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Cumulative Dysfluency: Still Evident In 
Our Classrooms, Despite What We Know 

Claire McDowell and Michael Keenan 

This study was conducted in order to assess the extent to which learners experiencing difficulty 
achieving competent performance in a composite skill were dyduent in the component skills of that 
task. Seven learners who were experiencing d8iculties in particular cuniculum areas were assessed 
for fluency in their performance of a composite academic task over several sessions. Their 
performance in 2 or 3 component skills of that task was then tested for fluency over several 
sessions. The experimenter found that all 7 learners were dyduent in the 2 or 3 component skills 
tested. 

Fluency-orientated teaching programs 
are designed to increase the frequency of 
component skills rather than composite 
performances. In such programs 
composite skills are analyzed for their 
key component elements and the 
frequencies of these elements are then 
increased, under conditions of free- 
operant responding, to predetermined 
frequency aims (Haughton, 1980: 
Johnson & Lahg, 1992). Increased 
fluency in the composite performance 
then often happens as a result of 
increasing fluency in each component 
skill (Binder, 1996). Over many years of 
using frequency aims to teach skills to 
fluent levels, Precision Teachers and 
other fluency-orientated educators began 
to notice a phenomenon recurring time 
and time again in the data collected in 
their classrooms. A new understanding of 
educational failure derived from the 
recognition that behavior components 
with fluency deficits, despite their 
accuracy, accumulate when they are 

layered on top of one another. This 
accumulation of dysfluent skills, which 
Precision Teachers have termed 
cumulative dyssfluency, limits and may 
even prevent acquisition of composite 
skills that depend on them. Cumulative 
dysfluencies in component skills mount 
to make progress through the curriculum 
increasingly d i c u l t  (Johnson & Layng, 
1992; . . Bindei & P-ypacker 1992). In 
fact,' fluency-orientated educators are 

~. 
coming to. the .conclusion that 
"cumulative dysfluency may be the single 
most important factor in long-term 
student failure" (Binder, 1996, p 184). 
This study was conducted in order to 
assess the extent to which cumulative 
dysfluency existed among pupils 
experiencing diculties learning 
particular cumculum skills. 

METHOD 

Participants 
Seven learners, five males and two 
females, participated in this experiment. 



Six of the participants (four males and 
two females) attended a school for 
children with learning difficulties and one 
(male) attended a regular primary school 
where he attended remedial classes for 
help with reading and math. The 
participant ages ranged between 8 and 11 
at the time of the experiment. Target 
composite skills were selected based on 
teacher's and parent's recommendations 
of cumculum areas in which learners 
were experiencing difficulty. Fluency 
aims were set based on Precision 
Teaching (PT) recommendations or by 
having competent performers (in this 
case university undergraduates) perform 
the skill for 1 minute, several times, and 
taking an average of their highest scores. 
The learner's target skills and aims were 
as follows: 

Learner M -see/write answers to x4 
multiplication problems (70 -90 digits) 

Learner L & P -see/write answers to x2 
multiplication problems (70 -90 digits) 

Learner C -see/write answers to +2 
addition problems (70 -90 digits) 

Learner D, E & J -hear/see/point to 
isolated key words (40-50 words) 

Each composite skill was analyzed for 
key component skills, and 2 or 3 
component skills were selected for 
testing. Again, aims were based on PT 
recommendations or on the competent 
performer's average scores. 

Component skills and aims were as 
follows: 
Learner M 
Tool skill 1 -see/dot multiples of 4 on 
number grid (60-80 dots per min.) 

Tool skill 2 -see/write answers to add 4 
problems (70-90 digits per min.) 

Learners L & P 
Tool skill 1 -see/dot multiples of 2 on 
number grid (80-100 dots per min.) 
Tool skill 2 -see/write answers to add 2 
problems (70-90 digits per min.) 

Learner C 
Tool skill 1 -seehay numbers 1-50 (60- 
80 numbers per min.) 
Tool skill 2 -think/write numbers 0-9 
(120-160 digits per min.) 
Tool skill 3 -see/write answers to add 1 
problems (70-90 digits per min.) 

Learners D, J & E 
Tool skill 1 -seehay letter sounds from 
flashcards (60-80 sounds per min.) 
Tool skill 2 -see/say 2 letter syllable 
sounds from flashcards (60-80 sounds 
per min.) 

Procedure 
The learners were assessed for fluency on 
the composite skill by asking them to . 

. 

perform that skill over severall-minute 
timings. No instruction or teaching 
occurred during these sessions. Scores 
were charted as rate of correct and 
incorrect responses per minute. Each 
learner's performance on the component 
skills was tested by asking himlher to 
perform that task over several one 
minute timings. Again, no teaching or 
instruction took place during these 
sessions. Scores were recorded as rate of 
correct and incorrect responses per 
minute. 



FtESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Each learner's correct and incorrect 
responses during testing sessions for 
target skills are presented in table 1. 
These results show that all seven learners 
were not fluent in the skills being taught 
in the classroom. Correct and incorrect 
responses during testing of the 
component skills are presented in tables 
2-8. These results show that all seven 
pupils were dysfluent in 2 or 3 
component skills of the composite task 
they were having diiculties learning. 
While several learners responded fairly 
accurately in all sessions, with low rates 
of incorrect responses occurring (learners 
M, L & P, tables 2, 3 &4), it would 
appear that accuracy alone in composite 
skills was insufficient to facilitate 
learning of related composite tasks. It 
appears that although the repeated 
practice of performing the component 
skills did result in increases in rates of 
correct responses for some of the 
learners L, P, D & E, tables 2, 3, 4, 
6 & 7), this period of practice was not 
enough to reach fluent levels of accurate 
responding. Further practice or 
additional instruction would have been 
required to reach fluency. These results 
support claims made by PT literature, 
suggesting that cumulative dysfluency is, 
and continues to be, an important factor 

cumulative effect. Apart from the studies 
undertaken by the researchers at this 
university, PT is not practiced in schools 
throughout Northern Ireland. Although 
based on a very small sample, these 
results suggest that an important starting 
point in establishing PT in schools in the 
province will be in the teaching of 
component skills to fluent levels to 
redress the problem of cumulative 
dysfluency in our class~ooms. 
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that component skills must be fluent for comparisons between the LD students and 
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regular classrooms appear to concentrate Standard Celeration Charts. Look for a revision 
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Table 1 

Table 2 

Sessions 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Tool skill 1 1310 1310 * 1810 2010 2410 1910 * 

Tool skill 2 1210 * 1310 1710 2410 2810 2810' 

indicate3 scorer below aim 



Table 3 

Sessions 

Tool skill 1 

Tool skill 2 

Indicates scare below aim 

Table 4 

Sessions 

Tool skill 1 

Tool skill 2 

* Indicarea score below aim 

Table 5 

L 3 4 5 6 .  

2212' 19112* 16116* 6114' 8122* 

Sessions 

T o o l s ~ l l  1 I 

Tool skill 2 

Tool skill 3 

'Indicates score below aim 

Table 6 

Sessions 

Tool skill 1 

Tool skill 2 

* Indicates score below aim 



Table 7 

Sessions 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Tool skill 1 26!6* 2616* 3212* 35/8* 3 714 * 

Tool skill 2 911 * 16/3* 2610' 2812' 3510' 

Indicates scare below aim 

Table 8 

Sessions 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Tool skill 1 43!1 * 2215 * 3414 * 4112 * 3911. 2813 * 

Tool skill 2 1212 * 3!4 ' 415 * 718 * 7110 10116 * 

* Indicates score below aim 


