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accurately perform a given skill affects the retention and stability of the skill itself
as well as the application of that skill to more complex skills. They recognized that
daily practice—using brief, timed sessions and immediate performance feed-
back—enabled learners to achieve higher rates of performance, as long as the in-
dividual components of the target behavior were themselves capable of being
performed at sufficiently high rates.

This work led to further research and application with schoolchildren and
to the development of carefully sequenced learning objectives and materials for
primary and secondary education, with a focus on basic skills. Use of this ap-
proach yielded dramatic improvements in students’ standardized achievement

S5COres.
Ogden Lindsley founded the movement of precision teaching. Other early

pioneers in this method were Eric Haughton, Clay Starlin, Ann Starlin, and Ray
Beck. In the early 1980s, Carl Binder, a researcher and trainer of teachers, de-
cided to bring fluency-based instruction into the field of performance technology:.
In the process, he formulated a methodology for building behavioral fluency in
adults that integrated the principles of precision teaching with the needs of the
workplace.

The development and the support of fluent performance depend on both in-
structional and environmental factors.

Instructional Factors

One model of learning suggests that the learning process consists of three stages:
acquisition, practice, and application. When learners first acquire a new skill, they
achieve the ability to perform accurately but not necessarily rapidly. With efficient
practice, though, they achieve the ability to perform quickly and without hesita-
tion—and to do so for extended periods of time, so that they are relatively resis-
tant to fatigue and distraction. By performing rapidly and without hesitation, they
retain what they have learned. Finally, after achieving fluency, they are able to
apply their skill to more complex performance, including improvisation and
creative combinations of behavior. These effects are obvious in some kinds of per-
formance, such as sports, but they are relatively unrecognized in academic and
workplace training,

This three-stage model of learning indicates that a learning program should
provide practice so that an individual can achieve fluency prior to applying the
learning. A common error, however, is to arrange for acquisition, which does not
produce fluency, and then to move into role plays, case study activities, or other
application exercises. This means that practice is skipped and fluency cannot be
obtained. Evidence suggests that skipping practice in this way may be one of
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the most significant reasons that educational and corporate training programs do
not produce lasting performance change.

Environmental Factors

Environmental factors can either support or constrain performance. Ergonom-
ics and user-interface design aim to ensure smooth, efficient interaction between
performer and environment. In addition, structured writing produces reference
and learning materials that support fluent access to information. The technol-
ogy of fluency development, therefore, consists of removing any barriers to flu-
ent performance and creating materials and environments that encourage and
support fluency.

Fluency development methods are best used in situations in which learners
can engage in dustributed practice rather than in cramming, whether in learning mod-
ules that are parts of larger programs or in stand-alone interventions. A self-study
program that allows for brief practice sessions each day over a period of several
weeks is ideal, as are on-the-job training and self-managed learning labs that are
part of longer classroom programs. Field-based coaching in sales and customer
service organizations lends itself to informal practice activities involving managers
or peers. Practice sessions that take place at larger events such as company con-
ferences can be highly productive and motivating, as long as the scope of the prac-
tice is limited. Such sessions produce obvious improvements in skills and knowledge
in a short time.

Jobs that require speaking with customers are among the most obvious ap-
plications of fluency development procedures (for example, sales and customer
service). Those that involve specific physical skills are also good candidates (for ex-
ample, keyboarding or developing the fine motor skills required in assembly or
maintenance). In addition, jobs that involve typing as well as navigating through
a system with complex cognitive behavior (for example, diagnosis, responding to
requests, analyzing situations) can benefit from efficient practice during initial
training. In general, if a task requires repetition to achieve genuine skill and if the
criterion is truly mastery, then fluency development can make a practical differ-
ence.

See Figure 1 for factors that obstruct fluency as well as those that support it.

When to Use

Consider using fluency development methods when any of the following condi-
tions exist.
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nents will be available to them to combine in new ways. For example, being able
to improvise playing the guitar depends on a fluent repertoire of playing scales,
chord changes, and riffs. Similarly, supervisors who must provide feedback to
difficult employees need a fluent repertoire of phrases and tactics that enable them
to adapt effectively to a range of situations.

Case Studies

Two examples illustrate fluency devclopment in different situations.

Fluency in Sales

Sales representatives in a medical equipment company needed to engage effec-
tively in a number of behaviors: speaking about scientific topics with doctors, dis-
cussing health care economics with hospital administrators, identifying specific
customer needs, matching those needs with features of their products that ad-
dressed those needs, presenting information about their products to groups of
nurses, and answering a broad array of questions. The sales development de-
partment prepared a set of flash cards—easy-to-use, structured reference and self-
study materials—to introduce the sales representatives to key information. The
flash cards covered basic facts and bits of knowledge and the sales representatives
practiced with them daily, with a goal of saying correct answers to thirty-five cards
In one minute.

The sales representatives also engaged in rapid-recall exercises. They blurted
out as many facts as they could about a particular topic, aiming to generate twenty
to thirty such facts per minute, and practiced talking through selected overhead
slides until they could combine what they knew into a confident, nicely paced pre-
sentation. They used practice sheets that required them to match dozens of state-
ments reflecting specific customers’ needs with product features.

Finally, in pairs the representatives practiced responding to tough questions
written on the fronts of 3-by-5-inch cards until they could cover the key ele-
ments of agreed-on answers (represented by bullets on the backs of the cards) in
their own words and at the same pace they would use in conversing on a famil-
iar topic. In addition to these exercises, they completed timed multiple-choice tests
before and after periods of self-study and practice to assess their knowledge of
basic facts and associations.

The results of this program included the ability to complete fifteen to twenty
multiple-choice test items per minute on a posttest (a criterion that has obvious
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