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Training to

Fluency

A Real Return on

Investment

by Gail Snyder

uppose there were a

method of learning that

put teacher and student,

instructor and trainee,
in control of the learning process;
one with a proven track record of
success for over two decades; a
system that applies to all socio-
economic levels without bias; one
which advances retention and
application ability by vears per
instruction hour, with methods that
could be acquired immediately and
economically.

Would you say, “Let’s stick with
what we've got?” In essence, that’s
the U.S. educational system’s reply
to Precision Teaching (PT). PT has
consistently done all of the above in
all applications, many of them
federally funded, for over 25 years.
Precision Teaching, a behaviorally-
based method of teaching and
learning was developed by Ogden
Lindsley and his colleagues in the
1960s when Lindsley, a former
student of B.F. Skinner, left Harvard
Medical School to develop PT at the

Univer-
sity of
Kansas.
Grounded in the ™
findings of behavioral
research, PT combines
direct instruction methods
with short, timed sessions,
measurement and the charting of
performance following instruction.
The aim of Precision Teaching is
“fluency” defined as accuracy plus
speed, an element of learning
identified through years of research
as a necessity in retention and
application of learning.

Retention and practical applica-
tion are largely ignored in our school
systems, systems which concentrate
on learning curves and percent
correct as a determinant of learning.
In fact, our present teaching meth-
ods have resulted in generations of
drop-outs and graduates alike who
are unable to use educational skills
as related to the real world of
business and day-to-day life.

Our educational system, as a
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whole,
takes for
granted
that students
will forget what
they “learn” from
one year to the next,
indeed from one
college semester to the
next, a reality exemplified
by the repetitive nature of
curriculum from grammar
school through college. Proponents
of PT argue that the downfall of
education in America is not a
product of socio-economic conditions,
but of teaching methods that fail to
bring students to the level of “auto-
maticity,” instead stopping at an
abysmally low level of learning
disguised by an inaccurate measure-
ment system.

The practice of Precision Teaching
has uncovered the fact that sup-
pressing errors slows the learning
process (Bower and Orgel, 1981,
Lindsley, 1990), whereas encourag-
ing a high rate of responses, even
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when most of them are incorrect at
first, accelerates learning rates.
Research has also proven that
positive reinforcement to accelerate
and improve performance can only
be optimal when the performer is
knowledgeable of the basic compo-
nents of a skill.

To track performance progress and
changes in performance Lindsley
developed a logarithmic charting
method easily learned by children for
self-charting the number correct and
the number incorrect during brief,
timed exercises. Most adults cringe
upon hearing about timed exercises,
a reaction harking back to the days
of punishing timed math tests where
percent correct was the determinant
of passing or failing. With Precision
Teaching, timed exercises are
conducted by teachers, the perform-
ers themselves, and between peers.
A negative aspect is non-existent as
both corrects and incorrects are
charted with the aim being for each
individual to increase the number of
problems, words, and so on, done
correctly over a set amount of time,
much as a runner continuously
charts his or her own time and
distance. Why is this important?

The combination of accuracy and
speed, or “fluency,” in any area of
knowledge is a prerequisite to
retention and practical application
after a period of no practice. Fur-
thermore, data shows that students
who become fluent in the basic tool
skills of math, language, writing,
science, ete., are capable of making
learning leaps, solving more complex
problems without the benefit of
instruction. For example, a student
fluent in the basic skills of math is
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capable of solving fraction and
decimal problems with little or no
previous instruction. One fluent in
the writing and spelling of words can
perform the more complex tasks of
sentence writing and composition.
Individuals who are dysfluent in the
basic elements of a skill soon become
math or English dropouts as the
tasks which require a combination of
those skills become more difficult.
Precision Teaching methods have
yielded remarkable results in
education, yet have not been widely
adopted due to a common enemy of
innovation—resistance to change.

It’s not clear that
training returns
very much in the
way of on-the-job
performance.

Proponents of the method are now
reaching into the business community
in an effort to demonstrate the tremen-
dous implications of its methods in
areas such as product knowledge,
training, quality, and safety.
Performance managers are inter-
ested in this technology not only as a
means of expediting training in the
methods of Performance Manage-
ment (PM), but because it applies
the elements of PM to training.
Last, but not least, before any
performance can be improved upon,
the performer must have effective

training and knowledge of the
required performance. This technol-
ogy could very well ensure that the
necessary skills are present before
beginning efforts to attain and
maintain optimal performance
through PM.

Dr. Carl Binder, known for his
research and development of the
fluency-building instructional
technology, found that distractibility
was directly related to fluency. In
other words, those more fluent in
skills were not as easily dis-
tracted. This opens a whole new
world to those labeled with
attention deficit disorder and/or
other learning disability moni-
kers. In 1982, Dr. Binder decided
to bring the innovations of PT to
the business world by founding
Precision Teaching and Manage-
ment Systems, Inc. Since that
time he and his associates have
successfully used the technology
in areas such as health manage-
ment, banking and financial
services, insurance and employee
benefits consulting, training and
development, manufacturing, retail,
high technology, telecommunica-
tions, and government agencies.
Following are Dr. Binder’s remarks
on the methods and henefits of using
this technology in business.

Q: How do you define
fluency-building?

The term fluency-building origi-
nated in Bea Barrett’s learning-
research lab in Waltham, Massa-
chusetts, during the late 1970s
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