-oriented may provide some protection against the pos-
sibility of learning or practicing a misrule.

-
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Linkage with Report of the National Reading Panel

A final point to make in defense of retell fluency concerns an interest in provid-
ing an explicit link to the core components in the National Reading Panel’s
(2000) report. The report is clear on the elements of early reading and early read-
ing instruction, and VIP and DIBELS map explicitly onto the first three (alpha-
betic principle, phonemic awareness, and fluency) of the five big ideas. Retell
fluency provides an explicit link that corresponds to the fourth core component,
reading comprehension.

RETELL VERSUS OTHER “COMPREHENSION-LIKE” FORMATS

Story retell is preferred over other comprehension-like formats (e.g., cloze and
question-response) for several reasons (see also Fuchs et al., 2001). First, pro-
duction-type responses potentially increase the variability in a set of scores. In
general, the more behavior a child generates representing the construct of inter-
est, the greater the chances of detecting post-intervention change, and retell pro-
duces a large-sized sample of comprehension behaviors. Cloze and question-re-
sponse generate much less behavior.

A second reason for preferring retell is its time efficiency. Cloze formats re-
quire reading a great deal of text for every scorable response (i.e., a filled in
blank). Also, cloze requires the child to perform a sccond task, apart from oral
reading (i.e., the passage used as a measure fluency cannot be used for the cloze
task), increasing testing time, dramatically in many cases. While question-re-
sponse formats can use the same passage used to mcasure fluency, the student
generally has to complete the entire passage before answering the questions, a
lengthy, punishing ordeal for some students.

The difficulty in writing good questions is another reason for preferring
retell to question-response. Writing good questions can be difficult for several
reasons. One problem is background knowledge—student responses to ques-
tions in traditional question-response formats may be as related to their levels
of background knowledge as to their comprehension of the reading passage.
Verbal ability may also predict a unique portion of variance in response scores,
apart from comprehension skill. Further, curriculum-based measures, when
used to monitor student progress on a given skill, require repeated administra-
tions of equivalent measures. Given the difficulty of creating two paralle! tests
using a question-response format, producing multiple equivalent forms may be
problematic.

Finally, retell fluency as a measure of reading comprehension is more easily
linked to instruction than question-response and cloze formats. Retelling can be
taught, modeled, and practiced more easily than cloze and question-response
tasks. Retell may also fit more readily into an instructional sequence. If one as-
sumes that higher-level comprehension skills rely on more basic abilities (Per-
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fetti, 1995), being able to retell what one has read may represent a critical gate-
way to more sophisticated levels of text comprehension.

METHOD

Participants

The data used in this study were collected during the administration of post-test
measures in the evaluation of an early reading intervention program being used
in an urban, southeastern U.S. school district. First graders from six schools were
included in the sample. Participating schools served low-income, Title I popula-
tions. Cases with valid data on the Woodcock Diagnostic Reading Battery and on
the VIP measures, including the measure of retell fluency, were included in the
analysis. A total of 86 such cases was available. Ninety-percent of students were
African American and all received free or reduced lunches.

Measures

Reading passages, retell protocols, and scoring procedures. Two passages
were developed for this study. First drafts of each passage were analyzed using
the MicroPower & Light Software system to estimate readability. All available
indices (Dale-Chall, Flesch, FOG, Powers, SMOG, FORCAST, Frye, and
Spache) were computed, and the Spache readability index was used to revise and
refine passages. Target readability for passages was 2.0 to 2.3 on the Spache
scale. Passages that were too difficult were revised by substituting single-syl-
labic words for multi-syllabic, by substituting high-frequency words for poten-
tially difficult words, and by shortening long sentences. Passages below the tar-
get range were revised in the more difficult direction using the same three
considerations.

The outcome of primary interest was the number of words used by a child in
corrcctly retelling the story. Test administrators estimated the number of words
used by each child in accurately recounting the passages by discretely moving a
finger across a sequence of evenly spaced numerals according to the pace estab-
lished by a given child’s appropriate retelling of what was read. The tracking
procedure ended when a child stopped retelling the story. The procedure paused
when he or she provided inaccurate or irrelevant information. The total word
count did rot include the number of words used in inaccurately retelling the
story or in telling a story other than the one read.

Woodcock Diagnostic Reading Battery. The Woodcock Diagnostic Reading
Battery (WDRB) is a widely used measure of student reading achievement. It in-
cludes ten subtests organized into seven reading and reading-related clusters. For
purposes of the larger evaluation, the letter-word identification, word attack, and
passage comprehension subtests were administered. The other subtests, includ-
ing the measure of reading vocabulary, were not administered due to the limited
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time allowed for the testing of students. Scores on letter-word identification and
passage comprehension combine to yield a measure of the Broad Reading Clus-
ter, with median reliability of .95 (Woodcock Diagnostic Reading Battery: Ex-
aminer’s Manual, 1997). Scores from letter-sound identification and word attack
represent the Basic Reading Skills Cluster, and the median reliability is .96. The
Reading Comprehension Cluster, which requires scores from the reading vocab-
ulary subtest, was not calculated. Readers interested in details on the WDRB’s
properties are referred to the Examiner’s Manual (1997).

Procedures

As described elsewhere, data were collected in May 2002 as part of a larger eval-
uation of Voyager’s Universal Literacy program, a beginning reading program
being used in a large urban school district in the southeastern United States. Six
schools participated in the evaluation. Local school officials selected participat-
ing schools. All schools were Title I-qualified. Individual students were pulled
from classrooms for approximately 20 minutes to complete the assessments. The
oral reading and retell fluency measures of the VIP were administered along
with the letter-word identification, word attack, and passage comprehension sub-
tests of the WDRB.

Two advanced-level graduate students collected the data used in this study.
The administrators were trained on administration of VIP oral rcading fluency,
VIP retell fluency, and the WDRB. Interrater reliability on oral reading and retell
fluency was informally assessed using a series of four passages administered to
four different children. Administrations by the lead administrator were audio-
taped, and the second administrator scored the audiotaped sessions. Comparison
of the respective protocols suggested a very high level of agreement across ad-
ministrators; when comparing students’ status (i.e., low risk, some risk, high
risk), agreement was 100%.

RESULTS

VIP Oral Reading Fluency and Retell Fluency Reliability

Two VIP passages were included in the study to obtain an estimate of the alter-
nate-form reliability of the VIP oral reading fluency and VIP retell fluency. The
alternate-form reliability of VIP oral reading fluency was .89 for one passage.
Using the Spearman-Brown prophecy formula, the reliability of three passages
was estimated to be .96. Since the recommended use of the VIP oral reading flu-
ency is to administer three passages and use the middle score, the estimated reli-
ability of three passages is the most appropriate reliability to consider. The relia-
bility of VIP oral reading fluency for one passage is sufficient for screening, and
the reliability of the aggregate of three VIP oral reading fluency passages is suf-
ficient for important educational decisions.
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The alternate-form reliability of the VIP retell fluency was .57. The estimated
reliability of three passages was .80, sufficient for screening decisions (Salvia &
Ysseldyke, 1988). When seven passages were aggregated, for example in
progress monitoring, the estimated reliability of VIP retell fluency was .90. In
this study two passages were averaged, with an expected reliability of the aver-
age being about .73, sufficient for group or research purposes. For practice, the
recommendation is to administer VIP retell fluency passages during the bench-
mark assessment. For students whose performance raises concerns, two retests
with three additional VIP retell fluency passages each would yield a very high
reliability score (» = .92).

VIP Oral Reading Fluency and Retell Fluency Validity

The most interpretable validity coefficients to consider are concurrent, criterion-
related validity with respect to the WDRB Broad Reading Cluster at post-test.
The individual passages correlated .75 and .72 with the Broad Reading Cluster,
and the average of two VIP oral reading fluency passage scores correlated .76
with the Broad Reading Cluster, explaining about 57% of the variance in Broad
Reading Cluster standard scores.

The individual VIP retell fluency passage scores correlated .47 and .43 with
the Broad Reading Cluster, and the average of the two VIP retell fluency pas-
sages correlated .51 with the Broad Reading Cluster (26% of the variance ex-
plained) and .61 with the VIP oral reading fluency average. It is likely that these
validity coefficients are attenuated by the reliability of the VIP retell fluency
measure, and that the validity of thc median of three VIP retell fluency measures
administered in a benchmark assessment would be higher.

When VIP oral reading fluency and retell fluency were considered together in
predicting Broad Reading Cluster standard scores, adding retell fluency con-
tributed a very small amount of additional explained variance, 58% combined
vs. 57% explained by VIP oral reading fluency alone.

VIP Retell Fluency Comprehension Check

One purpose of VIP retell fluency is to provide a check on oral reading fluency
as a measure of reading proficiency for children who may be fluent readers but
may be unable to recount what they read. The first step in this analysis was to ex-
amine the relation between VIP oral reading fluency and VIP retell fluency (see
Figure 1).

The open dots in the area bounded by the solid line represent cases where the
relationship of oral reading fluency and retell fluency may be less than theory
would suggest. Cases falling within the boundary tine are children who read at
least 40 words correctly per minute, but had a retell score of no more than .25 of
their oral reading fluency score. Most pronounced are the two children reading
78 and 101 words correctly per minute, but who are retelling about four words
on average about what they had just read (Figure 1). The area of concern is ini-
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Figure 1. Relation between VIP oral reading fluency and VIP retell fluency showing
area of concern about children’s comprehension.

tially established on a rational basis. It seems important that students be able to
tell about what they have read. When there is a large inconsistency between what
they are able to read aloud from a passage and what they are able to tell about
what they have read, it seems an instructionally relevant concern.

If the VIP retell fluency is providing a comprehension check, then the relation
between VIP oral reading fluency and the Broad Reading Cluster should be
stronger for children with consistent retell than for children whose retell is not
consistent with their oral reading fluency. The relation between VIP oral reading
fluency and Broad Reading Cluster scores for the two groups of children is illus-
trated in Figure 2.

Consistent with the prediction, VIP oral reading fluency displayed a stronger
relation with the Broad Reading Cluster for students with consistent retell (» =
.81, 65% of variance explained) than for students with inconsistent retell (r =
A2, 17% of variance explained), and the difference in relation was significant,
#(1)=-3.30, p < .01. However, several caveats are important to mention.

First, some of the difference in relation may be due to the restriction in range
for the inconsistent group. Due to the definition of inconsistent retell, children
with oral reading fluency below 40 were not included. Second, although the rela-
tion between oral reading fluency and Broad Reading Cluster was less strong for
the inconsistent retell group, it was not until VIP oral reading fluency was above
80 that there was a consistent over-prediction of Broad Reading Cluster scores,
and then only for a small number of children. Third, regardless of VIP retell flu-
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Figure 2. Relation between VIP oral reading fluency and WDRB Broad Reading Clus-
ter for students with consistent retell (solid circles and dashed line) and for students
with inconsistent retell (open circles and solid line).

ency, all children who were reading over 40 words correctly per minute at the
end of first grade scored at or above a standard score of 96, 39th percentile, on
the Broad Reading Cluster. Thus, the fundamental conclusion that students who
read more than 40 words correctly per minute are “reading healthy” is not com-
promised by any combination of VIP oral reading fluency and VIP retell fluency
obtained by the children in this study. Fourth, some children obtained relatively
high VIP oral reading fluency scores, but unexpectedly lower Broad Reading
Cluster scores. However, they did not have inconsistent VIP retell fluency
scores. For example, one student read 73 words correctly per minute (a relatively
high VIP oral rcading flucncy score) and received a Broad Reading Cluster score
of 98 (a more middle score), but the student’s VIP retell fluency was roughly
consistent with that student’s VIP oral reading fluency.

DISCUSSION
The results of this study provide modest support for adding a measure of retell

fluency to an existing battery of fluency-based measures. At the least, inclusion
of retell fluency does not compromise the validity of oral reading fluency; a
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more favorable interpretation is that retell fluency provides an efficient, fluency-
based tool for teachers to use in identifying the handful of children whose oral
reading fluency may not adequately represent comprehension. When used in tan-
dem with oral fluency measures, retell measures provide a vehicle for more reli-
ably targeting classroom and school-level resources and for maximizing the effi-
ciency and effectiveness of early reading instruction.

There may be desirable by-products, as well. For teachers, use of a retell flu-
ency measure may be a pathway to increased understanding and more confi-
dent use of the traditional oral reading fluency measure. Also, if retell fluency
in fact represents a gateway to more sophisticated levels of comprehension, and
if it is “teachable,” as suggested in the introduction to this article, there may be
instructional value in knowing and monitoring a student’s abilities in this re-
spect.

For investigators, retell fluency may provide a vehicle for better understand-
ing the relationship of fluency to reading comprehension. One-minute measures
of oral reading fluency are highly correlated to more lengthy measures of com-
prehension, although the reasons for this relationship are not clear. This lack of
clarity suggests that while oral reading fluency may be the preeminent fluency-
based indicator of reading competence, its value for diagnosing the sources of a
given student’s reading difficulties may be limited. More skill-specific meas-
ures, like retell fluency, may represent a vehicle for specifying factors that medi-
atc the relationship of fluency and comprehension.

Curriculum-based measurement offers advantages to practicing school psy-
chologists, as well. Concerns about the utility of commercially available norm-
referenced tests are well documented in the school psychology literature (see
Deno, 1985; Howell, 1986; Peverly & Kitzen, 1998; Rosenfeld, 1987; Rosenfeld
& Shinn, 1989; Shapiro, 1990; Shapiro & Elliott, 1999). Of particular interest is
their limited value for making instructional recommendations. Because the un-
derlying constructs for these measures are often vague, test items may fail to ad-
equately address instructionally important skills, which diminishes the useful-
ness of results for identifying specific instructional needs and for developing or
modifying instructional plans. More practically, these measures cannot be used
repeatedly to assess and monitor progress, and they are expensive and time con-
suming. Curriculum-based measures, like story retell fluency, are less subject to
these limitations; cost-effective, time-efficient, and instructionally focused, they
represent a useful tool for a profession that spends more time on assessment than
on any other single task (Hos & Reschly, 2002).

Readers should interpret the results presented in this article with some cau-
tion. Probability sampling was not possible, which represents a threat to the ex-
ternal validity of the study and may limit the generalizability of its findings. Fur-
ther, the relatively small-sized sample is homogenous on important variables.
Because participants were recruited in low-income, poor-performing public
schools from a single community, they may not adequately represent the popula-
tion of all first graders or all first graders from the community in question. Fu-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



STORY RETELL FREQUENCY 315

ture studies of retell fluency will address issues related to generalizability. This
kind of sampling limitation can complicate interpretation of inferential analyses,
a possibility to consider when using such methods and when interpreting their
results. Future study of story retell fluency should involve diverse samples, as-
sembled, when possible, using probability sampling strategies.
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