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Abstract 
 

Carter et al. (2023) presented empirical evidence in support of a proposed new measure 
of L2 silent reading fluency. Referencing their method, this article addresses three 
separate practical issues related to using timed readings (TRs) to foster L2 reading 
fluency: TR assessment reliability, quality, and practicality. One seeming limitation of 
Carter et al.’s (2023) method was the relatively low reliability of three separate TR 
quizzes used in their study on reading fluency. However, considering that the 
interpretation and use of reliability estimates should be context-dependent, we argue that 
the standard expectations of 0.8 or higher may be simply unrealistic given the unique 
constraints surrounding timed readings. Furthermore, reliability is only one facet of a 
validity argument and intentional changes aimed at increasing reliability may, at times, 
come at the expense of other important aspects of validity. This article also offers 
practical advice for constructing effective TR quiz questions and directs the reader to 
tools for tracking student readers’ reading fluency progress. 
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In the October, 2023 issue of Reading in a Foreign Language Carter et al. proposed a new 
formula for measuring silent L2 reading fluency performance and progress and gave some initial 
empirical evidence of its validity when used with timed readings (TRs). The primary benefit of 
the new rf formula is that both rate and comprehension factor into the calculation. In essence it 
controls for comprehension in the measurement of reading fluency. The structure of the formula 
prevents high performance in one sub-skill (rate or comprehension) from compensating for low 
performance in the other. This is important because logic dictates that the silent reading fluency 
construct presupposes some level of intelligent processing of the text. In other words, it makes 
little sense to speak of reading rate without considering how much comprehension occurred. On 
the other hand, very slow reading with high comprehension cannot be described as fluent either. 
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The new formula could have value for both practitioners seeking to track readers’ incremental 
progress, and for researchers interested in a measure of fluency potentially more accurate than 
rate alone. 
 
What follows is a series of thoughtful practitioner-oriented questions and their respective 
answers, all pertinent to the Carter et al. (2023) study. We, the authors, appreciated the 
opportunity to respond to the questions. It allowed us to expand on important aspects of practical 
TR use in an applied setting and to focus on key points that could not be reasonably addressed in 
the article. 
 
 
Question 1: You made reasonable efforts to revise your TR multiple-choice comprehension 
questions based on weaknesses you knew you had with your existing materials, yet you 
were still plagued with lower reliability than you wished to have. How would you revise 
your tests given what you know now? 
 
Following data collection for Carter et al. (2023), we made substantive efforts to revise the TR 
quiz items used in the study and others not used in the study. However, despite these efforts, 
when we have administered the revised quizzes to populations similar to that in the study, we 
have only succeeded in reaching reliability scores as high as 0.60 or 0.70 for any single set of 10 
quiz questions (and reaching 0.70 was a rare occurrence). To respond directly to the question, 
perhaps further revision would not be a productive course of action. Instead, it may be that 
revisiting the accepted standard for reliability is needed for this type of assessment. Our 
experience leads us to believe that perhaps, given the specific constraints surrounding the 
population, context, and task1, practicality would dictate that lower reliability would be 
acceptable because it is incredibly difficult to achieve the typical standard for reliability within 
the associated constraints. 
 
The common notion that an assessment must have a reliability coefficient of 0.80 or higher may 
be a good rule of thumb, but to apply it universally is shortsighted because the interpretation and 
use of reliability estimates is context-dependent (Cho & Kim, 2015). For example, Nunnally 
(1967) in his seminal work Psychometric Theory originally posited that lower reliability 
estimates, as low as 0.50, were adequate for exploratory research. Although he raised this level 
to 0.70 in his second and third editions, other more recent publications have repeated the claim 
that for exploratory research or other similar low-stakes situations, values as low as 0.60 are 
suitable (George & Mallery, 2003; Hair, 2010). Taber (2018) further shows that in a review of 
the literature that reliability estimates as low as 0.45 have been considered satisfactory in 
published research for certain situations. Conversely, the same authors cited above also posit that 
for contexts such as applied research or high-stakes testing, reliability estimates much higher 
than 0.80 are needed. In all of this, researchers should determine acceptable reliability value 
ranges prior to data collection and analysis, based on prior research, the purpose(s) of the study, 
and the stakes, decisions, and consequences of the results (Cortina, 1993). For this study, we 
hoped for higher reliability values, but were willing to accept lower values knowing that this 
study was exploratory.  
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There are, however, other considerations that are relevant, specifically concerning reliability as a 
facet of validity. While there are multiple definitions, frameworks, and approaches, validity can 
be defined as a set of activities or investigations involving “the collection of different types of 
evidence in order to make a holistic evaluation of an assessment’s fitness for a purpose” 
(Schmidgall & Xi, 2022, p. 1). Reliability, therefore, should be one of many pieces of evidence 
for an assessment’s validity, and a high reliability coefficient does not always necessarily reflect 
the quality or relevance of test content. To use a common saying, there are ways of gaming the 
system to achieve high reliability. An assessment could consistently measure an aspect of 
language ability that is not relevant or important for the intended purpose of the assessment (Im 
et al., 2019) or other qualitative aspects such as test-taker engagement, test fairness, and the 
impact of cultural and linguistic diversity on test performance (International Test Commission 
[ITC], 2019; Swain, 1993). For example, we have observed test developers who have artificially 
increased reliability estimates by simply using the “alpha-if-deleted” function provided by many 
statistical packages, with little or no consideration for the content.  
 
Further, some reliability estimates can be inflated by simply adding more items, again with little 
regard to their quality (Kopalle & Lehmann, 1997; Schmitt, 1996; Tavakol & Dennick, 2011). 
While we could have intentionally included a class of very low-ability readers in the study or 
added more items to the quizzes to increase reliability, there were practical and ethical 
considerations and constraints that logically contradicted those courses of action. First, the TRs 
would not be appropriate for very low-ability readers. As such, including these readers in the 
study would have been ethically questionable. Second, there is a reasonable limit to the number 
of items that can be developed from a single 1000-word reading without violating local or item 
independence (Ha, 2022). Third, expecting readers to retain reading material in their memory 
sufficiently well to answer more than ten questions without referring to the text is likely an 
unrealistically high expectation. 
 
All things considered, including the necessity of keeping TRs and their associated quizzes 
practical, it may be reasonable to think of a lower threshold of reliability as satisfactory for TRs. 
 
 
Question 2: Since readers/language teachers/testing practitioners may need to develop, 
adapt, or adopt reading passages and reading comprehension questions for their own 
procedures to use with your formula, what specific suggestions might you have for 
developing test questions based on the results of your study? 
 
In our experience reviewing TR materials, many times associated TR quizzes have not been 
vetted and appear to be too easy. Items that seem too easy may be less of a concern with low-
ability readers because they may discriminate—separate learners—reasonably well regardless 
(reliability hinges on adequate discrimination [Carr, 2011; Ebel, 1967]). However, for classes of 
mid- to high-ability readers, items that seem too easy are likely problematic due to poor 
discrimination. 
 
Constructing well-functioning TR quiz items is perhaps more challenging than one might 
presume, especially for higher-ability readers from our experience. Among constraints already 
mentioned, items should meet the assumption of item independence (Carr, 2011). Second, 
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questions should not probe into obscure details that are unlikely to be noticed by readers. As was 
mentioned in Carter et al. (2023): 
 
Initial reading purpose moderates comprehension by guiding what readers attend to within a text 
(De Hoyos & David, 2018; Erten, 2018; Grabe, 2009), but when the purpose is to practice or 
demonstrate fluency, readers are not primed to attend to specific details and it is unsurprising for 
them to recall content imperfectly. (p. 109).   
 
Because readers cannot refer back to the reading when answering TR quiz items, the items 
should refer to more salient information that is more likely be noticed and stored in working 
memory rather than small details that may go unnoticed (Quinn et al., 2007). Ultimately, items 
must strike a delicate balance between not being too easy (i.e., requiring meaningful 
comprehension of the reading) and not being overly difficult either. 
 
These constraints together, make the development of well-functioning TR quiz items difficult. 
However, we recommend a useful approach that we followed to identifying more salient or 
memorable information from which to write items: 
 
1) First, we asked several colleagues to do a pilot reading of a given TR text. They were 

instructed to do it at a comfortable pace, without belaboring the reading. They read the text 
only one time. 

 
2) Second, immediately after finishing the reading, we asked them to write down everything they 

remembered from the reading, including as many details as they could. They were encouraged 
to write without being concerned about punctuation, grammar, or neatness. Another 
possibility is to have pilot readers verbally record what they remember; however, we did not 
attempt this. 

 
3) Third, after our pilot readers had finished writing their notes, we then compiled the notes of 

multiple pilot readers together and looked for common ideas and details in their notes on 
which to base questions. 

 
It is also important to clearly identify the reading constructs being targeted by items and how 
those constructs will be operationalized in specifications (e.g., how many questions will target 
which construct) in order to ensure construct relevance (American Educational Research 
Association et al., 2014). Due to the need for item independence, we found it was difficult to 
develop more than two items per reading which focused on global understanding (i.e., main 
ideas). We found the same to be true for items focused on basic inferences. In essence, this 
necessitated that the remainder of the items be focused on details which needed to be salient for 
the reasons articulated above. 
 
Ultimately, developing reasonably effective TR quizzes required a fair amount of trial and error. 
We would generally recommend some meaningful piloting of select TR quizzes especially if 
they are to be used for measurement and even more so if those measurements have meaningful 
effects on grades or placement. 
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Question 3: For practitioners who wish to use your formula, what practical advice can you 
offer? For instance, can you offer sample spreadsheets where sample data are input into 
the formula, and where data are plotted onto Anderson’s fluency/comprehension 
quadrant? 
 
We generally, encourage practitioners to make use of the Modified Reading Fluency Chart 
available in Appendix E of Carter et al. (2023). We would also encourage them to make use of 
the Reading Fluency Tracking Workbook (Carter & Anderson, 2021) or the simplified version of 
it; both are available at https://tinyurl.com/rdngfluencytools. Both of them map out results nicely 
in Excel, requiring little of the user other than inputting information. They both include links to 
short tutorial videos which explain briefly how to use them, and there are examples with 
information already inputted. 
 
We would also encourage users not to overthink the use of the formula. Ours was a fairly 
complex approach to producing evidence of the validity of the formula. However, the end goal 
was to reach a solution that could be used with some straightforward confidence and simplicity. 
 
 
Note 
 
1.We are referring specifically to the context and task grouped with the higher-ability population 
in question. Whereas low-ability readers may select wrong answers because of very limited 
vocabulary and a general struggle with sentence-level comprehension, mid- to high- ability 
readers are less likely to do so. Consequently, writing well-functioning items that satisfy 
constraints for mid- to high-ability readers seems to require much more nuance and care. The 
result is that it is more difficult to produce items that discriminate well. 
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