
The Science of Reading and BJU Press

Educators know that reading is foundational to all learning. Christian educators have a special burden to develop 
students that can read, think, and evaluate well. The Science of Reading research is offering educators knowledge 
and clarity to develop reading to help prepare students for a lifetime of learning.

What is the Science of Reading (SOR)?
The Science of Reading is not a curriculum, a work of legislation, or even a list of standards. The Science of 
Reading is a collection of best practices in reading instruction to help all students. This research

	• has accumulated over the past several decades (not the latest fad).
	• provides educators with the best methods to teach reading. 
	• continues to develop as educators and scientists conduct new research. 
	• is best organized or understood using Scarborough’s Reading Rope.

Examining the Reading Rope

Word Recognition
Word recognition is a child’s ability to automatically decode words. Word recognition is foundational to reading 
comprehension. The three components of word recognition are phonological awareness, decoding, and sight 
recognition.

Phonological Awareness

What It Is
Phonological awareness is a child’s consciousness of sounds and the ability to play with them in language (Paulson 
& Moats, 2010). A big part of phonological awareness is phonemic awareness, a child’s ability to orally manipulate 
individual sounds, or phonemes, in spoken words (Kilpatrick, 2015). There are easier and harder ways to manipu-
late sounds.

Phonemic awareness deals only with the sounds that make up words, not the symbols that represent them. Phonics 
combines sounds and symbols. Research shows that integrating phonemic awareness with phonics is the best 
instruction. 

	• Phoneme isolation: hearing individual sounds in words (e.g., cat starts with a “k” sound)
	• Blending: putting individual sounds together to make words
	• Segmentation: splitting up words into individual sounds (e.g., cat, “k”/“a”/“t”)
	• Addition: adding a sound to a word to make a new word (e.g., add “s” to “cat” to get “scat”)
	• Deletion: taking a sound away from a word to make a new word (e.g., take away “c” from “scat” to get “sat”)
	• Substitution: replacing a sound in a word with a different sound (e.g., take away “s” in “sat,” replace it with 

“m” to make “mat”)

What It Looks Like 
Systematic explicit phonemic awareness begins with orally blending and segmenting words. Then the oral instruc-
tion is applied with the phonics instruction. Phonemic awareness can also involve teaching students letter-sound 
associations, possibly using hand signals to help students manipulate sounds, or other strategies. There is extensive 
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interaction between the teacher and the student as the teacher guides students to manipulate sounds. Phonemic 
awareness can be merged with phonics using letter cards. Click below to watch how the different levels of phone-
mic awareness are taught and how phonemic awareness and phonics can be taught together.

https://vimeo.com/1099334538/436b7e2c7f

What BJU Press Is Doing
BJU Press is working to build systematic, explicit instruction in phonemic awareness. Instruction starts at the low-
est levels of phonemic awareness with phoneme isolation and progresses to higher levels for all phonics patterns. In 
kindergarten, we give diligent attention to the way that students articulate sounds and form letters to lay a good 
foundation in phonemic awareness. Students also learn letter-sound correspondence in kindergarten. Students 
practice forming letters to develop handwriting fluency. Here are a few examples of how BJU Press instructs in 
phonemic awareness.

(Focus on Fives Teacher Edition, 4th ed., p. 45)

(Focus on Fives Visuals, 4th ed., p. 1)				    (Reading 1:Travels Together Teacher Edition, 5th ed., p. 11)
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(Reading 2: Expeditions Teacher Edition, 4th ed., pp. xxiv, 14, 172, 226)

Decoding

What It Is
Decoding is the skill of translating text on a page into recognizable words. Decoding connects phonemic aware-
ness to the symbols used to represent words. At the beginning, students may sound out words by isolating and 
blending phonemes until their reading becomes increasingly automatic. Instructing students in decoding involves 
teaching them phonics skills. Phonics is the instruction of how letters or groups of letters blend to make words. 

What It Looks Like 
Phonics instruction is based on the 6 syllable types—listed in order from simple to complex  (V = vowel,  
C = Consonant):

	• closed syllable patterns (VC, e.g., sun),
	• silent e patterns (VCe, e.g., home),
	• open syllable patterns (V, e.g., me),
	• two-vowel patterns (VV, e.g., mail),
	• r-influenced vowel patterns (e.g., her), and
	• consonant-le patterns (e.g., wiggle).

Phonics instruction should explicitly and systematically progress from simple to complex.

Teachers use decodable texts to give students practice in decoding words that follow the rules of the syllable 
patterns. The purpose of these texts is to practice specific phonics skills. Publishers can help teachers effectively 
practice phonics skills by providing carefully controlled texts. Leveled readers, however, can lead students to guess 
words rather than decoding them and can stunt growth in reading.

Teachers also should assess students regularly to see which phonics skills they have mastered and which phonics 
skills need some instruction. Phonics instruction should be targeted to help each student build skills in all 6 sylla-
ble types. Phonics should also linked with spelling instruction.
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What BJU Press Is Doing
BJU Press uses a series of fun cartoon characters to illustrate the six syllable types in ways that are visual and mem-
orable for students as they manipulate combinations of letters to learn phonics skills. These syllable types are taught 
to students in a scope and sequence that starts with the simplest phonics skills and moves to more complex skills. 
This is a structured literacy approach. BJU Press provides decodable texts as well as complex texts. Decodable texts 
help students practice phonics skills with controlled text. We also provide complex, grade-appropriate texts to de-
velop language comprehension. Here are a few examples of how BJU Press supports decoding instruction.

(Reading 2: Expeditions Teacher Edition, 4th ed., p. xxv)

Here’s an example of decodable text to help students practice decoding skills and make word recognition increas-
ingly automatic.

(Focus on Fives Reader, 4th ed., “Wet!”)
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(Phonics & English 1 digital resources, 5th ed., phonics storybook 1, pp. 2–3)

In addition to our grade-level phonics instruction, BJU Press has also developed a Phonics Assessment Tool to 
monitor student phonics skills development for grades 1 and 2. Lessons connected with the assessment tool offer 
targeted instruction to accelerate word reading. 

(Reading 2: Expeditions Assessments, 4th ed., p. 3)

(Reading 2: Expeditions Activities, 4th ed., p. 348)
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BJU Press’s Spelling series teaches students how to spell words based on a skills sequence that moves from simple 
to complex. For a scope and sequence of our Spelling product line, click the following link. https://bjupress.com/
pdfs/catalogs/2026-scope-and-sequence-subject.pdf 

(Spelling 4 Worktext, 5th ed., p. 26)

Sight Recognition

What It Is
Students master decoding so that the spelling and pronunciation of a word is bonded to meaning, making the 
word instantaneously understood. For irregular words, students practice identifying the irregular pattern in a word 
so that they can read irregular words with minimal effort. This is a process that develops in early learning and then 
becomes increasingly automatic.

What It Looks Like
Regular phonics instruction will help students be able to quickly recognize thousands of words on sight. For irreg-
ular words, a few strategies can help students recognize these words on sight.

	• Segment words into sounds, identifying a letter or letters that represent each sound.
	• Highlight irregular sounds in words. 
	• Give opportunities for reading and writing using irregular words.

What BJU Press Is Doing
BJU Press highlights high-frequency, irregular words with strategies for sight recognition. Here are a few examples 
of how BJU Press is supporting sight recognition.

(Reading 1: Travels Together Teacher Edition, 5th ed., p. xxiv)
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(Reading 2: Expeditions Teacher Edition, 4th ed., p. 431)

Putting Together the Components of Word Recognition
As students develop mastery of phonological awareness, decoding, and sight recognition, their word recognition 
becomes increasingly automatic and their reading becomes more skilled. A measure of a student’s skill in word 
recognition is their reading fluency, or how quickly and accurately they can read a passage with appropriate 
expression.

BJU Press offers tools such as the Informal Reading Evaluation (IRE) to help teachers regularly assess student 
reading fluency.

(Reading 2: Expeditions Assessments, 4th ed., p. 3)
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Language Comprehension
Language comprehension is a student’s ability to construct meaning from spoken and written language. The com-
ponents of language comprehension are background knowledge, vocabulary, language structures, verbal rea-
soning, and literacy knowledge.

Background Knowledge

What It Is
Background knowledge is the collection of knowledge and experiences that a student brings with him or her to 
the learning experience. Background knowledge is like a set of hooks on which students can hang new ideas. 

What It Looks Like
Students build background knowledge by reading and hearing knowledge-building, rich texts in every discipline 
(both in class and life). In class, teachers provide grade-level appropriate texts from a variety of genres during 
classroom instruction and independent reading. Teachers read aloud texts beyond the students’ reading abilities. 
Reading can be taught in every subject, and every subject can be taught in reading. Teachers connect instruction to 
students’ prior knowledge and include speaking and listening activities. 

What BJU Press Is Doing 
BJU Press includes knowledge-building, authentic texts in our elementary reading and middle- and high-school 
literature product lines to help build students’ knowledge. BJU Press also provides grade-level appropriate texts 
in the other disciplines with reading supports. Here are a few examples of how BJU Press develops background 
knowledge.

(Reading 1: Travels Together, 5th ed., p. 27)



9

(Perspectives in Literature Student Edition, 3rd ed., p. 866)

(Science 5, 5th ed., pp. 56–57)
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Vocabulary

What It Is
Students need explicit instruction in new words so that they can progress from being unfamiliar with a word, to 
familiarity, to word associations, and finally to knowing and using the word (Beck & Kucan, 2002). There are three 
tiers of vocabulary:

	• Tier 1: words students use every day (e.g., together)
	• Tier 2: frequently used words that appear in multiple subjects (e.g., generous)
	• Tier 3: academic language specific to one subject (e.g., metamorphosis)

What It Looks Like
Teachers can explicitly teach new words by following a stepwise progression.

1.	 Review the context of the word.
2.	 Provide a student-friendly definition.
3.	 Provide opportunities for students to speak, hear, write, and say the new word. (Beck & Kucan, 2002)

What BJU Press Is Doing 
BJU Press explicitly highlights vocabulary words, including both tier 2 and tier 3 words in our student editions 
across the disciplines. Vocabulary instruction gives the students regular opportunities to study various aspects of 
new words and practice speaking, reading, and writing new words in context after they have read the text. 

In reading, students are encouraged to keep a vocabulary journal in which they will practice sentence writing using 
vocabulary words and other vocabulary development activities. Their vocabulary journals will be valuable as a 
reference tool and as a record of their vocabulary growth. Here’s a few examples of how BJU Press supports vocab-
ulary acquisition.

(Reading 2: Expeditions Teacher Edition, 4th ed., p. 44)
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BJU Press’s Reading and Vocabulary product lines provide students with morphology instruction in chiefly tier 2 
words with opportunities to interact with these words. 

(Reading 2: Expeditions Teacher Edition, 4th ed., p. 155)

For a scope and sequence of our Vocabulary product line, click the following link.  
https://bjupress.com/pdfs/catalogs/2026-scope-and-sequence-subject.pdf 
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Language Structures

What It Is
Language structure includes the order of words in a sentence (syntax) and how the reader makes meaning from 
those words (semantics). Language structure is essential to language comprehension.

Writing is not a strand in the reading rope because reading involves decoding, and writing involves encoding. 
Researchers have developed a separate writing rope that complements the reading rope (Sedita, 2023).

	• Critical thinking: using the writing process
	• Syntax: grammar
	• Text Structure: narrative, informational, and persuasive writing; writing good paragraphs; using transition 

words
	• Writing Craft: strategic word choice and use of literary devices, keeping the purpose and audience in mind
	• Transcription: handwriting, spelling, and keyboarding

What It Looks Like
Instruction in language structure involves the teaching of grammar, punctuation, and sentence structure. 
Instruction must be systematic and explicit, with a scope and sequence that progresses from simple to complex and 
spirals to systematically review concepts.

What BJU Press Is Doing
BJU Press’s Writing and Grammar product line builds the basics of sentence structures and grammar, beginning 
with mastering writing a complete sentence in Phonics and English 1. Grammar skills continue to build through 
elementary. Grammar instruction is interleaved with writing practice to give students opportunities to use 
grammar in the context of the writing process. Here are a few examples of how BJU Press instructs in language 
structures.

(Writing and Grammar 2 Teacher Edition, 4th ed., p. 3)
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BJU Press provides writing opportunities through the writing process to 

	• Build syntax.
	• Write using a variety of text structures.
	• Practice craft.
	• Apply spelling and handwriting.

(Writing and Grammar 2 Worktext, 4th ed., p. 42)

In middle and high school, students build mastery in their writing associated with grammar skills. Each grade has 
a specific focus.

	• Writing & Grammar 6: the year of word choice
	• Writing & Grammar 7: the year of the sentence
	• Writing & Grammar 8: the year of the paragraph
	• Writing & Grammar 9: the year of writing strategies
	• Writing & Grammar 10: the year of the essay
	• Writing & Grammar 11: the year of research
	• Writing & Grammar 12: the year of the capstone project

For a scope and sequence of our Writing and Grammar product line, click the following link.  
https://bjupress.com/pdfs/catalogs/2026-scope-and-sequence-subject.pdf 
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In kindergarten, students practice handwriting fluency with a focus on proper pencil grip, paper positioning, and 
posture.

(Focus on Fives Worktext, 4th ed., p. 16)

BJU Press’s Handwriting product line provides educational resources to support student handwriting fluency as 
part of their writing skills.

Verbal Reasoning

What It Is
Verbal reasoning is a student’s ability not only to read and understand the words but also to construct meaning be-
yond the page. This ability requires critical-thinking skills of analysis, evaluation, and creation.

What It Looks Like
Verbal reasoning can involve the following learning activities:

	• Identifying the main idea of a text
	• Evaluating tone
	• Making inferences
	• Determining a theme
	• Analyzing plot
	• Evaluating the logic and evidence of an argument
	• Reading “between the lines” of a text

The teacher can instruct in reasoning skills during skills instruction, by exposing students to rich texts, and by 
higher-level questions for class discussions.



15

What BJU Press Is Doing
BJU Press products extensively support the development of reading skills, both in our Reading and Literature 
product lines, but also in Heritage Studies, Science, Math, and Bible. This is often in connection with biblical worl-
dview shaping. In our Reading and Literature product lines, this usually happens in our “Before Reading” section. 
As a Christian publisher, BJU Press intentionally develops critical thinking and biblical worldview shaping through 
our higher order thinking questions across our subject lines. Here are a few examples of how BJU Press supports 
the development of verbal reasoning.

(Reading 1: Travels Together Student Edition, 5th ed., pp. 62–63)

Instruction in Reading skills also happens in other disciplines.

(Heritage Studies 1: Family and Community Student Edition, 4th ed., p. 134)

In our Reading and Literature product lines, students are exposed to a variety of engaging and rich texts across the 
genres.
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(Exploring Themes in Literature Student Edition, 5th ed., p. vi)

In our Heritage Studies product line, students evaluate primary source materials in ways that grow with the grade 
level to analyze speaker, occasion, audience, purpose, and tone, and teach students to do this from a biblical 
worldview.

(Heritage Studies 5: History of America, 5th ed., pp. 13–15)

BJU Press Reading and Literature textbooks provide a variety of questions in the margins for “During Reading” to 
prompt verbal reasoning to help students process the text. Questions in the “After Reading” section guide the de-
velopment of critical-thinking skills.
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(Fundamentals of Literature Student Edition, 3rd ed., p. 9)

In addition to questions in the Student Edition, a core distinctive of BJU Press is the development of critical think-
ing and verbal reasoning. These skills are developed through strategic higher-order thinking questions in the 
teacher edition in both Reading and Literature products to help students analyze and evaluate texts. These ques-
tions are aligned with objectives and are scaffolded using Bloom’s Taxonomy and provide teachers with excellent 
opportunities to interact with their students and develop a biblical worldview.

(Reading 2: Expeditions Teacher Edition, 4th ed., p. 126)

High-level questioning is a hallmark of BJU Press products, with teacher editions in other subjects having the same 
kind of support as Reading and Literature.
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(Heritage Studies 5: History of America, 5th ed., p. 245)

Literacy Knowledge

What It Is
Literacy knowledge is a reader’s knowledge of how printed text works. This can include

	• print concepts,
	• the structures and organization of texts, and 
	• literary genres and their unique features.

What It Looks Like
In the early grades, students are learning print concepts such as reading from left to right and from top to bottom. 
Students also begin to develop a knowledge of different literary genres and their features. Reading skills that apply 
to these features can be developed.

	• Comparing and contrasting
	• Problem with solution
	• Cause and effect

What BJU Press Is Doing 
BJU Press Reading and Literature texts have features that build student knowledge of literary genres, text features, 
and the structure and organization of text. Students grow in their understanding of author’s craft and reader’s craft 
and various literary devices. Lessons focus on analysis and comprehension of many different genres. Here are a few 
examples of how BJU Press develops literacy knowledge.

(Reading 1: Travels Together Student Edition, 5th ed., pp. 22–23)
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(Exploring Themes in Literature Student Edition, 5th ed., pp. 383–392)

Putting It All Together
Success in reading does not depend on a single strand of the reading rope; all the strands need to function together 
to produce skilled reading. The Simple View of Reading describes the relationship between the two major strands 
of Scarborough’s Reading Rope:

Word Recognition × Language Comprehension = Reading Comprehension 

(Gough & Tunmer, 1986). Without both word recognition and language comprehension, a reader cannot compre-
hend text.

For each component of reading, effective instruction is explicit and systematic. There is also a gradual transfer of 
responsibility in learning from the teacher to the student. Instruction with Gradual Release begins with teacher 
instruction (“I do”), then interactive instruction between teachers and students (“We do”), and finishes with the 
students working together or in groups (“You do”) (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983).

How BJU Press Uniquely Leverages the Science of Reading
BJU Press has a legacy of providing products to support teachers in teaching for understanding. We effectively 
combine all strands of the Reading Rope across the disciplines to help students develop skilled reading, critical 
thinking, and effective communication. 

We provide
1.	 phonetically regular texts to practice decoding,
2.	 transitional texts that emphasize phonics along with sight recognition in our Reading student editions,
3.	 grade-appropriate texts across the grades and subjects to build language comprehension using the ATOS 

readability scale, and 
4.	 uncontrolled texts for the teacher to read aloud to build language comprehension across the subjects.

At BJU Press, we take our responsibility to produce excellent educational products very seriously. From the very 
beginning, we’ve worked to maintain a strong awareness of educational best practices including the Science 
of Reading, as well as an awareness of how our educational products are working in schools. In each new revision, 
we are open to innovations, while mindful of our role in the learning process as a publisher.

Our goal is to maintain awareness of best practices to provide you with research-informed educational products. 
These products provide a useful and flexible framework to help as many teachers as possible most easily achieve 
their instructional goals. 

BJU Press embraces the legacy of Christian education—to teach children to read with comprehension so that they 
can be students of God’s Word and disciples of Christ, prepared for any career that God leads them into. We are 
eager to empower our customers to prepare students to live in light of eternity.
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