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ABSTRACT: Mortimer Adler named syntopical reading in 1940 as the highest level of reading. It is the 
practice of reading several sources side by side to answer a question none of them asks on its own. For 
eighty-five years, syntopical reading has functioned as an observed outcome rather than a teachable 
process: Adler described what expert readers do, almost as a talent, without specifying the cognitive 
operations that let them do it. This paper proposes DSRP theory (Distinctions, Systems, Relationships, 
Perspectives), Derek Cabrera's framework within the broader field of systems thinking, and its six derived 
cognitive moves, namely Is/Is Not, Zoom In, Zoom Out, Part Party!, RDS Barbell, and Perspective Circle, 
supply the missing methodology. Working through Adler's own taxonomy of syntopical reading steps 
against the six moves, this paper puts a name on what good readers already do without thinking about it. 
The same six moves are shown to operate at Adler’s three lower reading levels as well, elementary, 
inspectional, and analytical, differing in scope rather than in kind, which clarifies that syntopical thinking 
is not a separate skill but the identical moves already used within a single text, now applied across 
several. Classroom evidence spanning kindergarten through fifth grade shows students naming and 
applying these moves themselves at every level, suggesting the barrier to syntopical capacity was never a 
matter of age or readiness. The paper argues that most formal schooling stops at analytical reading 
without recognizing it as one level among four rather than reading's natural ceiling. The paper further 
distinguishes syntopical reading from tangential reading, the associative pursuit of an idea across 
disciplines and genres, and argues that tangential reading has its own generative value, discovering 
connections and questions a bounded, question-driven inquiry could not have gone looking for, rather 
than functioning merely as syntopical reading's undisciplined counterpart. The two practices draw on the 
DSRP moves in different proportions: syntopical reading leans heavily on Zoom Out, RDS Barbell, and 
Is/Is Not, while tangential reading leans heavily on Relationship-finding and Perspective Circle operating 
with less deliberate constraint. A coding protocol capable of testing this prediction is specified in detail; 
no data collection or coding has yet been performed against it, so this is a claim that could be proven 
wrong, not just an opinion. Drawing on Stanovich’s Matthew Effect in reading acquisition, the paper 
argues that the absence of an explicit syntopical methodology produces a compounding epistemic gap, a 
growing distance between citizens who can organize information and citizens who cannot. Structured 
thinkers fit each new source into an existing framework, while unstructured thinkers merely accumulate 
information, so the advantage widens with every source rather than staying fixed.  This gap separates 
citizens who acquired the practice, through privilege, accident, or exceptional education, from those who 
never had the chance, with direct consequences for democratic self-governance. The paper closes by 
arguing that if syntopical thinking can be made teachable rather than remaining an elite intuitive capacity, 
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it becomes not an educational enrichment but a civic intervention. A glossary of specialized terms used in 
this paper appears as an appendix following the References.  
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1. Introduction 
Democratic self-governance requires citizens to be able to do something specific with their minds: take in 
information from sources that disagree with each other, resist the urge to pick a side too quickly, and 
reach a conclusion that can hold up when someone pushes back on it. This capacity is not the same as 
being informed. A citizen can accumulate facts and still fail at this task, because the task is not 
accumulation. It is synthesis under tension. Two sources disagree, and the reader has to stay with both 
long enough to understand why, instead of grabbing a side.  

Mortimer Adler named this capacity syntopical reading in How to Read a Book (1940/1972), building the 
term from the Greek syn- (“together”) and topos (“place” or “topic”), the same root underlying 
“syntopicon,” which he and his collaborators later coined for the topical index to the Great Books of the 
Western World: a bringing-together of topics or places. He described syntopical reading as the highest of 
four reading levels, above elementary, inspectional, and analytical reading, and characterized it as the 
practice of constructing a question that no single author poses, then placing multiple texts in conversation 
to answer it. Adler was specific about what syntopical reading produces. He was considerably less 
specific about the cognitive operations that produce it. His own account of the practice reads, in places, 
like a description of a talent rather than a method: something certain readers simply do, under conditions 
that favor its emergence. 

Eighty-five years later, that gap remains largely unaddressed in the literature. Syntopical reading is widely 
cited as an aspirational reading skill and rarely operationalized as a teachable sequence of cognitive 
moves. This is not because the underlying cognition is mysterious. It is because reading researchers and 
systems thinkers have never really talked to each other about this. In the author's own experience, this 
extends past the research literature into the classroom itself: no colleague encountered across a career in 
education had ever heard of syntopical reading by name. The term appears to travel almost entirely 
through readers of Adler's own book rather than through teacher training or education literature more 
broadly. Where the underlying practice does surface elsewhere, it typically goes by a looser name, 
“synthesizing sources” or “comparing and synthesizing sources,” in composition and research-writing 
instruction. These names lack Adler’s specific structure of a self-constructed governing question and 
genuinely mapped disagreement. A look-alike word, “synoptical” (one letter different), also appears in 
some writing. It comes from a different Greek root, meaning “seeing together,” and usually describes a 
general overview, not Adler’s method. Some writers blur the two terms, but they are not the same thing.  
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This paper brings them into conversation. It proposes DSRP theory [1], and the six cognitive moves 
derived from it [2,3], namely Is/Is Not, Zoom In, Zoom Out, Part Party!, RDS Barbell, and Perspective 
Circle [4], are the specific steps hiding underneath what good readers already do. The central claim is not 
that DSRP adds something foreign to syntopical reading. It is that DSRP makes visible a structure that 
was already there, unnamed, and in doing so turns a rare talent into something that can be taught. 

The paper also addresses a question Adler did not ask, because the media environment of 1940 did not 
require him to ask it: what happens to this methodology when the sources in conversation are not books 
but documentaries, podcasts, primary source documents, and, increasingly, an AI system used as a 
research partner rather than an oracle, an answer-giver whose word the reader simply accepts.  Section 6 
takes up this question directly, arguing that syntopical thinking, the structured cognitive outcome 
syntopical reading produces, does not depend on the input being a printed text, even though Adler’s own 
term remained tied to books because books were the available technology of his era. 

Finally, the paper introduces a civic argument grounded in an established empirical mechanism. Keith 
Stanovich's Matthew Effect in reading acquisition [5], a term drawn from the Gospel of Matthew's "to 
those who have, more will be given, and from those who have not, even what they have will be taken 
away," documents how early advantages in reading compound over time: children who read well read 
more, which builds the vocabulary and background knowledge that make further reading easier, while 
children who struggle read less and fall progressively further behind. This paper argues that an analogous 
mechanism, a similar compounding process to the one just described in reading, operates in civic 
epistemology, how citizens come to know and understand public issues, not just what they happen to 
know. Citizens who acquired syntopical thinking, through education, environment, or accident, continue 
to compound that capacity with every source they encounter. Citizens who never acquired it do not simply 
lack information; they lack the methodology that would make additional information usable. The gap is 
not static. It widens. And unlike the reading Matthew Effect, which has decades of intervention research 
behind it, the civic Matthew Effect has almost no one working to interrupt it.  

The study asks four questions: 

1.​ Can Adler’s syntopical reading steps be mapped with structural precision onto the six DSRP 
cognitive moves? 

2.​ Does the mapping hold, or strain, when tested against syntopical readings less disciplined 
counterpart, tangential reading? 

3.​ Which DSRP moves matter most in syntopical thinking, and which matter most in tangential 
thinking? 

4.​ What are the civic stakes if syntopical thinking became a teachable methodology rather than an 
accident of privilege? 

1.1 Theoretical Background 

DSRP theory and O-Theory [6,7] define thinking as the organization of information. O-Theory is 
Cabrera's broader claim that organization itself, not just human thinking, follows one general pattern: the 
same four DSRP patterns that structure a person's thoughts also structure how anything gets organized, 
whether it's a mind, a physical system, or a piece of information. Put simply, O-Theory says organizing is 
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organizing, no matter what's being organized or who, or what, is doing it. From this claim comes a 
specific, testable equation: 

M = I × O 

where M is Mental Model or Meaning, I represents information, and O represents organization. This isn’t 
addition, it’s multiplication, and that difference matters a lot: if you have great organizational skills but no 
information, you understand nothing. The reverse is just as true, abundant information with no 
organization also produces nothing. You need both. Neither one can make up for missing the other. This 
paper's emphasis throughout falls on O, on organization, because O is the term the literature on reading 
and civic knowledge has left comparatively unexamined; Hirsch [14] and the background-knowledge 
tradition Section 7 draws on have already argued forcefully, and correctly, for the necessity of I.  That 
emphasis should not be mistaken for a claim that information matters less. Without information, DSRP’s 
six moves have nothing to organize. A reader who runs Zoom Out, Is/Is Not, or RDS Barbell perfectly, 
against no material, has performed the moves against an empty set; the moves require something to think 
about before they can do any structuring work at all. The four reading levels this paper examines in 
Section 3, and syntopical reading specifically, are not incidental to this requirement. They are the 
mechanism by which a mind builds the broad, varied information base that organization depends on in the 
first place. Syntopical reading in particular, by design, pulls a reader across multiple sources rather than 
one, which makes it the reading level most directly responsible for building I broadly rather than 
narrowly. A citizen who reads syntopically is doing two things at once, gathering the raw information the 
equation requires and organizing it as it arrives, and the paper’s account of DSRP’s contribution should be 
read as addressing the second half of that equation without ever discounting the first. 

DSRP identifies four universal structuring patterns and eight elements: 

•​ Distinctions (D): identity/other, 
•​ Systems (S): part/whole, 
•​ Relationships (R): action/reaction, 
•​ Perspectives (P): point/view. 

These four patterns and eight elements are not independent options a thinker selects among, nor a 
sequence acquired one at a time. Cabrera and Cabrera’s formal account of DSRP shows that a pattern is 
not just a label or a category that holds two elements inside it. A pattern is the structured relationship 
between its two elements, built through a specific connection between them, so a distinction can’t exist on 
its own [12]. It always comes packaged with a system it belongs to, a relationship to whatever it’s being 
distinguished from, and a point of view that noticed it in the first place. The four patterns hold this 
relationship to one another through four dynamics, ways the patterns and elements behave together. 

Equality means a pattern is that structured relationship itself, not a container holding two separate things. 
In Cabrera’s words, a pattern “is a formally structured equality relation between dual elements mediated 
through special relationship(s)” [12]. 

Coimplication means every element requires its opposite to exist at all: there’s no identity without an 
other, no part without a whole, no action without a reaction, and no point without a view, and each side 
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depends on the other completely. As Cabrera states it, “every pole necessarily implies its opposing or 
complementary pole” [12]. 

Simultaneity means touching any one of the eight elements activates all of them at once. The four patterns 
don’t happen one at a time; they show up together, as a single connected whole. Cabrera writes that 
“every element is simultaneously identity, other, part, whole, action, reaction, point, and view” [12], and 
that “activating any one element instantaneously implicates the others” [6]. 

Enclosure means every pattern needs the other three patterns just to exist, and none of the four can come 
first. In Cabrera’s words, “any Pattern requires all other Patterns recursively enclosed within it,” and “no 
Pattern can exist independently” [12]. To build a single distinction, a thinker already needs a perspective 
(to decide where the boundary falls), a relationship (connecting the thing to what it’s not), and a system 
(holding both together), but building any one of those three requires the same thing back, a distinction, 
and the other two. They don’t form a chain where one comes before the next. They all depend on each 
other at once, with no starting point. 

This matters for how the correspondence in Section 2 and the four-level analysis in Section 3 should be 
read. When this paper says one DSRP move is the “main” one at a certain point, it just means that move is 
the most visible one right then, not that the other three aren’t there too. All four are present, of necessity, 
wherever any one of them is. 

These four patterns generate six cognitive moves that operationalize them for direct application: 

•​ Is/Is Not List, 
•​ Zoom In, 
•​ Zoom Out, 
•​ Part Party!, 
•​ RDS Barbell, 
•​ Perspective Circle. 

Adler’s account of syntopical reading, read closely, is a sequence of unnamed applications of these same 
patterns. Section 2 works through that correspondence directly. The premise of this paper is that a reader 
operating at Adler’s highest level is already running DSRP. What DSRP contributes is not a new cognitive 
capacity, but a name for it, a sequence for using it, and, most importantly, a way to teach it to someone 
else.  A move that can be named can be taught. A move that can be taught is no longer restricted to 
readers who arrived at it by accident. 

2. The Adler–DSRP Correspondence 

2.1 Method of Analysis 

This section works through Adler’s own taxonomy of syntopical reading, step by step, against the six 
DSRP moves. Adler’s sequence, as laid out in How to Read a Book, consists of five operations: (1) 
finding the relevant passages across multiple texts, (2) bringing the authors to a common set of terms 
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rather than adopting any single author’s terms, (3) constructing a set of questions that frames the inquiry, 
(4) defining the issues on which authors genuinely disagree, and (5) analyzing the discussion by ordering 
questions and issues to illuminate the subject as fully as possible. 

Each step is examined for the DSRP move it depends on. Where a step draws on more than one move, the 
primary and secondary moves are both identified. This is a structural correspondence analysis, not a 
coded empirical study; it establishes the theoretical mapping that Sections 3 and 4 then test against 
representative reading episodes. 

2.2 The Correspondence, Step by Step 

Finding the relevant passages. Before synthesis can occur, the reader must determine which passages, 
across many candidate texts, actually bear on the constructed question. This is fundamentally a Zoom In 
operation: narrowing from an entire text to the specific structural components relevant to the inquiry, 
discarding the surrounding material that does not bear on the question. A secondary Is/Is Not operation 
runs underneath it, since the reader is continuously judging whether a given passage IS relevant to the 
question or IS NOT, a distinction-making act performed dozens of times across a single reading session. 

Bringing the authors to common terms. Adler is emphatic that the syntopical reader cannot adopt any 
single author’s vocabulary, because doing so imports that author’s framing of the question along with 
their words. This step is an Is/Is Not operation of a different kind than the one above: the reader must 
determine what a source is actually claiming, independent of the author’s own language for the claim, 
versus what the author’s framing makes it appear to claim. This is the single clearest point of 
correspondence in the entire mapping. Adler is describing distinction-making at the level of concept 
rather than passage, and Is/Is Not is precisely the DSRP move built for that operation. 

Constructing the guiding questions. The syntopical reader does not import a question from any one 
author. The reader steps back from all the texts simultaneously to identify the larger question that the 
individual authors are each partially circling without fully naming. This is a Zoom Out operation in its 
purest form. It moves from the parts (individual arguments) to the whole (the shared question underneath 
them) that no single part reveals on its own. 

Defining the issues where authors disagree. Once the guiding question is constructed, the syntopical 
reader must locate precisely where authors genuinely diverge, as opposed to where they merely use 
different language for compatible claims. This is an RDS Barbell operation. The name stands for 
Relationship, Distinction, and System, and the move gets its name from what it visualizes: picture a 
barbell, two weights connected by a bar. The two weights are two distinct claims or sources (the 
Distinction), the bar is the relationship connecting them (the Relationship), and the move works by 
“cracking open” that bar and treating the relationship itself as a system with its own parts (the System), 
rather than just noting that a connection exists. Applied to defining genuine disagreement, the two weights 
are two authors’ claims, and cracking open the bar between them means determining precisely what kind 
of relationship holds: genuine opposition, complementarity, or superficial difference masking underlying 
agreement. The RDS Barbell is designed exactly for this task. It holds two poles in relationship and 
examines the connective tissue between them rather than treating either pole in isolation. 
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Analyzing the discussion. The final step requires the reader to order the questions and issues in a way 
that illuminates the full subject, which necessarily means representing multiple authors’ positions on their 
own terms even where the reader’s synthesis diverges from all of them. This step draws primarily on 
Perspective Circle: holding several viewpoints at once, understanding each on its own terms, and 
building a synthesis that still shows where the viewpoints differ. A secondary Part Party! operation is 
also present here, since ordering the discussion means breaking the whole subject into its constituent 
sub-questions in order to see how those sub-questions relate, or fail to relate, to one another. 
Decomposing the parts is only the setup. The relationships, and the absence of relationships, between 
those parts is the actual output of the move.  

Image 1. The Adler–DSRP Mapping Matrix Adler's five syntopical reading steps mapped to their 
corresponding DSRP cognitive moves. 

 

2.3 Where the Mapping Strains 

A correspondence this clean invites suspicion, and the paper takes that suspicion seriously rather than 
deferring it. Two points of strain deserve direct treatment. 
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First, DSRP was built as a general theory of cognitive organization, not as a theory of reading, and 
Adler’s taxonomy was built from close observation of expert readers working with printed philosophical 
and scientific texts. The correspondence demonstrated above is a comparison, not a claim that the two are 
the same thing. DSRP did not originate from Adler’s work, and nothing in Adler’s text uses DSRP’s 
vocabulary. What this paper claims is that the underlying cognitive structure Adler observed and DSRP’s 
formal patterns are the same structure described from two different vantage points, six decades apart. That 
is a strong claim. It is not the claim that Cabrera derived DSRP from Adler, or that Adler anticipated 
DSRP. 

Second, and more substantively: Adler’s five-step sequence is more linear than the correspondence above 
suggests. Adler presents finding-passages, common-terms, questions, issues, and discussion as a roughly 
ordered process. DSRP’s six moves, by contrast, are not inherently sequential. A skilled thinker moves 
among them recursively, circling back to earlier moves as later ones reveal something new, instead of 
marching through them once in a fixed order. Working syntopical readers report exactly this recursive 
experience: a Zoom Out reframing of the guiding question often follows, rather than precedes, an RDS 
Barbell discovery that two authors disagree more sharply than initially apparent. The correspondence in 
Section 2.2 should therefore be read as identifying which move is most load-bearing, the move a reader 
relies on most, at each stage of Adler’s process, not as claiming that the moves activate in strict sequence, 
once each, in the order Adler lists them. 

This is where DSRP adds something Adler leaves unspecified. Adler describes the destination, an 
understanding built from many sources, but not how a reader moves back and forth between steps when a 
first attempt at synthesis falls short. DSRP’s moves do not have to be done in any set order, so they fit 
how expert syntopical readers seem to work: by looping back, not by marching through the steps once.  
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Image 2. Linear Steps Versus Recursive Moves Adler's linear five-step sequence (top) contrasted with the 
recursive, non-sequential way expert syntopical readers actually move between DSRP moves (bottom). 

 

2.4 What Kind of Intelligence DSRP Gives the Syntopical Thinker 

The correspondence developed above raises a question worth answering directly: what, specifically, does 
a reader gain by running these moves rather than reading in some other disciplined way. Intelligence itself 
has been defined many different ways, and the definitions are not interchangeable. Isabel Briggs Myers, 
writing on personality type, observed that “intuitives tend to define intelligence as quickness of 
understanding,” a definition she distinguished from others built around depth, thoroughness, or 
accumulated knowledge [13]. The distinction matters here because it names precisely what DSRP 
contributes to syntopical reading, and what it does not. 
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DSRP does not make a reader know more. DSRP doesn’t teach you new facts, it’s the organizing half of 
the equation from Section 1.1, and organizing has nothing to do if there’s no information to organize. It 
does not substitute for domain expertise, and nothing in the Adler correspondence claims that a reader 
running Is/Is Not or Zoom Out has thereby acquired the background knowledge Section 7 argues 
comprehension depends on. What DSRP provides is structural quickness: the ability to spot a text’s 
organization, an author’s actual claim beneath its framing, or the shape of a disagreement between two 
sources, fast, because the reader already has names for the patterns instead of having to figure them out 
from scratch every time. This is quickness of understanding in Myers’s specific sense, quickness at 
recognizing pattern and organization, not quickness of recall or quickness of calculation. A reader with 
strong background knowledge but no DSRP training might eventually locate the same disagreement 
between two sources that a DSRP-trained reader locates immediately; the difference DSRP makes is 
speed and reliability of structural recognition, not the ceiling of what can eventually be understood. 

This clarifies the relationship between this paper’s claim and Section 7’s Matthew Effect argument, and it 
matters that the two are kept distinct rather than collapsed into one. Background knowledge, the subject of 
Section 7, determines how much of a text a reader can comprehend at all, the mechanism Recht and 
Leslie [15] and Hirsch [16] describe. DSRP, the subject of this section, determines how quickly and 
reliably a reader organizes what they comprehend into a governing question, a mapped disagreement, or a 
synthesized position. A citizen could in principle have extensive background knowledge and still read 
source after source without ever constructing the governing question that turns accumulation into 
synthesis, because knowledge and structural quickness are not the same capacity and do not substitute for 
one another. The strongest case, and the one this paper’s civic argument ultimately depends on, is a citizen 
who has both: enough background knowledge to comprehend the sources, and enough structural 
quickness, supplied by DSRP, to organize them into understanding rather than noise. 

The clearest demonstration of this comes from Recht and Leslie's classic study of seventh and eighth 
graders reading about a half-inning of a baseball game. Students were sorted by two independent 
measures: general reading ability, and existing knowledge of baseball. After reading each section of the 
passage, students used a physical replica of a baseball field, with player figures they could move by hand, 
to reenact what had just happened. Weak readers who knew baseball well reenacted the action more 
accurately and remembered more of it than strong readers who did not know the game. Reading skill 
barely mattered next to whether the reader already had somewhere to put the information.  

This paper's author observed the identical pattern directly, using the same passage with fourth and fifth 
graders, well before ever reading the original study. To make the gap visible, the author would write a 
single line on the board: "The runner tagged and scored." Students who knew baseball could unpack that 
one sentence into a sequence of rules and decisions the text itself never stated. They knew a runner 
tagging up from third has to wait for a fly ball to be caught before leaving the base, and that this only 
matters with fewer than two outs, since a third out ends the inning before a run can score. Four words on 
the board became an entire chain of reasoning for these students. Students without that background 
knowledge saw the same four words and had nothing. They could read every word correctly and still not 
know what had just happened on the field, because the sentence assumed a reader who already knew the 
rule it was quietly relying on. Even the sport itself was assumed rather than stated. Nothing in the passage 
said baseball rather than softball, and every student who knew the game filled in that gap without noticing 
there was a gap to fill. This is Section 1.1's equation in its plainest form: two readers decoding the 
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identical four words, walking away with entirely different amounts of meaning, because one of them had 
the I this specific sentence depended on and the other did not.  

3. DSRP Across All Four Levels, Not Only the Highest 

3.1 Why the Lower Three Levels Cannot Be Skipped 

Section 2 examined DSRP’s correspondence to syntopical reading in isolation, but Adler is explicit that 
the four levels are cumulative rather than parallel: each higher level contains and depends on the ones 
beneath it, and a reader cannot perform syntopically who cannot first read analytically, cannot read 
analytically who cannot first read inspectionally, and so on down to elementary decoding itself. If DSRP 
genuinely names the cognitive structure underneath syntopical reading, as Section 2 argues, the same 
structure should be visible at each of the three levels syntopical reading builds on, applied to a narrower 
body of material: a word, a book’s structure, or a single text’s argument, rather than several texts at once. 
This section argues that it is, and that recognizing DSRP’s presence at every level clarifies something 
Section 2 alone could not: why syntopical thinking is not a separate skill bolted onto proficient reading, 
but the same handful of cognitive moves finally applied across texts instead of within one. 

“Reduced or partial form" requires a precise qualification given Section 1.1's account of Enclosure. As 
established earlier, all four patterns are always present together, a consequence of Enclosure specifically: 
every pattern recursively requires all the other patterns as a condition of its own existence. There is no 
reading level, including elementary decoding, at which a reader forms a distinction without a system 
enclosing it, a relationship connecting it to its other, and a perspective selecting it. What varies across the 
four levels is not which patterns are present, since all four always are, but the scope at which a reader 
operates them. An elementary reader distinguishing “cat” from “not cat” is not performing a partial 
version of DSRP with three patterns missing. All four are already there, operating automatically and 
beneath conscious notice, exactly as Enclosure predicts. What changes, moving from elementary through 
syntopical, is the scope: the same four-pattern structure operates across a progressively wider body of 
material, from a single letter, to a single text’s structure, to a single text’s full argument, to several texts 
held in relationship at once. How deliberately a reader uses it depends less on the level than on whether 
anyone has named it for her. The four-level progression Section 3 traces is a progression in the scope of 
DSRP’s application, not in DSRP’s presence.  

The four levels of reading (Elementary, Inspectional, Analytical, and Syntopical) also trace a second 
progression that runs alongside the organizational one, a progression in how broadly each level builds a 
reader’s information base, the I in Section 1.1’s equation. Elementary reading builds I atom by atom, one 
decoded word at a time, within a single text. Inspectional reading widens the intake slightly, surveying 
many candidate texts quickly to determine which are worth deeper attention. Analytical reading deepens 
intake within one chosen text, building a thorough, detailed information base about a single subject as one 
author presents it. Syntopical reading is the level at which information gathering becomes deliberately 
broad rather than deep within any one source: a reader constructing a governing question across several 
texts is, by the nature of the task, pulling information from multiple authors, multiple framings, and often 
multiple disciplines into a single developing mental model. This is why the level matters as much for 
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building I as for organizing it. A reader confined to analytical reading alone may organize a single source 
impeccably and still hold a narrow, single-authored information base; syntopical reading is the level that 
structurally forces the information base itself to widen. The organizational moves this paper maps in 
Section 2 do their work on whatever a reader has gathered. Syntopical reading is doing quiet double duty, 
expanding what there is to gather at the same time it organizes what has been gathered so far. 

3.2 Elementary Reading 

Elementary reading, in Adler's account, is the movement from non-literacy to basic literacy: recognizing 
words, following a sentence, extracting a text's literal surface meaning. It looks too simple to involve 
DSRP at all, but the most basic operation elementary reading requires, distinguishing one word from 
another, one letter from another, a word that IS "cat" from a word that IS NOT "cat", is already an Is/Is 
Not operation, run at the smallest possible grain. A reader sounding out a sentence is also, continuously, 
performing a rudimentary Zoom In: narrowing attention from the page to the line to the word to the letter. 
These operations can run automatically, beneath a child's conscious notice, and in most school systems 
they do, unnamed and untaught as such. But automatic is not the same as unteachable. This paper's 
broader claim, developed further in Section 3.5, is that the DSRP moves are teachable at any age, not just 
to older students capable of abstract reflection on their own thinking, but to the youngest readers a school 
serves. Kindergarten students can be, and have been, taught to name and apply moves like Is/Is Not 
directly, as part of how they learn to read in the first place, not as a sophistication added on once basic 
literacy is secure. What matters for this paper's argument is that the DSRP moves are not absent at this 
level, and that naming them this early is not premature. The moves are present in their smallest form from 
the beginning, and they can be named from the beginning too.  

3.3 Inspectional Reading 

Inspectional reading, Adler’s second level, is systematic skimming: reading a title page, a preface, a table 
of contents, a book’s structure, to determine what a book is about and whether it warrants closer reading, 
all within a deliberately limited time. This level draws far more visibly on DSRP than elementary reading 
does. Determining a book’s structure from its table of contents is a Zoom Out operation: moving from the 
book’s many individual parts to the organizing whole those parts serve. Deciding whether a given book is 
worth reading closely, based on a fast survey, is an Is/Is Not judgment applied at the level of an entire text 
rather than a single passage: this book IS relevant to what I need, or IS NOT. A reader who skims 
effectively is running Zoom Out and Is/Is Not rapidly and provisionally, exactly the “quickness of 
understanding” Section 2.4 describes, but applied to structure-sensing rather than to synthesis. Adler calls 
inspectional reading an underused capability that most readers skip, over-committing to books that did not 
warrant it or abandoning books they misjudged too quickly. A DSRP frame explains why: without Zoom 
Out and Is/Is Not named as deliberate moves, a reader has no reliable method for structure-sensing and is 
left to either read everything closely or trust an unreliable gut sense of what is worth the time. 
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3.4 Analytical Reading, and Where Schooling Actually Stops 

Analytical reading is where Adler spends the bulk of his book, and it is also, this paper argues, where 
most K through 12 and undergraduate education spends the bulk of its instructional attention, largely 
without naming it as such. Analytical reading is the thorough, systematic reading of a single text for 
complete understanding, organized around four questions Adler poses of any book: what is the book 
about as a whole, what is being said in detail and how, is the book true in whole or in part, and what of it. 
Each of these four questions maps onto a DSRP move with a directness that rivals the syntopical 
correspondence in Section 2. "What is being said in detail, and how" is a Part Party! operation: breaking 
the whole into its constituent claims and arguments in order to see how those claims and arguments relate, 
or fail to relate, to one another. Part Party! combines the Systems pattern with the Relationships pattern; 
decomposing the parts is only the setup, and the relationships between them are the actual output of the 
move. “Is the book true, in whole or in part” requires Is/Is Not at the level of an entire argument: does the 
claim IS hold, or IS NOT it hold, and under what conditions. “What of it,” Adler’s question about the 
work’s significance and implications, draws on RDS Barbell and Perspective Circle together: relating the 
book’s claims to what the reader already holds, and viewing the argument from more than the author’s 
own vantage point. 

This is the level at which most formal schooling operates, and this paper’s claim is that it does so largely 
without recognizing it as one level among four rather than reading’s natural ceiling. A student asked to 
summarize a novel’s plot, identify a text’s thesis, outline an argument’s structure, or write a close-reading 
essay on a single assigned work is being asked to read analytically, in Adler’s precise sense, whether or 
not the assignment ever uses that word. The DSRP moves underneath these tasks, Zoom Out to find the 
whole, Part Party! to find the parts, Is/Is Not to test claims, RDS Barbell and Perspective Circle to weigh 
significance, are the same moves Section 2 mapped onto syntopical reading. What changes between 
analytical and syntopical is not the moves themselves but their scope: analytical reading runs them against 
one text: syntopical reading runs the identical moves across several. A student who has been taught to 
Zoom Out within a single assigned novel has, without being told so, already been taught the cognitive 
move that syntopical reading will later ask her to run across five books instead of one. The skill is not new 
at the syntopical level. Only its scope is. 

This reframes a specific and consequential gap in how reading is typically taught. If analytical reading is 
treated, implicitly, as the destination rather than the third of four cumulative levels, a curriculum can 
produce students who read a single text thoroughly and well, and who are nonetheless never shown that 
the identical moves, run across several texts instead of one, constitute a further, teachable level rather than 
a qualitatively different and rarer talent. The barrier this paper identified in Section 1, that syntopical 
capacity has historically depended on accident rather than instruction, begins here: not at the moment a 
student first encounters multiple conflicting sources, but earlier, at the point where analytical instruction 
stops without ever naming the moves it has been teaching or pointing toward the wider scope those same 
moves are equally capable of. 
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3.5 Classroom Evidence Across Grade Levels: Students Applying and 
Naming the Moves Themselves  

The four levels and six moves do not belong to a specific age or grade. Fourth and fifth graders were not 
the youngest evidence of this. Kindergarten students have been taught the moves directly and use them: 
Is/Is Not, Zoom In, and Zoom Out independently, and Perspective Circle, Part Party!, and RDS Barbell 
with guidance. Asked what they were doing, students did not reach for a vague description. They named 
the move itself, correctly and unprompted, the same way the older students in this account did. If five- 
and six-year-olds can name and apply all six moves at this level of precision, some independently and 
some scaffolded, the claim that DSRP instruction belongs at the elementary level is not a claim about a 
particular grade band. It is a claim that the moves can be taught, and named by the student, as early as 
formal schooling begins.  

The claim that this gap is a matter of instruction rather than developmental readiness is not only 
theoretical. This paper’s author taught fourth and fifth grade in Livingston, New Jersey, and explicitly 
taught students all four of Adler’s reading levels, elementary, inspectional, analytical, and syntopical, 
progressing students through the levels as instruction warranted rather than assuming the higher levels 
were beyond their reach. Asked what they were doing during independent reading time, students did not 
reach first for the vocabulary; they would answer, in their own words, that they were “working with the 
text.” A follow-up question was enough to surface the underlying concept directly: students would 
explain, unprompted, that they were syntopical reading, and could name the specific texts in play, this 
book, that website, this article, as the multiple sources they were placing in conversation with one another. 

This detail matters for the paper’s argument in two respects. First, that students reached for plain language 
before the technical term suggests the concept had been genuinely internalized rather than merely 
memorized as a label; a student parroting a term supplies the word immediately, while a student who has 
actually acquired the underlying practice describes what they are doing and only names it when asked to 
be precise. Second, that fourth and fifth graders could correctly identify which of Adler’s four levels they 
were operating in, and why, is direct evidence against treating syntopical capacity as a rare talent that 
emerges only in exceptional readers or older students. Section 1 argued that syntopical thinking has 
historically been available primarily to readers who acquired it by accident. This classroom experience 
suggests the accident was never necessary. What was missing was only the explicit instruction, offered 
early enough and named clearly enough for elementary students to use the vocabulary correctly and apply 
it to their own developing reading practice. 

A third piece of classroom evidence goes beyond naming and self-identification. Students learned to run 
an inspectional read of their social studies text before beginning any close reading of a new chapter, 
regardless of the topic, without being told to do so each time. They understood, correctly, that a fast 
survey of the chapter's structure, headings, images, key terms, before diving into analytical reading gave 
them a framework that made the detailed reading that followed easier and faster to absorb. This was not 
students following a memorized classroom routine. It was students choosing the correct level of the four 
for the task in front of them, proactively, because they understood what each level was for. A student who 
runs inspectional reading unprompted, before a teacher asks for it, has not just learned a definition. She 
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has learned when to use it, which is a different and harder kind of knowledge than being able to name a 
level on request.  

4. Distinguishing Syntopical from Tangential Reading 

4.1 Definitions 

Syntopical reading, as established above, is disciplined and question-driven. The reader constructs a 
specific question in advance, or very early in the process, and selects sources deliberately to interrogate 
that question from multiple angles. The discipline is the point: syntopical reading is bounded inquiry, 
investigation kept inside the edges a specific question draws, rather than following wherever curiosity 
happens to lead.  

Tangential reading is the adjacent but structurally distinct practice of following an idea’s pull across 
disciplines and genres without a pre-constructed question governing the path. A reader moves from a 
philosophy text to a history to a poem not because a single question demands all three, but because a felt 
connection between them seems worth pursuing. Tangential reading trusts that the connection is data 
rather than distraction, but it does not, in the moment of following the thread, know what question the 
connection will eventually answer. The question, if one emerges, is discovered retrospectively rather than 
constructed in advance. 

The distinction matters for this paper because it predicts a different distribution of DSRP moves across 
the two practices, and that prediction is testable using the protocol proposed in Section 5. 

4.2 The Generative Value of Tangential Reading 

The preceding definitions risk leaving an unintended impression: that tangential reading is simply 
syntopical reading without the discipline, a lesser practice defined by what it lacks. That impression 
would be a mistake, and the paper corrects it directly before turning to the move-distribution prediction, 
because tangential reading can do something syntopical reading, by its very nature, can’t. 

Syntopical reading’s discipline is also its constraint. A governing question, constructed in advance, 
determines what counts as relevant; it is precisely this determination that makes the reading bounded and 
productive. But a reader can only ask a question about what she already suspects might be connected. She 
cannot construct a governing question that spans a philosophy text and a poem about beekeeping if 
nothing in her prior knowledge suggests the two might have anything to do with each other. The question 
has to already be at least partially imaginable before it can be constructed. Tangential reading operates 
under no such requirement. A reader following a felt connection from one text to a wholly unrelated one 
is not testing a hypothesis she already holds; she is discovering, mid-pursuit, that a connection exists 
where she had no prior reason to look for one. This is not a deficient version of syntopical reading’s 
method. It is a different cognitive achievement, and arguably the harder one: finding a question worth 
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asking is at least as difficult as answering one well, and tangential reading is frequently how that first, 
harder task gets done. 

This generative capacity is where genuinely new ideas tend to originate. A citizen or a researcher who 
reads only syntopically, however rigorously, is confined to combining sources she already suspected 
belonged together; she can synthesize brilliantly within the boundary her governing question drew, but 
she cannot discover a boundary she never thought to draw. Tangential reading is what takes a reader 
somewhere she did not know she was heading, and it is precisely the absence of a governing question, the 
feature Section 4.1 defines as tangential reading’s central limitation, that makes this possible. The spark 
for a new governing question, the one a future syntopical reading session will deliberately pursue, often 
originates in an earlier tangential one. The two practices are not simply different in degree of discipline. 
They serve different, complementary functions in the life of an idea: tangential reading discovers what is 
worth asking, and syntopical reading answers it once asked. 

This has a direct implication for how the DSRP correspondence in this paper should be read. Section 4.3 
below predicts that tangential reading draws more heavily on Perspective Circle and on RDS Barbell’s 
looser relationship-finding function than syntopical reading does. That prediction should not be read as 
diagnosing tangential reading’s moves as a weaker or incomplete version of syntopical reading’s moves. 
Perspective Circle and relationship-finding, run without the constraint of a governing question, are exactly 
the operations discovery requires: considering an angle that doesn’t obviously belong to the question yet, 
or noticing a relationship the reader was not looking for. A teaching practice, or a curriculum, that trains 
only the disciplined, syntopical half of this pair and treats tangential reading as an undisciplined habit to 
be corrected would be optimizing for synthesis while quietly disabling discovery. 

4.3 Predicted Move Distribution 

If the Section 2 correspondence is correct, syntopical reading should lean heavily on the moves that 
impose order on multiple sources: Zoom Out (constructing the governing question), RDS Barbell 
(mapping genuine disagreement), and Is/Is Not (distinguishing claim from framing). These three moves 
are, definitionally, discipline-imposing operations. They are what keeps syntopical reading from 
collapsing into unstructured accumulation. 

Tangential reading, by contrast, should lean heavily on Relationship-finding, the RDS Barbell’s 
relationship-identification function operating in a looser, exploratory mode rather than its 
disagreement-mapping function, and on Perspective Circle, since the pull from one text to another is 
frequently a pull toward a different vantage point on a half-formed idea rather than toward a competing 
claim on a fully-formed one. Zoom In should also appear more frequently in tangential reading than in 
syntopical reading, because the tangential reader is often drawn by a specific vivid detail, an image, a 
phrase, a data point, that then pulls toward a related detail elsewhere, rather than by a governing question 
that determines relevance in advance. 

This predicts a specific, falsifiable pattern: Zoom Out and RDS Barbell (in its disagreement-mapping 
function) should be markedly more frequent in syntopical episodes than tangential ones; Zoom In and 
Perspective Circle should show a smaller gap or an inverse pattern; Is/Is Not should appear in both but for 
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different purposes, filtering relevance in syntopical reading and filtering genuine connection from 
superficial resemblance in tangential reading. 

This prediction is about relative frequency and prominence, not about presence or absence in any strict 
sense. Section 1.1 established that all four DSRP patterns, and by extension all six moves derived from 
them, are simultaneously present in any act of structured thinking; enclosure means a reader running 
Zoom Out is not doing so in isolation from Is/Is Not, RDS Barbell, or Perspective Circle, since none of 
the four patterns can exist without the other three already present. A syntopical episode showing a high 
rate of Zoom Out does not mean Zoom In, Part Party!, or Perspective Circle are absent from that episode. 
It means Zoom Out is the move doing the most visible, load-bearing work at that moment, while the other 
moves continue operating beneath it, at a smaller scale or with less deliberate emphasis. The prediction in 
this section, and the coding protocol in Section 5 that tests it, should be read as a claim about which move 
a reader leans on most heavily and most consciously in each practice, not a claim that any move is ever 
fully absent.  
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Image 3. Predicted Move Emphasis by Reading Type Predicted relative emphasis of the six DSRP moves 
in syntopical versus tangential reading. Theoretical prediction only; no coding has been performed. 

 

5. A Proposed Coding Protocol 

5.1 Purpose and Scope 

The Section 4.3 prediction, that syntopical and tangential reading draw on the six DSRP moves in 
different proportions, is a testable claim, a prediction specific enough that real evidence could confirm or 
disprove it, but this paper does not test it. No data collection, coding, or analysis has been performed. 
What this section offers instead is a proposed protocol: a specification detailed enough that the prediction 
could be tested rigorously by a future study, and precise enough that the theoretical claim in Section 4 is 

Nittolo                                                                                                        Journal of Systems Thinking (JoST) | 18 



OCTOBER 2026                                                                     ​ ​        THE MISSING METHOD 

falsifiable, capable of being proven wrong, rather than merely asserted. The protocol is presented here so 
that the paper's central prediction is accountable to a concrete method, answerable to an actual, specified 
way of checking it, not because any results currently exist.  

5.2 Proposed Method 

A rigorous test of the Section 4.3 prediction would require a body of documented reading episodes drawn 
from real practice rather than invented for the study. Made-up examples carry a hidden risk: a researcher 
writing them up is likely to unconsciously shape them to match what they already expect to find. Real 
evidence should come from things people actually wrote or said while reading: journal entries, recordings 
of someone reading and thinking out loud, or notes a reader kept while working through several sources at 
once. Each episode would then need to be sorted into one of two piles, syntopical or tangential, using a 
rule that has nothing to do with the coding itself. The sorting rule: did the reader write down a guiding 
question before or early in the reading session? If so, the episode counts as syntopical. If the reader only 
arrived at an organizing question afterward, or never landed on one clearly at all, the episode counts as 
tangential. 

Each episode would then be coded for the presence or absence of each of the six DSRP moves. In 
practice, this means going through every example and checking off, one move at a time, whether there's 
clear evidence the reader actually did it. Using the same binary presence/absence criteria applied in prior 
DSRP implementation research [8]: Is/Is Not requiring evidence of distinction-making between what a 
source claims versus what it appears to claim; Zoom Out requiring evidence of constructing a question or 
frame larger than any single source addresses; Zoom In requiring evidence of narrowing toward a specific 
detail, passage, or claim; Part Party! requiring evidence of decomposing a subject into constituent 
sub-questions and mapping the relationships among those sub-questions;  RDS Barbell requiring evidence 
of mapping a relationship of agreement, disagreement, or connection between two or more sources; 
Perspective Circle requiring evidence of representing a viewpoint on its own terms distinct from the 
reader's own.  

There's one important refinement the method needs, and it matters specifically because a simple yes/no 
checklist would otherwise miss it: the issue is with RDS Barbell. Section 4.3 predicts this move appears 
in both practices but performs a different function in each: disagreement-mapping in syntopical reading, 
looser relationship-finding in tangential reading. A simple presence/absence code would conflate these 
two functions and obscure the distinction the theory actually predicts. Any future coding protocol should 
therefore treat RDS Barbell’s function, not merely its presence, as a separate codable dimension, with 
disagreement-mapping and relationship-finding scored independently. 

For the results to actually be trustworthy, coding, the process of checking each example, should be 
performed by at least two independent raters, people working separately without comparing notes, and 
neither should know the paper's specific hypothesis, what result the researcher is hoping to find. 
Afterward, inter-rater reliability, their rate of agreement with each other, gets calculated and reported 
openly. When the two raters disagree on something, there needs to be a documented adjudication process, 
a clear, written-down way of settling the disagreement, rather than the researcher's own judgment alone 
deciding it.  
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5.3 What Would Confirm or Disconfirm the Prediction 

The prediction stated in Section 4.3 is directional and specific enough to be falsified. It would be 
confirmed if coded syntopical episodes showed substantially higher rates of Zoom Out and of RDS 
Barbell functioning specifically as disagreement-mapping, relative to coded tangential episodes, while 
tangential episodes showed higher rates of Zoom In and Perspective Circle. It would be disconfirmed, or 
would require the theoretical claim in Section 4 to be revised, if no such directional pattern emerged, or if 
the moves distributed roughly evenly across both practices, which would suggest the syntopical/tangential 
distinction is not, in fact, structured differently at the level of DSRP moves and may instead be a 
distinction of degree rather than kind. 

This protocol measures how often each move appears, not how much weight or significance any single 
instance carries. A single, decisive use of RDS Barbell that resolves a genuine disagreement between two 
sources may matter more to a reader's overall argument than several shallow, low-stakes instances of the 
same move elsewhere in the same episode, yet a frequency count treats every instance as equivalent. A 
future refinement could weight instances by their apparent significance to the reader's argument rather 
than counting occurrences alone, but establishing a reliable, independently checkable method for judging 
"significance" is a harder methodological problem than counting presence or absence, and is left for 
future work.  

This section deliberately stops short of proposing results. The value of specifying a protocol this precisely, 
without populating it, is that the prediction remains a live empirical question for this research program 
rather than a claim retrofitted to convenient data. 

6. Beyond the Book: Syntopical Thinking Across Media 

6.1 Syntopical Thinking as the Product of Syntopical Reading 

Before extending the method beyond books, the relationship between the two terms this paper uses needs 
to be stated precisely. Syntopical reading is Adler’s term, coined in 1940 for the five-step process 
examined in Section 2: an activity performed on printed texts. Syntopical thinking, as this paper uses the 
term, is not a separate or hidden practice Adler was secretly describing all along. It is the cognitive result 
that syntopical reading produces when the method succeeds: a governing question constructed, sources 
brought to common terms, genuine disagreement mapped, multiple perspectives held together without 
collapsing prematurely into either false consensus or unstructured disagreement. Syntopical reading is the 
activity. Syntopical thinking is the outcome, the structured understanding of a subject that Adler said 
“may not be in any of the books” a reader consulted to reach it. 

This distinction matters because it clarifies what happens when the method is applied to sources other 
than books, which Section 6.2 takes up directly. The outcome, syntopical thinking, does not depend on the 
input being a printed text. It depends on the reader running the same cognitive moves, regardless of what 
those moves are being run on. A citizen who watches two documentaries taking opposing positions on a 
policy question and does the work of Section 2’s five steps against them, constructing a governing 
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question, bringing the films to common terms, mapping where they genuinely disagree, has produced 
syntopical thinking without having done syntopical reading in Adler’s literal sense at all. The activity’s 
name stays tied to books. The outcome’s name does not. 

6.2 Extending the Method Across Media 

Adler named syntopical reading in 1940 because books were the dominant knowledge-delivery 
technology of his era. The cognitive moves underneath the practice, constructing a governing question, 
bringing sources to common terms, mapping genuine disagreement, holding multiple perspectives, are not 
specific to the printed page. They are source-agnostic. A citizen who watches two documentaries taking 
opposing positions on the same policy question and runs an Is/Is Not analysis across them, asking what 
each film is actually claiming versus what it appears to claim, is doing the same cognitive work, and 
arriving at the same kind of outcome: syntopical thinking. The medium changed while the methodology 
did not. 

This extension matters for the civic argument developed in Section 7, because it directly addresses an 
access objection any serious reviewer will raise: if syntopical thinking requires the reading capacity, 
library access, and available time that trained syntopical readers historically had, the methodology cannot 
scale to citizens without those resources. Extending the practice to non-book media answers this only 
partially. It does not solve the access problem by itself, but it does relocate where the intervention needs 
to happen. The barrier is not literacy in the narrow sense. It is methodology, and methodology can travel 
through documentaries, podcasts, long-form journalism, and primary sources as readily as through books, 
provided the citizen has been given the moves. 

Four categories of non-book source merit specific attention. Documentaries are the medium most likely 
to be mistaken for neutral, because production quality and expert commentary signal objectivity that a 
text’s argumentative structure makes more visible. The syntopical move here is Is/Is Not applied across 
two documentaries with opposing theses: what does each film actually claim, and what does each leave 
out. Podcasts carry a long-form conversational quality that written argument typically edits away, 
exposing the thinking behind a conclusion rather than only the conclusion, but podcast consumption also 
carries a documented risk of a specific failure mode: tangential pull that stays within a single ecosystem 
rather than crossing into genuinely different vantage points. Section 4.2 argues that tangential reading’s 
value lies precisely in reaching connections a reader had no prior reason to expect; algorithmically 
narrowed tangential pull, moving from one episode to the next within a single curated ecosystem, is closer 
to the discipline-free costs of tangential reading without its discovery benefit, since the destinations are 
selected by similarity rather than genuine difference. The risk is not tangential reading itself but a 
constrained version of it that only feels open-ended. Primary sources, legislative text, court opinions, 
original data, allow the Is/Is Not move to operate at maximum precision, because they remove the 
intermediating layer of someone else’s interpretation and let the reader catch the gap between what a 
source says and what someone claims it says directly. AI systems used as research partners represent a 
genuinely new development in this landscape: a citizen with limited time and no research-library access 
can ask an AI system to construct the strongest case for a position, then the strongest case for its opposite, 
then identify where the genuine disagreement lies. This is a DSRP scaffold delivered through a new 
technology. This capability carries a specific risk that any honest treatment must name: AI systems trained 
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toward helpfulness and synthesis have a structural tendency to flatten productive tension rather than 
sharpen it, offering a reader premature reconciliation where the RDS Barbell move requires the reader to 
sit with genuine, unresolved disagreement. Teaching citizens to use AI syntopically, as one voice in 
conversation with others and not as an oracle that resolves the conversation, is itself a methodology this 
paper’s practical extension needs to develop. 

7. The Civic Matthew Effect 

7.1 The Mechanism 

Stanovich [5] documented a compounding pattern in reading acquisition that has become one of the most 
cited findings in reading research. Early reading success produces more reading, which builds vocabulary 
and background knowledge, which makes subsequent reading easier and more rewarding, which produces 
still more reading. Early reading struggle produces the inverse cascade: less reading, slower vocabulary 
growth, harder subsequent reading, and a widening gap that compounds every year intervention is absent. 

This paper argues that a similar mechanism operates in civic life [17], not just something like it, but the 
same underlying pattern at work. A citizen who has acquired syntopical thinking, through fortunate 
schooling, family environment, or simply stumbling into the practice before ever having a name for it, 
encounters new information differently than a citizen who has not. Every new source the 
syntopically-capable citizen encounters gets integrated into an existing structure of governing questions, 
mapped disagreements, and held perspectives. The information becomes more meaningful because there 
is a structure to receive it. For the citizen who never acquired syntopical thinking, information does not 
compound the same way. It accumulates without organizing. More information, absent the methodology 
to structure it, produces more noise rather than more understanding. 

This reframes civic ignorance as a structural problem rather than a personal one. Delli Carpini and 
Keeter’s benchmark study documented, decades ago, how little the American electorate reliably knows 
about basic governance, a pattern that subsequent research has found remarkably stable rather than 
improving despite the exponential increase in information availability since [9]. Caplan’s account of 
rational ignorance and rational irrationality [10] extends the diagnosis further, arguing that voters are not 
simply uninformed but confidently hold false beliefs because false political beliefs are, individually, 
costless to hold. Both accounts diagnose the problem as informational or motivational. Neither names it as 
a methodology problem. It is the absence of a structured practice for working across sources, holding 
competing claims in tension, and constructing a considered position from complexity. That is the gap this 
paper’s Matthew Effect argument fills. The political science literature has documented the wound. It has 
not, this paper argues, correctly diagnosed the underlying mechanism. As a result, it has proposed 
workarounds, information shortcuts and institutional heuristics, trusting an institution rather than working 
through the argument yourself, instead of the deeper fix: building the capacity to think it through in the 
first place.  
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7.2 Why the Framework Answers, Rather Than Deepens, the 
Democratic Objection 

A serious reviewer will raise an objection here that deserves direct engagement rather than deferral: if 
citizens are taught to construct their own governing questions and build their own syntheses, what 
prevents a population of rigorous syntopical thinkers from disagreeing more coherently rather than less, 
arriving not at a shared civic ground but at sophisticated, well-defended tribalism? 

The answer lies in what DSRP structures and what it does not. DSRP is not a relativistic framework that 
licenses any conclusion equally. It is a structural framework: it governs how a thinker moves through 
information, not what the thinker is permitted to conclude. Two citizens who both run a rigorous RDS 
Barbell analysis on the same disagreement and arrive at opposite conclusions have nonetheless done 
something citizens who skip that step have not. They have located the actual site of disagreement, rather 
than talking past each other from premises neither has examined. This produces a shared epistemological 
language, a common set of terms and moves both sides use to locate exactly where they disagree, even 
across substantive disagreement. Democratic life, as this paper’s author has argued elsewhere, does not 
require agreement. It requires a shared way to work through disagreement, not just declare it. A citizenry 
trained in syntopical thinking is not a uniformly agreeing citizenry. It is a citizenry capable of rigorous 
disagreement, which is a different and considerably more valuable civic outcome than either enforced 
consensus or unstructured conflict. 

7.3 Can the Gap Be Closed?  

The reading Matthew Effect is not destiny. Decades of intervention research show that early reading gaps 
close when structured instruction steps in early enough and with sufficient intensity [5]. This paper argues 
the civic Matthew Effect carries the same property. The author’s own path illustrates the point, though it 
does not prove it. As a teacher looking to become more informed, the author encountered Adler and Van 
Doren’s How to Read a Book and reasoned that a book with a title this plain, still in print and still 
recommended decades after publication, had earned the right to be trusted. No one taught the author to 
read this way. The practice of moving across sources, pulling loose threads from one text into another, and 
testing a claim in one book against a claim in the next was already underway before it had a name. 
Naming came afterward, when the book supplied the vocabulary for a practice the author had been 
running instinctively. The moves existed before the method was named, and naming them did not create 
the capacity. It made an accidental capacity something that could be recognized, described, and, this paper 
argues, taught to someone who has not stumbled into it alone.  
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Image 4. The Civic Matthew Effect Two diverging feedback loops: structured syntopical capacity (top) 
versus unstructured accumulation (bottom). 

 

8. Discussion 
The correspondence developed in Section 2 suggests DSRP is not a novel addition to syntopical reading 
but an explicit articulation of cognitive structure that has operated implicitly within expert reading 
practice since long before Adler named it. This has a specific and important implication: if the structure 
was always present, then the barrier to widespread syntopical capacity was never a barrier of raw 
cognitive ability. It was a barrier of explicit instruction. Expert readers were not smarter in some general 
sense than non-syntopical readers; they had, through fortunate circumstance, acquired an unnamed 
method. Once that method has a name, luck is no longer required to learn it.  

The protocol in Section 5 has no results yet, but it is useful even before any exist. Writing it forced the 
paper to say exactly what would count as evidence. Take RDS Barbell, which does two different jobs: it 
maps disagreement between sources, and it simply notices a loose connection. A yes/no checklist (a 
binary coding scheme) that only marks whether RDS Barbell appeared would count both jobs as one thing 
and hide the very difference Section 4 predicts. By separating the two jobs, the protocol makes clear what 
the prediction actually says and what a fair test would require. It also states how the claim could be 
proven wrong. A claim that spells out how it could fail is stronger than an opinion nobody has checked, 
even before anyone has marked a single move in a real transcript.  

The Section 6 extension into non-book media addresses what would otherwise be the strongest objection 
to this paper’s civic argument: that syntopical thinking, however well-theorized, remains inaccessible to 
citizens without the reading capacity, time, and library access that trained syntopical readers have 
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historically possessed. Relocating the methodology onto documentaries, podcasts, primary sources, and 
AI-assisted inquiry does not eliminate the access problem, but it correctly identifies where the actual 
barrier sits, in the absence of instruction in the moves, not in the format of the sources a citizen already 
engages with daily. 

The Matthew Effect argument in Section 7 is, ultimately, the paper's central contribution. It converts a 
deficit framing of civic ignorance into a structural one. A deficit framing says citizens simply lack 
information, or lack the motivation to seek it out. A structural framing says something different: the 
absence of syntopical methodology compounds over a citizen's lifetime, the same way Stanovich's 
mechanism compounds in reading acquisition. The result is a widening epistemic gap, a gap in how well 
different citizens can actually turn information into understanding. This reframing matters because deficit 
framings invite blame, while structural framings invite intervention. If civic ignorance is a compounding 
methodology gap rather than a character failing, then the appropriate response is not telling people to 
simply try harder or care more. It is instruction.  

9. Limitations 
This paper has limitations that should govern how its claims are read. First, the Section 2 correspondence, 
while structurally rigorous, remains a theoretical mapping rather than an empirically validated one; it has 
not yet undergone the review by DSRP’s originators that the author’s broader research program 
anticipates. Second, the Section 5 coding protocol is a proposed method only; no episodes have been 
collected, coded, or analyzed against it, so the Section 4.3 prediction remains an untested theoretical claim 
rather than an empirical finding. Third, the civic Matthew Effect argument in Section 7, while grounded 
in an established empirical mechanism in reading research, has not itself been empirically tested in the 
civic domain; the extension from reading acquisition to civic epistemology is a theoretical argument, not a 
demonstrated finding. Fourth, the paper’s evidence includes personal, first-person experience offered as 
data (autoethnographic evidence). It comes from two sources: the author’s own path to syntopical reading, 
and the classroom account in Section 3.5, where students learned to name the reading levels and the six 
moves. Both are qualitative, drawn from lived experience rather than measured numbers, and both are 
single-source recollections, one person’s memory rather than independently verified records. They 
illustrate the argument. They do not show that the approach would work beyond one classroom and one 
teacher’s path. Section 10’s fifth direction proposes the study that would test that.  

10. Future Research 
The most immediate direction for future work is executing the coding protocol specified in Section 5 
against a real corpus of documented reading episodes, drawn from reader journals, think-aloud protocols, 
or annotated reading records, with multiple independent coders and formal inter-rater reliability measures. 
RDS Barbell does two different jobs depending on the kind of reading: in syntopical reading it locates 
genuine disagreement between sources, while in tangential reading it simply notices a loose connection. A 
coder who only tracks whether RDS Barbell appeared, without distinguishing which of these two jobs it 
was doing, would erase the exact difference this study is meant to detect. As specified in Section 5.2, such 
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a study should therefore treat RDS Barbell’s disagreement-mapping function and its looser 
relationship-finding function as distinct codable categories rather than collapsing both into a single 
presence/absence code. 

A second direction involves direct empirical testing of the civic Matthew Effect itself. This would require 
longitudinal data tracking citizens’ structural thinking capacity, which a DSRP-based assessment such as 
the TQ (Thinking Quotient), developed by the Cabrera Research Lab and used in White Belt training, 
measures in general terms. Researchers would compare it against measures of civic engagement, political 
knowledge, and voting behavior over time. A tool built specifically for syntopical capacity would be 
stronger, and designing one is part of this direction. The aim is to learn whether the compounding pattern 
predicted by the Stanovich extension is empirically observable rather than only theoretically plausible.  

A third direction concerns instructional design: developing and piloting an actual syntopical thinking 
curriculum for adult learners, grounded in the six DSRP moves and extended across the media identified 
in Section 6, then measuring whether explicit instruction in the moves produces measurable gains in 
participants’ capacity to construct governing questions, map genuine disagreement, and hold multiple 
perspectives without collapsing them prematurely. Reading researchers have already shown that early, 
targeted instruction closes reading gaps rather than leaving them permanent. This proposed study would 
run the same kind of test on the civic gap: if teaching adults the syntopical moves produces the same kind 
of measurable improvement, that would be direct evidence the civic Matthew Effect can be interrupted 
too, not just theorized about. 

A fourth direction should test the AI-as-research-partner risk named in Section 6 directly. AI tools tend to 
smooth over disagreement, offering a tidy resolution instead of letting a reader sit with real, unresolved 
tension between sources. This direction would test whether that tendency is measurably worse with 
AI-assisted reading than with human-only reading, and whether specific ways of prompting or working 
with the AI can counteract it, so genuine disagreement gets preserved rather than artificially resolved. 

A fifth direction follows directly from the classroom account in Section 3.5, and speaks most directly to 
classroom teachers, since it tests the exact practice that account describes. The comparison this study 
needs is not four-level reading against some other method. Both groups of students would be doing the 
same reading tasks, moving through the same four levels, elementary, inspectional, analytical, and 
syntopical, whether or not anyone names them. The comparison is whether naming what students are 
doing changes the outcome. One group of students would be taught the four levels explicitly, told in 
DSRP’s own words when they are doing Zoom Out, when they are doing syntopical reading, and given 
the vocabulary to describe their own thinking the way the students in Section 3.5 did. A second group 
would be taught ordinary reading instruction that likely touches the same four levels along the way but 
never names them or points out that syntopical reading is a distinct, learnable skill rather than reading’s 
outer edge. The study would then measure whether the first group shows greater gains in cross-text 
comprehension or in how accurately students can describe their own reading strategies. Where the third 
direction above tests this question with adult learners, this direction tests it with the population Section 
3.5 actually describes, and would show whether that single classroom account holds up across different 
teachers, students, and schools, or whether it was a result specific to one classroom. 
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11. Conclusion 
Syntopical reading has functioned for eighty-five years as a named destination without a specified route, 
and that gap has never been a merely academic one. Democratic self-governance requires citizens capable 
of reasoning across sources that disagree with each other, and for eighty-five years the specific method 
that capacity depends on has remained an accident of privilege rather than a teachable skill. Adler 
described, with precision, what expert readers accomplish when working across multiple sources toward a 
self-constructed question, a question the reader builds rather than borrows from any single author. He did 
not specify the cognitive operations that get a reader there, and in the absence of that specification, 
syntopical reading, and the kind of citizen it produces, remained available primarily to readers who 
acquired the practice by accident, through fortunate schooling, family environment, or an unrepeatable set 
of circumstances. 

This paper has argued that DSRP theory supplies the missing specification, and that supplying it is a civic 
act, not only an academic one. Working through Adler's own taxonomy step by step, a correspondence 
emerges between each stage of syntopical reading and a specific DSRP cognitive move: Zoom In and 
Is/Is Not underneath finding relevant passages, Is/Is Not underneath bringing authors to common terms, 
Zoom Out underneath constructing the governing question, RDS Barbell underneath defining genuine 
disagreement, and Perspective Circle alongside Part Party! underneath the final synthesis. This is not a 
claim that DSRP was derived from Adler or that Adler anticipated DSRP. It is a claim that both are 
describing the same underlying pattern from different historical vantage points, and that DSRP's own 
vocabulary, six named moves a reader can learn and apply in any order rather than a fixed five-step 
sequence, offers a more teachable account of how syntopical thinking actually works than Adler's account 
alone provides. A method can only be taught once someone has given it a name. 

The paper further distinguished syntopical from tangential reading and predicted that the two draw on the 
six moves in different proportions. That prediction has not been tested; Section 5 specifies a coding 
protocol precise enough to test it, without supplying results that do not yet exist. Extending the framework 
beyond books to documentaries, podcasts, primary sources, and AI-assisted inquiry addressed a real gap 
in the argument: citizens do not form their political judgments mainly from books, so a methodology that 
only worked on books would never actually reach the place where democratic reasoning happens. 

The paper's central argument, developed through Stanovich's Matthew Effect, the finding that early 
advantages in reading compound over a lifetime rather than staying fixed, is that the absence of an 
explicit syntopical methodology is not a neutral gap. It compounds, and it compounds specifically as a 
civic gap. Citizens who acquired the practice keep compounding its advantages with every source they 
encounter, building toward a citizenry more and more capable of self-governance. Citizens who did not 
are left accumulating information without the structure to make it usable, and the resulting gap widens 
rather than stabilizes, building toward the opposite outcome. This reframes civic ignorance from a deficit 
of information or motivation into a structural consequence of unequal access to a methodology that has 
never been made explicit and teachable at scale. 

If syntopical thinking can be converted, as this paper argues DSRP allows it to be converted, from an elite 
intuitive capacity into a teachable methodology, the implications extend beyond individual reading 
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enrichment. They reach directly into the foundational requirement of democratic self-governance: a 
citizenry capable of thinking across sources rather than merely consuming them. That capacity was never 
a matter of talent. It was always a matter of method, and naming the method was the necessary first step 
toward teaching it. This paper has attempted to name the method. 
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Appendix: Glossary of Terms  
This glossary collects every specialized term in this paper along with the plain-language explanation 
given at its first use in the text. Terms are grouped by category rather than alphabetized, so readers can 
move through concepts in the order they build on one another. 

DSRP Theory: The Four Patterns and Eight Elements 

DSRP identifies four patterns that organize information. Each pattern is made of two paired elements, 
eight elements total. 

Distinctions (D) — the pattern of identity and other. D = i ↔ o. A distinction is not simply “noticing a 
difference.” Formally, a distinction is the relationship between an identity (i) and an other (o): a thing 
exists as itself only in relation to what it is not. 

Systems (S) — the pattern of part and whole. S = p ↔ w. A system is the relationship between the parts 
(p) that belong to something and the whole (w) that contains them. 

Relationships (R) — the pattern of action and reaction. R = a ↔ r. A relationship is the connection 
between an action (a) and the reaction (r) it produces. 

Perspectives (P) — the pattern of point and view. P = ṗ ↔ v. A perspective is the relationship between a 
point (the position someone observes from) and a view (what becomes visible from that position). 

The eight elements — identity (i), other (o), part (p), whole (w), action (a), reaction (r), point (ṗ), and 
view (v). These eight terms are the actual building blocks; the four patterns above are each formed from 
one paired set of them. 

The Four Dynamics (from DSRP-484 and O-Theory) 

The Dynamics describe how the four patterns and eight elements behave, not just what they are. Cabrera 
and Cabrera’s formal papers (DSRP-484; O-Theory) define four dynamics precisely. 

Equality — a pattern does not merely relate to its two elements; it is the relationship between them. 
Formally, D = i ↔ o: Distinction is not a category that “contains” identity and other, it is identical to the 
co-implicative relationship between them. The same holds for all four patterns (S = p ↔ w, R = a ↔ r, P = 
ṗ ↔ v). 
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coimplication — every element necessarily implies, and mutually contains, its complementary pole. 
There is no identity without other, no part without whole, no action without reaction, no point without 
view, and each pair depends on and includes the other; neither can fully exist alone. (Example from the 
source: if there is a part, there is necessarily a whole; a wheel implies a vehicle, a chapter implies a book.) 

Simultaneity — activating any single one of the eight elements instantly activates all the others too, since 
none of them happens on its own or ahead of the rest. This is not a claim that an element can “become” a 
different role; it is a claim that all four patterns and eight elements show up together, as one connected 
whole, not as four separate operations performed one at a time. (Example from the source: a “teacher” is 
simultaneously an identity, an other to “student,” a part of a school, a whole made of beliefs and 
behaviors, an actor and a reactor, a perspective point, and a view seen by others, all eight elements active 
in the same instant.) 

Enclosure — every pattern needs the other three patterns just to exist, and none of the four can come 
first. This is a derived result, not just an assertion: to construct a single Distinction, one must already have 
a Perspective (to establish where the boundary between identity and other falls), a Relationship 
(connecting identity to other), and a System (containing both elements and the relationship between 
them). But building any one of those three requires the same thing back, a Distinction, and the other two, 
so they don’t form a chain where one comes before the next. They all depend on each other at once, with 
no starting point, the same is true for each of the other three patterns. Together, this makes DSRP what its 
authors call irreducible, entangled, and non-modular: no single pattern can be built, or understood, in 
isolation from the other three. 

The Six DSRP Cognitive Moves 

These six moves are general-purpose thinking tools, not reading-specific techniques. A person uses them 
when navigating a disagreement at work, planning a project, or making sense of a family conflict, not 
only when reading. This paper applies all six specifically to reading, but the moves themselves are how 
DSRP describes structured thought of any kind. 

Is/Is Not — a distinction-making operation: judging whether something IS a certain thing, or IS NOT. In 
this paper, applied to judging whether a passage IS relevant to a question, or whether a claim IS what an 
author actually said, or IS NOT. 

Zoom In — narrowing attention from a whole to a specific detail. In this paper, applied to narrowing 
from a whole text down to a specific detail, passage, or claim. 

Zoom Out — moving from individual parts to the larger, shared whole those parts serve. In this paper, 
applied to moving from individual sources to the larger question they’re all circling. 

Part Party! — breaking a whole into its constituent parts in order to see how those parts relate, or fail to 
relate, to one another. Decomposing the parts is only the setup; the relationships between them are the 
actual output of the move. (Combines the Systems and Relationships patterns, not decomposition alone.) 
In this paper, applied to breaking a text’s claims and arguments apart to see how they connect. 
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RDS Barbell — named for Relationship, Distinction, and System. Pictured as a barbell: two weights (two 
distinct things) connected by a bar (their relationship). The move works by “cracking open” that bar and 
treating the relationship itself as a system with its own parts, rather than just noting that a connection 
exists. In this paper, applied to two sources or claims, to map whether they genuinely agree, disagree, or 
merely appear to. 

Perspective Circle — holding several viewpoints simultaneously, understanding each on its own terms, 
and building a synthesis that incorporates rather than flattens disagreement. In this paper, applied to 
multiple authors’ positions when synthesizing across sources. 

Reading Levels and Practices 

Syntopical reading — the practice of reading several sources side by side to answer a question none of 
them asks on its own; a specific question constructed in advance, with sources selected deliberately to 
interrogate that question from multiple angles. 

Syntopical thinking — the cognitive outcome syntopical reading produces (constructing a governing 
question, mapping disagreement, holding perspectives), which does not depend on the input being a 
printed text. 

Tangential reading — the associative pursuit of an idea across disciplines and genres, without a 
pre-constructed question governing the path; the organizing question, if one emerges, is discovered only 
in retrospect. 

Bounded inquiry — a search that stays inside the fence a governing question draws, rather than 
following whatever connection happens to catch the reader’s attention. (Used to describe syntopical 
reading’s discipline.) 

Elementary reading — the movement from non-literacy to basic literacy: recognizing words, following 
a sentence, extracting a text’s literal surface meaning. 

Inspectional reading — systematic skimming: reading a title page, preface, or table of contents to 
determine what a book is about and whether it warrants closer reading, within a deliberately limited time. 

Analytical reading — thorough, systematic reading of a single text for complete understanding. 

Core Theoretical Concepts 

O-Theory — Cabrera’s broader claim that organization itself, not just human thinking, follows one 
general pattern: the same four DSRP patterns that structure a person’s thoughts also structure how 
anything gets organized, whether it’s a mind, a physical system, or a piece of information. 

M = I × O — the equation stating that Mental Models or Meaning (M) results from information (I) 
multiplied by organization (O). The relationship is multiplicative, not additive: excellent organization 
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with no information produces no meaning, and abundant information with no organization produces none 
either. 

Structural quickness — the capacity to see a text’s organization, an author’s actual claim beneath its 
framing, or the shape of a disagreement, quickly, because the reader already has names for the patterns 
instead of having to figure them out from scratch each time. (Distinguished from knowing more 
information.) 

Falsifiable claim — a claim specific enough that real evidence could confirm or disprove it, as opposed 
to an unexamined assertion, an opinion nobody has checked. 

Civic and Epistemic Concepts 

Civic epistemology — how citizens come to know and understand public issues, not just what they 
happen to know. 

Analogous mechanism — a similar underlying compounding process at work in a different domain (used 
to connect the reading Matthew Effect to a parallel pattern in civic life). 

Epistemic gap — a gap in how well different citizens can actually turn information into understanding, as 
distinct from a gap in how much raw information they have. 

Matthew Effect — a term drawn from the Gospel of Matthew’s “to those who have, more will be given, 
and from those who have not, even what they have will be taken away.” Describes how early advantages 
compound over time rather than staying fixed. 

Shared epistemological language — a common set of terms and moves both sides of a disagreement use 
to locate exactly where they disagree, even when they don’t reach agreement. 

Institutional heuristics — mental shortcuts that trust the institution (a party, an outlet, an expert body) 
rather than the argument itself, used as a substitute for evaluating a claim directly. 

Research and Evidence Terms 

Autoethnographic evidence — personal, first-person experience offered as data. 

Qualitative evidence — evidence drawn from lived experience rather than from measured, numerical 
data. 

Single-source recollections — evidence based on one person’s memory rather than independently 
verified records. 

Coding (as used in the proposed research protocol) — the process of checking each example and 
marking, one move at a time, whether there’s clear evidence a reader actually used it. A “binary coding 
scheme” is a simple yes/no checklist for this marking. 
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Inter-rater reliability — the rate of agreement between two or more independent people checking the 
same material separately. 

Adjudication process — a clear, documented way of settling a disagreement between raters, rather than 
leaving the decision to one researcher’s own judgment. 
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