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The literature and discourse related to literacy instruction tends to focus on reading, even though writing is just as
important for student literacy achievement. In addition, significant attention is paid to the multi-component nature of
skilled reading, while writing tends to be referred to as a single, monolithic skill.
Much has been written about the multiplicity of skills involved in reading, beginning with the “five components” model
that became popular after the 2000 report of the National Reading Panel (i.e., phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency,
vocabulary, comprehension). Levels of language skills are often referred to in terms of how they contribute to skilled
reading (i.e., phonology, orthography, morphology, syntax, semantics, discourse). School assessment plans typically
organize formal and informal measures around the discrete reading skills that they measure (e.g., phonemic awareness,
word or passage oral reading fluency, vocabulary knowledge, sentence or passage reading comprehension). Some
published reading programs focus on specific reading components by design (e.g., phonological awareness programs for
young children, phonics programs for the primary grades) and core reading programs identify how discrete reading skills
are addressed in daily or weekly lessons.
On the other hand, when attention is paid to writing instruction, teachers are not sure what writing instruction should
include. Many educators who are knowledgeable about effective reading instruction are not able to: (1) identify the
components of skilled writing, (2) explain how levels of language contribute to skilled writing, (3) identify a set of writing
assessments, or (4) suggest a comprehensive curriculum for teaching writing.
With a nod towards Hollis Scarborough’s “Reading Rope,” I’d like to suggest a model that identifies the multiple
components that are necessary for skilled writing. In 2001, Scarborough published a graphic that depicts multiple
components of language comprehension (i.e., background knowledge, vocabulary, language structures, verbal reasoning,
literacy knowledge) and word recognition (i.e., phonological awareness, decoding, sight recognition) as strands in a rope.
As students develop skills in these components they become increasingly strategic and automatic in their application,
leading to fluent reading comprehension.
A similar “rope” metaphor can be used to depict the many strands that contribute to fluent, skilled writing, as shown in
the graphic below. It should be noted that instruction for many skills that support writing also support reading
comprehension.
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The Critical Thinking Strand
This strand draws significantly on critical thinking and executive function skills, as well as the ability to develop
background knowledge about a writing topic. It also requires an awareness of the writing process (i.e., organizing,
drafting, writing, revising). Students engage in critical thinking as they think about what they want to communicate
through their writing. If they are composing an informational or opinion piece, they may need to tap into comprehension
skills to gather information from sources. Students benefit from explicit instruction for brainstorming strategies and skills
for gathering information from written and multi-media sources, such as note taking. They also need to learn planning
strategies for organizing their thoughts, including the use of prewriting graphic organizers. Students need to be
metacognitive and purposeful about working recursively through the stage of the writing process, and they benefit from
explicit instruction in revising and editing strategies.
The Syntax Strand
Individual sentences communicate ideas that add up to make meaning. Efficient processing of sentence structure is
necessary for listening and reading comprehension, as well as for communicating information and ideas in writing. Syntax
is the study and understanding of grammar – the system and arrangement of words, phrases and clauses that make up a
sentence. Students develop syntactic awareness as they learn the correct use and relationship of words in sentences. This
begins with exposure to proper English by listening to people talk and reading or listening to written text. Students
benefit from explicit instruction focused on building sentence skills, including activities such as sentence elaboration and
sentence combining.
The Text Structure Strand
Text structure is unique to written language, and awarness of several levels of text structure supports both writing and
reading comprehension. Students benefit from explicit instruction in several levels of text structure:
•

Narrative, informational, and opinion text structure: knowledge of the different organization structures for these
three types of writing, including the use of introductions, body development, and conclusions.

•

Paragraph structure: understanding that written paragraphs are used to “chunk” text into manageable units that
are organized around a central idea and supporting details.

•

Patterns of organization: understanding that sentences and paragraphs can be organized to convey a specific
purpose including description, sequence, cause and effect, compare and contrast, problem and solution.

•

Linking and transition words or phrases: ability to use words or phrases to link sentences, paragraphs or sections
of text – including knowledge of transitions associated with specific patterns of organization.

The Writing Craft Strand
This strand addresses skills and strategies often referred to as “writers’ craft” or “writers’ moves.” Students benefit from
explicit instruction in the following:
•

Word choice: purposeful use of specific vocabulary, word placement and dialogue to convey meaning and create
an effect on the reader.

•

Awareness of task, audience, purpose: being mindful of these elements in order to influence decisions about
word choice, tone, length and style of a writing piece.

•

Literary devices: understanding and use of common literary elements (e.g., plot, setting, narrative, characters,
theme) and literary techniques (e.g., imagery, personification, figurative language, alliteration, allegory, irony).

The Transcription Strand
This strand addresses spelling and handwriting (or keyboarding) skills. They are basic skills that are needed to transcribe
the words a writer wants to put into writing. Just as developing fluency with decoding skills enables students to focus on
making meaning while reading, the sooner students become automatic and fluent with spelling and handwriting, the
sooner they will be able to focus their attention on the other strands of the writing rope. During the primary grades,
students benefit from explicit instruction in spelling (e.g., phonics), and handwriting or keyboarding.
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Low Levels of Writing Proficiency
Much attention has been placed on the 2019 National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) reading assessment
results showing that the average reading scores in the U.S. were lower for both fourth- and eighth-grade students
compared to 2017, with only 35% of fourth graders and 34% of eighth graders scoring at or above proficient. However,
the most recent NAEP writing assessment results (2011) should be even more concerning: only 24% of students at both
grades 8 and 12 performed at the proficient level. In reporting these NAEP scores, it was noted, “It is clear that the ability
to use written language to communicate with others – and the corresponding need for effective writing instruction and
assessment – is more relevant than ever.” Yet the degree of focus placed on writing is much less than the attention paid
to reading.
In Conclusion
I have been a literacy educator for over 40 years, with most of that time spent teaching students how to read and write,
and teachers how to apply evidence-based practices for teaching reading and writing. I am heartened by the expanded
national and local discussions taking place about the instructional implications of the science of reading. However, a
similar emphasis must be placed on writing. My hope is that the “writing rope” will help educators understand the
components of skilled writing and promote a more robust discussion about writing instruction.
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