
Comprehension does not emerge from
exposure, immersion, or wide reading
alone. Only through direct and
deliberate instruction across several
years can students be prepared for the
demands of academic reading.

The research is clear that every strand
must be addressed and the best
programs refuse the either/or choice.
The path forward is yes/and: words and
sentences and discourse and
inferencing and knowledge

Scarborough's rope gave us the best map we've ever had of what
reading comprehension requires — and that map still holds. The
problem isn't the science. It's the translation.

Terms like "verbal reasoning" and "language structures" were built
for theory, not for lesson planning. They're hard to assess, hard to
explain to parents, and hard to turn into instruction.

This instructional taxonomy keeps every concept Scarborough
identified — but renames the strands as the things teachers
actually do: teach words, sentences, discourse, inferencing, and
knowledge. The result: the upper strands become measurable,
teachable, and testable. Teachers finally know what to teach.

Unraveling the Upper Strands of the Rope
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The big idea
Across PreK through 3rd grade, students’ vocabulary knowledge should grow
in three ways at once: students learn more words (breadth), they learn more
about each word (depth), and they develop more strategies for figuring out
unfamiliar words on their own (context clues, morphological analysis,
background knowledge). Each of the four word types pulls its weight in this
growth — and none can be skipped.

Words are the building blocks of academic language — but they are not all the same. Some
appear across every subject. Others belong only to science, math, or social studies. Some
carry more than one meaning. Some are built from smaller meaningful parts. Because each
type behaves differently, teachers need to know which words to prioritize and when.
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What types of words and when to teach them

WORDS How word types differ and when to teach them



Causal and temporal connectors are
not optional vocabulary. They carry
the logic of narrative and exposition.
A student who cannot use because,
when, after, and so that cannot
retell a story or explain a sequence
— and cannot read one with full
comprehension either.

Relative pronouns and transition
words carry comprehension. Who,
that, which, where elaborate nouns;
therefore, however, as a result
connect ideas across sentences. A
student who misses them loses the
critical relations within the text and
the meaning of the text.

SENTENCES
Vocabulary is essential, but knowing words does not guarantee comprehension.
Students need to understand how words work together inside sentences — how a
because signals cause, how a who introduces extra information about a person, how a
however flips the direction of an idea. These syntactic clues carry meaning, and
students who don't recognize them lose access to what they're reading and hearing.

Sentence development is sequential. Each grade builds on the patterns from the year
before, with new connector words and new structures layered on top. 

How they grow across the grades

LiteracyBridges.org



DISCOURSE
Discourse is any extended expression bigger
than a single sentence — a story, a
paragraph, a science explanation. 

Words live inside sentences, and sentences
live inside discourse. Because of this nested
structure, when students practice language
at the discourse level, they automatically
practice complex sentences and academic
vocabulary at the same time. 

There is no need to isolate word or sentence
instruction from discourse — discourse is the
most efficient place to teach all three.

How extended language is organized

Narrative discourse has
a general pattern called
story grammar  

character 
setting
problem
feeling
attempt
consequence
ending 

This pattern holds
across most types of
stories and most
languages and cultures. 

Expository discourse is more variable; its organization depends on purpose (describing,
sequencing, comparing, persuading), but every expository structure shares a common
spine: a topic sentence supported by details.

Students need two main types of academic discourse. Master narrative first, then
leverage those discourse skills to learn exposition.
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topic sentence

descriptive details

topic sentence

sequenced details

Next ThenFirst Finally

topic sentence

details  comparing  and
contrastrasting



INFERENCING
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No text says everything. Every page leaves gaps the reader has to fill — what a character
is feeling, why an event happened, what a word means in this context, what the author
is trying to convey. Filling those gaps is inferencing, and it is what separates skilled
comprehenders from struggling ones. Less skilled readers do not generate as many
inferences as more capable readers, and these difficulties may be a direct cause of
their comprehension problems.

Inferencing is comprehension. A student who reads
every word but cannot infer what those words mean

together has not understood the text.

How the gaps between word, sentence,
and discourse patterns are filled
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KNOWLEDGE

Content knowledge – facts,
concepts, and reasoning –
emerges from the patterns
of language, glued together
by inferencing. But
knowledge does not all look
the same. It comes in four
forms that build on each
other from simple to
complex.

How content knowledge grows in
form & emphasis across the grades

All four forms are present at every grade.
What changes is the emphasis. In preschool,
the focus is on verbal associations: naming,
labeling, connecting words to meaning. By 3rd
grade, the emphasis shifts to cognitive
strategies, where students generate stories,
compare texts, and reason through unfamiliar
content. The simpler forms don't disappear.
They become the foundation the more
complex forms build on.

You can’t reason without facts, but facts aren’t enough.
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