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Most people would agree that reading is complicated. 

An apt metaphor can be helpful for clarifying complicated things. 
The Reading Rope is a visual metaphor for what we understand 
about the acquisition of reading from start to finish. 
I created the image in 1992, based on a large body of important 
research studies carried out in the 1970s-80s on reading and reading 
disabilities. Knowledge has certainly broadened and deepened since 
then, but the Reading Rope remains consistent with contemporary 
understanding in its broad outlines. 

The rope image was created, and has been used from the outset, 
for two main purposes:
     -- for introducing the fruits of reading research to parents and   
            educators with little or no research background; and 
     -- for facilitating discussion among parents, educators, and 
            researchers about the complexity of reading. 
It is important to bear those aims in mind when discussing or 
evaluating its merits.



               THE STRANDS

In the physical world, to make a 
strong rope you must tightly 
combine two or more strands of 
some sort of durable material. 

In the metaphorical Reading 
Rope,  there are 8 strands. 
Each represents a type of 
knowledge or skill that 
pertains to reading acquisition.

There are 5 strands in the
Language Comprehension bundle, 
and 3 strands in the 
Word Recognition bundle.

    
         



Why those 8 strands?  I wanted them to be the sorts of skills and 
knowledge that: 
     (a) the student brings to the literacy learning situation; and 
     (b) are specifically tied to reading acquisition rather than to 
learning in general.
     Many other things that undeniably affect learning to read 
do not meet those criteria, including:
     -- other intrinsic factors that also greatly affect learning in other 
domains (math, science, music, etc.) such as: attention, working 
memory, self-monitoring, other executive functions; motivation & 
effort; theory of mind; social-emotional competencies; processing 
speed; visual, hearing, motor, & health difficulties; and so forth;  
     -- extrinsic factors that affect a student’s learning in important 
ways, but are not developing within the learner, such as:
family history of reading difficulties;  poverty/SES of the household 
but more importantly of the school district;  quality of schooling; 
multiple language/literacy status;  nutrition & healthcare; and so on. 



Learning to read depends mainly on instruction and practice, 
typically over many years. In the rope image, development 
proceeds from left to right, so the strengthening of the strands is 
represented by left-to-right progress toward the endpoint.

TIME  



The interactive nature of development, 
from the outset , is represented by the 
interweaving of individual strands with 
one another, and the coiling of the two
bundles around each other. 

It is important to remember that the 
strands do not develop independently. Rather, growth on one 
strand often affects growth on others. For example:
     -- Gaining background knowledge usually introduces new oral 
vocabulary words that are associated with the content.
     -- Improving decoding skills enables readers to enlarge their 
vocabularies by reading text. 
     -- Having a large oral vocabulary has been demonstrated to 
facilitate the accurate and rapid decoding of printed words.

Consequently, instruction that is designed to strengthen one strand 
may often promote progress in other strands as well.



As reading proficiency grows, two broad shifts typically occur. 

The Language Comprehension strands become increasingly strategic 

(purposeful, intentional, schema-building, etc.) in their deployment, and 

the Word Recognition strands are carried out with increasing 

automaticity (i.e., rapidly, accurately, and with little conscious effort). 

These trends are marked by the curved arrows beside the two main 

bundles of strands. 

The desired endpoint of 
reading acquisition is 
“skilled reading,” defined 
as “the fluent execution 
and coordination of word 
recognition and text 
comprehension.” This is the
level of proficiency that a 
reader ultimately attains, 
typically in adulthood. In the visual metaphor, it is represented by the 
tightly woven rope made up of all the strands. 



Reading Disability/Difficulty (RD) 

     RD may stem from the learner’s weakness in, or delayed 
acquisition of, some kind(s) of underlying knowledge and skill that 
are known to contribute to successful reading development. In the 
rope metaphor, one can envision this as a “fraying” of one or more 
strands, making it harder to create a tight rope. 
     Metaphorically, weakness in a single strand may disrupt reading 
acquisition, especially if that strand is severely frayed; weaknesses in 
several strands can impede progress, even if those strands are only 
mildly frayed. In either case, strengthening of other strands is held 
back, and/or too much effort must be diverted to the frayed 
strand(s) such that the other components of the reading task do not 
receive adequate processing.    
     For example, as the Simple View of Reading demonstrates 
elegantly, impaired decoding will interfere with attaining high 
proficiency in reading comprehension even if language 
comprehension skills are largely unimpaired. And vice versa. 



1.  The question most frequently asked has always been:

The strands for Word Recognition are braided, but the strands 
in the Language Comprehension bundle are twisted together. 
What is the meaning behind this difference, if any?
     Extending the rope metaphor by assigning meaning to this 
visual detail is certainly an interesting idea. However,  the 
difference was not meant to be meaningful. It merely reflects 
the limits of my drawing abilities. I knew how to draw a 3-strand 
braid, so I did that for the lower strands. But it was easier to use 
a twist to represent the five upper strands. 

A Few FAQs



2.  Why isn’t reading fluency a separate strand of the rope?
  

    In my view, fluency is best viewed as an indication of the reader’s 
overall skill level. When we get better at something – i.e., as our 
knowledge grows and our skills are honed – a natural consequence 
is that we can carry it out with greater fluency. This holds not just for 
reading but also for driving a car, knitting, line dancing, playing the 
piano, solving math problems, and so forth.
     Therefore, assessing fluency can serve as an efficient way to 
estimate overall reading proficiency. It is important that such fluency 
assessments be psychometrically reliable and valid, of course, and 
provide clear instructions to the test-takers.



3.  What about writing?
The rope is about reading, not literacy more broadly. But reading and 

writing are often seen as two sides of a coin because they clearly overlap in 

their component skills. Some individuals thus envision writing as weaving 

together some essential strands, as in my rope metaphor for reading. I am 

not persuaded, however, that a rope image is ideal for helping educators to 

understand the writing process, its development, and its reciprocal relation 

with reading. A different metaphor might be more compelling for that aim. 

For example, a dear nephew with dyslexia once said, “I hate reading! But 

writing’s not so bad because I get to pick the words.” His outburst should 

remind us that the process of reading necessarily starts with the printed 

page, but the process of writing usually starts with the writer’s thoughts 

and actions (spontaneously, or in response to a prompt or assignment). In 

that sense, they are not simply mirror images or parallel progressions. To 

me, this feels like a fundamental difference that should be borne in mind 

when considering the relationship between reading and writing over 

development. 
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