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Reviews






Disciplinary Literacy in Primary Schools is a brilliant distillation of an important topic for teachers and leaders. Disciplinary literacy is not always well understood, so this is a timely and valuable book that will prove a boon for busy teachers seeking to develop the literacy knowledge and skills of their pupils. It skilfully synthesises a range of vital literacy topics - from reading, writing, to vocabulary and disciplinary talk - including research, practical tips, and helpful case studies. If you want your pupils to flourish with writing in history, reading in science, or talking in mathematics, then this is the book for you.


Alex Quigley, author and Head of Content & Engagement for the Education Endowment Foundation


This is quite simply excellent. Wilkinson has studied the use of spoken and written language across the curriculum in a powerful and deep study of disciplinary literacy. I highly recommend this to teachers everywhere regardless of phase.


Dame Alison Peacock, Chief Executive, Chartered College of Teaching


This is an extraordinarily important and important book for the primary sector. Underpinned by extensive research, it’s also full of beautiful examples of how to help all our pupils to engage with the deep subject matter of a rich curriculum. If leaders and teachers in primary schools use this, engagement, enjoyment and outcomes will increase on all measures.


Mary Myatt, education writer and speaker


What I found incredibly powerful about this brilliant book was how Shareen translates theory into practice providing ways for colleagues, both primary and secondary, to apply the key ideas shared immediately. The chapters on Disciplinary Literacy and Equity, Diversity and Standard English as well as the subject specific examples were so enlightening and exceptional! I recommend this book to everyone interested in enhancing disciplinary literacy practice in schools.


Yamina Bibi, author and former senior leader




Shareen Wilkinson offers a deeply practical and insightful guide for embedding spoken and written language across the curriculum. Her work empowers school leaders with clear strategies to help pupils access, understand and express complex ideas in every subject. A valuable resource for any school committed to equity and excellence.


Fahri Francis, Headteacher, Franciscan Primary School


An invaluable book for any school wishing to embed Disciplinary Literacy. The book explores the key theories behind disciplinary literacy, whilst also providing practical guidance as to what this can look like in the classroom.


James Taylor, Deputy Headteacher, High View Primary School


The primary sector has waited a long time for a ‘disciplinary literacy book’ that embeds both traditional evidence and finger-on-the-pulse research alongside a wealth of authentic case studies. Wilkinson has managed to draw all of these key ingredients together with a huge helping of common sense. Primary leaders and teachers will welcome a book that values everything that is prioritised in primary schools in such a succinct yet inspiring way. Every subject leader in primary will reach for Wilkinson’s work to ensure that children thrive across the curriculum.


Maddy Barnes, Executive Director of English for The Three Saints Trust and English advisor


Wilkinson skilfully examines disciplinary literacy within the primary sector, emphasising the importance of developing schema through high-quality thinking, discussion, reading, and writing across various subject disciplines. The book includes practical implementation ideas, case studies, and an exploration of curriculum design aimed at removing barriers and promoting educational equity for all students. This is an essential read for school leaders.


Áine Donegan, Deputy Headteacher, Allfarthing Primary School
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About this book






Drawing on the research evidence, Disciplinary Literacy in Primary Schools offers both theoretical and practical examples (through case studies and interviews) of how to support primary pupils in reading, writing and speaking across the subject disciplines. Importantly, it incorporates how this might relate to the curriculum in the early years. This book outlines the ways in which teachers can support pupils to read, write and speak like scientists, geographers and historians. It briefly explores other areas across the curriculum. This professional development resource is essential for all Trust leads, senior leaders, local authority advisers, teachers, curriculum leads and English leads who are passionate about having exemplary and equitable practice across the curriculum.






















A note from the author






There is no set way of delivering disciplinary literacy in primary schools. It all depends on the quality of English reading and writing teaching and whether the school has an ethos of high expectations for all pupils. Therefore, this book offers a way of teaching disciplinary literacy that has been tried and tested, with example case studies. Schools will need to adapt the strategies to suit the needs of their pupils. Although teachers can dip into the various subjects, it is recommended that the introduction, English and history section is also read to maximise the understanding of disciplinary literacy.


This book is written from a primary practitioner lens, sharing research that I have found over the years. Or research that is currently being advocated centrally. For example, from Ofsted (UK school inspection organisation) or the Department for Education (DfE) guidance. I have shared ideas and strategies that have made implementing disciplinary literacy successful. However, these are tailored to the culture and ethos of schools and groups of schools, so organisations will need to adapt the strategies to their own contexts to ensure that disciplinary literacy is age and stage appropriate.
























Chapter 1:



An introduction to disciplinary literacy







Each field of study has its own special ways of using text to create, communicate, and evaluate knowledge…it is vital that students become acquainted with these unique or specialised ways of reading and writing.


(Shanahan, 2019)





Disciplinary literacy explores the ways in which each subject discipline thinks, speaks, writes and reads. The application of this varies across schools, but this book attempts to show a possible approach to this in primary schools. The term disciplinary literacy was originally coined by the Institute of Learning at the University of Pittsburgh in 2002 (McConachie et al, 2010). There are earlier mentions of subject specific skills, but not necessarily using this term, for example, Gee (2004) and Bullock (1975). I am deeply passionate about disciplinary literacy because I have seen how it enables exemplary practice across the curriculum. The principal areas where pupils can complete extended writing within the disciplines are English, history, geography, science and sometimes religious education. Other subjects focus primarily on reading, speaking and thinking within the discipline. There is a difference between reading and writing in English to the complex and often complicated ways that scientists read and write. For example, in English reading, pupils should: make connections; draw inferences; draw on background knowledge; ask questions, visualise; and clarify the meaning of unknown words, as well as monitor comprehension (Bilton et al, 2021, Willingham, 2017, Oakhill et al, 2014, Quigley, 2020 and Tennent, 2014). However, scientists will utilise these strategies, but will also focus on, ‘synthesising information, gaining new ideas, evaluating claims, seeking explanations, and deepening understanding ’ (Fang and Colosimo, 2024) and historians make interpretations from historical sources or ‘compare and contrast’ information.


Gabriel and Wenz (2017, p. 3) illuminate disciplinary literacy further:




 …rather than developing a general toolbox of literacy skills to apply across disciplines, the goal of disciplinary literacy instruction from this perspective is for adolescents to develop multiple sets of highly specialised literacy tools that allow them to ‘read like an historian’ or ‘write like a scientist’.





Gabriel and Wenz (2017) make an important note that disciplinary literacy is not just about generic literacy skills across the curriculum but about improving and enhancing literacy within other subjects. Pupils are drawing on their knowledge of English reading (e.g. decoding words, reading from left to right) in science, but they are also beginning to learn the way that scientists read. Often, the phrases, ‘Speak like a scientist/historian/artist’ etc. are used to describe what this might mean in practice through exploring how scientists or historians carry out their work (Fang & Colosimo, 2024, Shanahan, 2019, Mortimore, 2020). For me, disciplinary literacy is about an ethic of excellence in the primary classroom and accepting high quality work from pupils (Thompson, 2022). From my experience, English and mathematics books tend to be of higher quality than the foundation subjects (e.g. geography, history, religious education, etc.) Disciplinary literacy ensures that pupils are producing exemplary writing/work (and/or oral discussions) in these subjects.


Disciplinary literacy is based on the premise that pupils need both knowledge of facts and timelines (substantive) and knowledge of how historians acquire their knowledge (disciplinary) or subject-specific skills. This distinction of knowledge might not be essential for all subjects, but is an excellent starting point for understanding what historians or scientists might explore at a primary level. Importantly, pupils need to have a strong grasp of English as a subject discipline before embarking on reading and writing across the curriculum, especially in primary schools.


Examples of substantive and disciplinary knowledge:
















	Substantive knowledge


	Disciplinary knowledge







	

Science knowledge of:


– parts of the flower


– process of solids, liquids and gases


– theory of evolution.



	

Understanding the skills that scientists need to acquire this knowledge:


– predictions


– conclusions


– analysis


– identifying and classifying


– making observations


– recording data


– tables and diagrams.











Other ways of describing knowledge:




	Knowing that – declarative knowledge, e.g. knowing number bonds to 10 or fractions, decimals and percentages (mathematics).



	Knowing how – procedural knowledge, e.g. knowing how to design a webpage (digital skills) (Ofsted, 2021).






The research into disciplinary literacy for primary school pupils as opposed to secondary school research (Ortlieb, E. Kane, B.D. Cheek, E.H. Jr. eds., 2024) is not as extensive, so it requires more guidance for primary teachers. It is the reason why I chose to write this book, in the hope that some of the research can be translated into practice. We are not expecting pupils to be experts at reading or writing like scientists, but we are preparing them for the background knowledge needed to be competent readers, and formal language structures that they will need when they reach secondary school.




What could disciplinary literacy look like in primary schools?


Research on disciplinary literacy for elementary or primary pupils primarily focuses on laying the groundwork for the more advanced subject-specific literacy skills that will be developed in secondary education. Primary teachers might be doing many aspects of ‘disciplinary literacy’ already but will use different language. I have certainly seen pupils writing across the curriculum, but do not necessarily use this term. Below is a summary of the key discourse from the research.




Building foundational knowledge


The focus for primary pupils is on developing strong foundational literacy skills. Professor Timothy Shanahan and colleagues (2008 and 2014) emphasise that disciplinary literacy depends on basic literacy and advocate a three-tier system, so that it is developmentally appropriate. The information below includes some of the key discourse in this area.


Tier 1 – Basic literacy includes:




	Phonemic awareness



	phonics



	oral reading fluency



	vocabulary and encounters with subject specific vocabulary



	reading comprehension



	early exposure to disciplinary texts, such a stories to introduce concepts.






I would also like to add early mathematical skills.


Tier 2 – Intermediate literacy includes:




	Using increasingly complex spelling strategies (e.g. prefixes and suffixes).



	General reading comprehension strategies (e.g. prediction, summarising and visualising).






Tier 3 – Disciplinary literacy includes:




	Middle and high school pupils learning to read and write within the disciplines.



	Subject-specific literacy and being aware of the different ways that scientists, mathematicians and historians navigate their subject.



	Building ‘habits in the mind’, enabling pupils to think and speak within a discipline.






(Shanahan et al, 2008 and 2014, Condie et al, 2016, DfES, 2023 and Colwell et al, 2023)


Colwell et al (2023) further break down this approach for elementary or primary pupils into ‘core disciplinary skills’. These might be helpful for primary teachers who are wanting to use aspects of disciplinary literacy in their classrooms. In their research paper, they studied the impact of disciplinary literacy on elementary pupils. It concluded that disciplinary literacy was beneficial for pupils, but teachers needed further training to support them with their subject knowledge. The research focused on the following elements of teaching:




	Recognising and comprehending multiple text types – understanding the difference between disciplinary texts. Knowing their features so that they support comprehension.



	Analysing texts – knowing the different ways that texts can be analysed, e.g. read like a scientist or geographer.



	Using discipline-specific language – understanding vocabulary and language structures of the different subject disciplines.



	Communicating an argument, rationalisation or understanding – communication of disciplinary knowledge using the style of a particular discipline.






(Source: Colwell et al, 2023)


In summary, while full disciplinary literacy is not a major focus in primary schools, researchers suggest exposing pupils to a variety of disciplinary texts early and having opportunities to analyse texts as well as communicate within the disciplines. The importance of reading historical, scientific or geographical texts has been widely documented as an essential aspect of building background knowledge and thus improving reading comprehension and supporting all pupils to flourish (Willingham, 2017, Oakhill, Cain and Elbro, 2014 and Tennent, 2014). It is not ignoring the fact that pupils need to learn more generalised ways of reading, writing and speaking before they can learn and apply more specialised ways in other subject disciplines. Conversely, research also shows that writing about texts in science, history and literature also enhances both reading comprehension and content learning (Graham and Herbert, 2010).


In a study led by Burke and Kennedy (2024) in Irish primary classrooms, many teachers reported that pupils found the focus on thinking like a scientist or writing like an historian interesting and engaging. Indeed, it offers the opportunity for those who favour history or geography to write about topics that interest them. In the primary years, it is vital that English is mastered, but it is also about building strong literacy connections across the curriculum and enhancing literacy learning (Burke and Kennedy, 2024).


In short, we might not be expecting very young pupils to read and write like we do at KS2, but we can ask disciplinary questions (e.g. In history, when looking at toys, how is this similar or different to your toys?) and prepare pupils for the knowledge and vocabulary that they will need in the future, while still embracing the EYFS curriculum. The key aim of the EYFS and KS1 curriculum is to ensure that pupils are competent in their foundational knowledge first. They need to ensure that they can say and write a sentence and are competent at handwriting and spelling (Ofsted, 2024).


Foundational knowledge:




	How to compose simple sentences orally.



	How to hold a pencil correctly and form letters and numbers.



	How to spell.



	How to become a fluent reader.






(Source: Ofsted, 2024)


However, Ippolito et al (2024) in their book Disciplinary Literacy Inquiry & Instruction, argue that ‘in an age where we are teaching strong foundational skills, we cannot be seduced into believing that phonics and decoding skills alone will translate seamlessly into later sophisticated comprehension and disciplinary literacy skills.’ In essence, and this may sound obvious, teaching the foundational knowledge alone may not be enough to secure more complex reading strategies that pupils will need in the later primary years. Pupils need exposure to disciplinary texts from an early age to build the foundations for learning across the disciplines, as mentioned by Shanahan (2008) above.


This includes:




	Providing access or reading aloud non-fiction texts focused on science, history, mathematics, geography and so on.



	Including informational texts in classroom libraries and read-aloud activities.



	Exposing pupils to read various text types and writing for different purposes and audiences.



	Introduction of disciplinary concepts from the early years (covered later in this chapter).











Disciplinary literacy tree (Quigley et al, 2021a and Butlin, 2023)


The Education Endowment Foundation (Quigley et al, 2021a) uses the ‘disciplinary literacy tree’ to explain the development of these skills, as pupils move through a primary school. This might be helpful for schools when planning disciplinary literacy.




	Early years and KS1: forming the roots with foundational reading and writing skills.



	KS2: the tree begins to branch into different subject domains.






If disciplinary literacy is seen as a fundamental way of improving literacy in secondary classrooms (Quigley et al. 2021a and Moje, 2008) then we can prepare pupils and build on this notion in primary schools. The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) secondary literacy guidance embodies the notion that ‘literacy skills are both general and subject specific’ and that all teachers are responsible for teaching reading, writing and speaking within their subject disciplines. This is different in primary, where teachers largely teach all subjects. For this book, the ideas put forward are firmly grounded in primary practice and use the subject-specific aspects of a particular subject according to a school’s primary curriculum and the expectations within it. This book does not attempt to teach secondary aspects in primary but embraces the age and stage of the pupils. As Shanahan (2019) explains in his paper on disciplinary literacy in primary schools, complex concepts should be introduced as ‘oral language’ concepts from the time pupils start school.


The table below exemplifies the subject-specific ways that we might write in primary schools. Indeed, these are pitched to primary level and are the building blocks for the future. This is not an exhaustive list but seeks to exemplify the possible differences.




















	Write like a writer


	Write like a scientist


	Write like a geographer


	Write like an historian







	

Content might include:


Fiction


– descriptive vocabulary


– metaphors


– similes


– idioms


– adjectives


– noun phrases.


Non-fiction


– headings and subheadings


– diagrams


– expanded noun phrases


– formal language.


It might also include knowledge of:


– audience and purpose


– poetry


– fiction


– non-fiction and draw on research.



	

Content might include:


– scientific vocabulary


– predictions


– conclusions


– analysis


– identifying and classifying


– making observations


– recording data


– tables and diagrams.


It might also include knowledge of:


– plants


– the solar system


– living things and their habitats


– the human digestive system, etc.



	

Content might include:


– geographical vocabulary


– collecting, analysing and communicating a range of data


– fieldwork


– interpreting sources of geographical information


– using maps, diagrams, globes and aerial photographs


– communicating geographical information through writing at length.


It might also include knowledge of:


– world countries


– rivers, mountains or volcanoes


– the water cycle.



	

Content might include:


– historical vocabulary


– the concept of continuity and change


– making connections, drawing contrasts and analysing trends


– structured accounts of events


– analysis of events


– exploring contrasting arguments and interpretations.


It might also include knowledge of:


– the Romans


– the ancient Greeks


– the Victorians, etc.








	

Generic writing aspects (across all writing)


– Capital letters, full stops and other punctuation.


– Subordinate clauses and multi-clause sentences.


– Heading and sub-headings.


– Paragraphs.


– Formal or academic language.











(Source: Adapted from the Primary National Curriculum for England, 2014)




Further examples of the differences between reading, writing and thinking across the subjects


Lent, R. (2017) Disciplinary literacy: a shift that makes sense. https://ascd.org/el/articles/disciplinary-literacy-a-shift-that-makes-sense (Accessed: 01/04/2025)


Burke, P. and Kennedy, E. (2024) “Why Do You Think That?” Exploring disciplinary literacy in elementary science, history and visual arts, Read Teach, 77, 642–652. https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr.2283 (Accessed: 01/04/2025)













The importance of building schema from the early years


If we are to start the concept of disciplinary literacy early in primary schools, then the notion of schema or building a mental model is important. Schema can be described as a mental structure of organising complex bodies of knowledge in the mind. Very often, this concept is not always understood by all teachers, and can lead to a fragmented, rather than sequenced approach to learning throughout the primary years. The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) is the building block and starting point for this learning. These might be basic to begin with, but are deliberately sequenced to build knowledge as pupils move through the primary years. The difference between novices and experts (Haley and Lohr, 2018) is that experts build on the knowledge they already have and connect them together. Novices need concepts to be built up and this needs to be made explicit to them (Benner, 1982). Pupils need to learn new ideas by building on what they already know (Ausubel, 1968).


Cottingham explores how early encounters are important for building schema:




An efficient way to form these complex bodies of knowledge is maybe to teach more generalised ideas first and then help students to connect the details to these ideas.


(Cottinghatt, 2023)





In addition, Ippolito et al (2024) stress the importance of starting early:




We believe that disciplinary literacy ways of thinking and working should be taught in age-appropriate ways as early as kindergarten…these are to adopt habits that can be later refined and shaped.





Importantly, ‘once this knowledge has been forged, it acts as an arm which reaches out as a hook to welcome new knowledge.’ (Fayez, 2021). Fayez elucidates the fundamental aspect of why starting early is important – it means that pupils can access the curriculum, especially those with special educational needs and those who have not had the opportunity to read widely.


Within nursery and reception classes, pupils are not taught the subjects discretely (for example, history, geography or science). These are covered as part of the Areas of Learning, where knowledge and understanding of the world might be the best connection to these subjects. However, ‘it makes sense to consider how early learning in understanding the world will give pupils the foundational concepts and vocabulary to help them to learn geography when they are older.’ (Grenier et al, 2023). Early years teachers need to be cognisant of how this might benefit pupils in the future. Additionally, KS1 teachers need to build on those experiences and help pupils to make the connections. For example, a timetable with visual images of what is happening throughout the day in the Reception classroom, might begin the foundations of what chronology means in history. When pupils reach Year 1, teachers can remind pupils that they explored the times of the day in Reception and make these connections for pupils (Grenier et al, 2023).


Although areas such as history, geography and science can be covered by the EYFS Knowledge and Understanding of the World, other areas of learning also support pupils with their background knowledge. Stories have a vital role in promoting communication and language development, but they can also begin to develop a pupil’s understanding of the past through exploring fairy tales and taking pupils to different worlds that embed a sense of space and place in geography. Even areas like mathematics can embed the concept of sequencing, which might support the concept of chronology early on. These areas give pupils important experiences and help to build rich schemata as they move through the primary years.
















	History (monarchy and power)







	
Nursery


Literacy 


– Engage in extended conversations about stories, learning new vocabulary (historical stories, fairy tales, and stories that build rich schemata)


Mathematics


– Begin to describe a sequence of events, real or fictional, using words such as ‘first’, ‘then…’  (concept of chronology)


Knowledge and understanding of the world


 Begin to make sense of their own life-story and family’s history


– Show interest in different occupations (e.g. superheroes link to significant people in history)


– Make connections between the features of their family and other families



	

Reception


Physical development


– Dressing up as kings and queens


Literacy


– Know that in fairy tales kings/queens are important, powerful people who rule over others


Year 1 and/or 2


– To know that a monarch in the UK is a king or queen


– To begin to understand that power is exercised in different ways in different cultures, times and groups, e.g. monarchy


– To know that Britain was organised into kingdoms and these were governed by monarchs








	

Blandishment








	

Pupils have no schemata to draw on











In the first example, the substantive concepts of monarchy and power can be explored with young pupils in most areas of learning. This might start with reading stories about kings and queens, dressing up in the role-play area and drawing on pupils’ own family stories to build a sense of hierarchy. This puts pupils in a stronger position to learn about monarchy and power as they move through the primary years, and certainly prepares them in Years 1 and 2 where they might study kings and queens in more depth. There is a case for exploring concepts. For example, ‘adult interaction is crucial. We need to think about how we help pupils to develop their early scientific skills in observation.’ (Grenier et al, 2023). These earlier encounters support pupils to build on their new knowledge. If they have no schema to draw on, like a novice learner being presented with the word ‘blandishment’ (intentionally flattering or pleasing action) without reference to prior knowledge, then it might take pupils longer to embed knowledge into their long-term memory. Yet, if we make connections to real life experiences, then ‘blandishment’ might not be so abstract at all and seeks to expand a pupil’s vocabulary.


Among this knowledge are what we call ‘substantive concepts’. These are concepts that that can be explored across any historical event. For example, if we look at the concept of ‘power’, this can be explored from Nursery to KS2 and beyond and across different historical events.


Substantive concept: power and monarchy:
















	Nursery


	Reception


	Year 1


	Year 2







	

Dressing up as kings and queens


Reading fairy tales



	

Reading fairy tales


Exploring their own families


Superheroes


(links to significant people)



	

Exploring Queen Elizabeth II



	

Exploring Henry VIII











There do not seem to be any agreements about what substantive concepts to study. However, the ones that are frequently explored are power, migration, hierarchy, beliefs and trade.







Key tips for implementing disciplinary literacy


Before embarking on implementing disciplinary literacy across the primary curriculum and gaining the benefits (see appendix), there some key fundamentals that need to be in place, for it to be successfully fulfilled. Here are my suggestions:




	In primary schools, where we typically teach most subjects and have the same teachers, there might be some overlap with other subjects and some cross-curricular writing. It really does not matter and we should not be pedantic, especially in KS1! The aim is to prepare pupils and for them to gain a deeper understanding of the subject disciplines.



	Disciplinary literacy relies on an excellent English curriculum. Schools need to ensure that they are teaching high quality English lessons, where pupils are taught to read, write and speak to a high standard. This will make it easier to seamlessly move to other subjects. Of course, adaptations should be made to the curriculum so that all pupils can achieve.



	Teachers and pupils need to work out what the substantive and disciplinary knowledge is for each subject. It might not be necessary for subjects like English or music.



	There is no expectation that EYFS and KS1 pupils will write long and detailed essays. Disciplinary literacy needs to be age and stage appropriate. It might start off as oral at first, with short sentences that are within a particular discipline.



	Beyond disciplinary literacy, an excellent curriculum should be sequenced and progressive and build rich schemata. For example, learning about how plants grow in nursery will support pupils when they explore the parts of plants in more depth when they reach KS1. Teachers and schools have deliberately considered how learning can be built upon.



	From experience, explicit and implicit teaching of vocabulary needs to be embedded and discussed across the curriculum. A key part of disciplinary literacy is to use, apply and understand key vocabulary to access core concepts. For example, learning about the terms ‘evaporation’ and ‘condensation’ in science is important for building knowledge.



	For other subjects, the work produced should be within the discipline, even if pupils are not writing at any length.



	Taking part in disciplinary literacy should not prevent a topic or thematic approach to the curriculum. Schools can still link subjects and topics where they are relevant. Similarly, disciplinary literacy can still continue as part of continuous provision in KS1.






As pupils progress through primary school, and from looking at the research, I feel there is an opportunity for primary teachers and leaders to:




	Explore subject-specific vocabulary.



	Ask and answer disciplinary questions.



	Deliberately sequence the curriculum so that it is progressive and builds on what pupils already know.



	Read non-fiction texts to pupils and use texts to explore disciplinary concepts, e.g. read a book about the life cycle in science.



	Analyse and discuss the key features of disciplinary texts.



	Begin to write within the discipline, especially by the end of KS2.



	Discover how different disciplines approach debates and arguments.






All these aspects are covered throughout the book as part of the main text or are within the case studies and interviews.




Further information on primary school disciplinary literacy


Bedrock Learning (2022): Disciplinary literacy tips from primary and secondary experts. https://primary.bedrocklearning.org/literacy-blogs/disciplinary-literacy-tips-from-literacy-experts/ (Accessed: 04/04/25)


Collier, K. (2023) Empowering elementary students with disciplinary literacy. www.edutopia.org/article/disciplinary-literacy-empowers-elementary-students (Accessed: 04/04/25)


Wilkinson, S. (2025) Disciplinary literacy – how senior leaders can implement it. www.teachwire.net/news/disciplinary-literacy-how-to-primary/ (Accessed: 10/5/25)










Disciplinary literacy: knowledge and critical thinking skills


The disciplinary literacy approach sits firmly within the notion of understanding the subject disciplines as part of a knowledge-rich curriculum as opposed to a set of generalised skills. Knowledge-rich can be simplified as a ‘well-sequenced curriculum that is underpinned by an understanding of how children learn…it must be based on a rich conception of knowledge that includes the skills and attitudes that contribute to success.’ (Quigley, 2019). It emphasises the importance of careful sequencing and coherence, explicit teaching and long-term retention of knowledge. In addition, it facilitates critical thinking skills. This section will touch on the discourse on having a core knowledge curriculum and explore some of the critiques around this curriculum approach.


Back in 2013, when the notion of a core knowledge curriculum was first introduced centrally to schools, the work of E.D. Hirsch was frequently referenced. Hirsch, who is the founder of the Core Knowledge Foundation, has been an influence upon the current curriculum focus in England (Hirsch, 2003). Hirsch’s theory is that subject-specific knowledge (or domain knowledge) is a foundation for new knowledge, helping students commit this knowledge to long-term memory, and that core knowledge emphasises specific information that pupils need to learn, e.g. important events in history. The quote below exemplifies his theory on domain knowledge:




If we are reading a story about a baseball game in the newspaper sports section, we must typically know quite a lot about baseball to comprehend what is being said. Words have multiple purposes and their meaning in a particular instance is cued by the reader’s domain knowledge.


(Hirsch, 2003, p.17)





Hirsch (2003) intimates that the language used by baseball players will be more comprehensive for pupils who have the domain knowledge of how to play baseball than those who are not exposed. He also describes comprehension strategies, such as inference and deduction, predicting or classifying, as insignificant after time (Hirsch, 2003). By devoting a small amount of time to comprehension strategies and focussing on domain knowledge, Hirsch (2003) states that this will be sufficient in improving reading comprehension, especially for pupils from poorer backgrounds.


However, a knowledge-rich curriculum also needs to be aware of diversity. Kara (2024) in her book, The Diverse Curriculum, calls for educators to be conscious of what the purported ‘core’ knowledge entails. Schema development (discussed earlier in this chapter) can be positive, but it can also form negative stereotypes of groups in society. How do young pupils develop schemata about disability or race? Does the curriculum represent groups who have been erased from the core knowledge of the national curriculum. For example, what scientists are represented and are seen as important? Although the focus on core knowledge is well meaning, it does need to address and notice issues of diversity and inclusion that make all pupils feel like they belong in the curriculum. Perhaps Christine Counsell’s (2018) notion of ‘core’ and ‘hinterland’ knowledge is useful here. Essentially, the core is the key knowledge that pupils need to know, the stuff that they will remember. The hinterland is the background, which could be a ‘story’ that benefits the core. Earlier in this chapter, we looked at the importance of building schema in the early years and these earlier experiences of reading stories, etc. help to build the hinterland knowledge. Thus, educators need to be clear about what ‘core’ and ‘hinterland’ knowledge pupils are learning and how this embraces diversity and respects others. This notion is explored further in the section on equity and inclusion.


Another key critique refers explicitly to what Claxton (2007) might term, ‘building young people’s capacity to learn’ or ‘learning to learn’. This includes the kinds of attributes and dispositions needed for all subjects, for example, ‘resilience; resourcefulness; reflectiveness and reciprocity’ (Claxton, 2004). This also entails critical thinking, problem solving and collaborative working. Claxton (2024) emphasises the importance of both aspects of knowledge, ‘the conclusion from work in cognitive science is straightforward: we must ensure that pupils acquire background knowledge in parallel with practising critical thinking skills.’ Furthermore, Alexander (2010) comments that, ‘pupils do not need to know lots of dates. They can look that information up on Google and store it on their mobile phones.’ Skills are depicted as a way for pupils to develop their creative and critical thinking, so that they are independent thinkers, supporting future flexibility (Alexander, 2010 and Vail, 1997).


Hargreaves (2001) comments that young people will need lifelong learning skills to meet the demands of a changing working environment, ‘teachers and schools must stop serving as role models of fading career structures…and begin to model people who are team-playing, networking and community-supporting.’ Moreover, Lawton (1998) comments that there is an important gap between knowledge and twenty-first century skills needed for the changing environment in which we live. In addition, Trilling and Fadel (2009) strongly recommend that young people and pupils need learning skills, information and technology skills and life or career skills. There are many academics who are interested in developing transferable skills needed for work and future roles.


Another perspective is seen by Fang and Colosimo (2024). They argue that disciplinary literacy will prepare pupils for being citizens of the world and for current scientific issues that appear in the media: ‘headlines in newspapers and websites require critical analysis as these reports can be distorted from the original source.’ Being able to analyse sources and have a critical view of what is happening will be a key skill within the digital age, where information is freely available. Brock et al (2014) explain that young pupils are accessing content online and that we need to support pupils to take a ‘critical stance’ when encountering texts online and in print. This means that the need for critical analysis and checking sources of evidence is even more pertinent for the digital age.


Although the discourse presents a dichotomy between knowledge and skills, Yandell (2023) dispels this myth by stating the following:




	Knowledge and skills are interdependent, not opposing forces.



	Critical thinking and problem-solving require a strong knowledge base.






As an educator, there is space for both to co-exist if we are to truly empower our young pupils. This is especially true in the early years where so much is focused on self-regulation and building independence skills. For example, putting on your coat and washing your hands. Early years pupils need a focus on life-skills to thrive in the future. In primary, our curriculum enrichment opportunities (e.g. attending trips, forest school and sporting events), as well as a sequenced and progressive curriculum, enable pupils to build resilience and critical thinking skills.




Further reading


Counsell, C. (2018). Blog. Senior Curriculum Leadership 1: The indirect manifestation of knowledge: (A) curriculum as narrative. https://thedignityofthethingblog.wordpress.com/2018/04/07/senior-curriculum-leadership-1-the-indirect-manifestation-of-knowledge-a-curriculum-as-narrative/ (Accessed: 04/04/25)










Disciplinary literacy and connections with metacognition




Metacognition is specifically about the ways learners can monitor and purposefully direct their learning, for example by deciding that a particular strategy for memorisation is likely to be successful, monitor whether it has indeed been successful, and then deliberately change (or not change) their memorisation method based on that evidence.


(Muijs, 2020)





As discussed, disciplinary literacy has many benefits, both for subjects and for future learning, and it is also a metacognitive approach. The research into metacognition is extensive and has been recognised as a proven way of supporting pupils with making rapid progress in the classroom, culminating into 8+ months progress for primary pupils (Quigley et al, 2021b). Disciplinary literacy (or subject-specific reading, writing, speaking and thinking) is a form of metacognition where pupils need to plan, evaluate and monitor their work. A detailed knowledge of a subject and being able to articulate your thought-process is a key aspect of metacognition.




[image: Diagram showing the cognitive process of solving a math word problem. It centres on the task of finding Jasmine's money and highlights the interplay of metacognition and three sequential stages: Planning (choosing an algebraic strategy), Monitoring (checking for understanding), and Evaluation (reflecting on progress).]

Figure 1.1 Using a maths question to demonstrate metacognition







Extended Descriptions

Image is a diagram outlining the problem-solving process for a math word problem about Mason and Jasmine's money. It illustrates how Metacognition, the self-awareness of one's own problem-solving approach, informs the three sequential steps of Planning, Monitoring, and Evaluation. The diagram shows that the cognitive step of translating the word problem into an equation is central to this process, allowing the solver to plan an algebraic approach, monitor their understanding by recognizing it as a simultaneous equation, and evaluate the success of that step in moving them forward.




(Source: Quigley, A., Muijs, D. & Stringer, E. (2021b). from: Metacognition and Self-Regulated Learning: Guidance Report. Education Endowment Foundation)


The example above demonstrates how pupils are encouraged to articulate their thought-process when planning, monitoring and evaluating their strategies. It can be more helpful for pupils to shorten this to, ‘plan, do and review’. From the example, it is about articulating your thought-process. Metacognition is time limited and is not needed to be made explicit once pupils have mastered a concept. However, for pupils with special educational needs in mainstream classrooms, the EEF (2021b) guidance states that metacognition, with a particular focus on explicit instruction, is particularly powerful.




How do the seven steps of metacognition fit into the disciplinary literacy?


The seven-step process of metacognition fits in perfectly with any disciplinary literacy in the classroom. To be able to speak like a scientist or historian requires detailed knowledge of the subject discipline which can be enabled through explicit teaching. Several schools use the gradual release of responsibility to model this (for example, ‘I do, We do, You do’), which is a cyclical process (Fisher and Frey, 2010), and the seven-steps help to break this down further. Throughout my career, the main area that is missed out, is the ‘I do’ section where teachers and other adults need to explicitly model their thought-process. This is essential for disciplinary literacy because pupils will need plenty of examples and scaffolds to support them with their own work within the disciplines.


To illustrate this it is helpful to look at the seven-step model for teaching metacognitive strategies (Table 1.1).


Table 1.1 The seven-step model for teaching metacognitive strategies




















	Strategy: Taken from Quigley et al (2021b)


	History: Speaking like an historian


	English: Speaking like a reader


	Mathematics: Thinking and speaking like a mathematician







	

Activating prior knowledge



	

The teacher draws on knowledge of past monarchs when looking at historical significance.


‘I recall that significant people impact our lives today.’



	

The teacher draws on their predictions for the text when reading.


‘I think this is going to be about…because this reminds me of…’



	

The teacher draws on knowledge of past word problems.


‘I remember using this strategy.’








	

Explicit strategy instruction



	

The teacher models their thought-process when writing about an historically significant monarch. Modelling the planning and reviewing process.


‘I am going to use this word because… I do not want informal language here because…’



	

The teacher models their thought-process whilst reading a text, using reading comprehension strategies. Modelling questioning and ideas.


‘I wonder what this word means?’ ‘I think that she is lonely in this part of the story because…’



	

The teacher models their thought-process and articulates the calculations, estimates and strategies they are going to use.








	

Modelling of learned strategy



	

The teacher uses the notes and discussion on a significant monarch to write the first section, focusing on Who? What? Where? and Why?



	

The teacher continues to model the ‘think aloud’ strategy. Focussing on important ways to read a text, e.g. visualise, make predictions, summarise etc.



	

The teacher models the strategy for working out the calculation.








	

Memorisation of learned strategy



	

The teacher discusses the first section of writing through purposeful talk time.


‘Why is this person significant? What have I used to demonstrate this?’



	

The teacher encourages talk time though discussing the text.



	

The teacher encourages talk time through discussing and critiquing the strategy she/he has used or has used an example to critique.








	

Guided practice



	

The teacher models the second section with the whole class and asks for ideas to contribute.



	

The teacher continues to model, encouraging the pupils to contribute to the discussion.



	

The teacher reviews another calculation and the pupils work as a class to look at the steps to completing it.








	

Independent practice



	

Pupils complete their own disciplinary writing and review whether they have been successful.



	

Pupils use reading comprehension strategies and review whether they have been successful. They summarise key aspects that they have learned.



	

Pupils use the problem-solving strategy to complete their own calculations and review whether they have been successful.
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1. Planning:

‘I need to think about
how we have done
these problems
before and choose
the best strategy.

... [ know, I'll start by
writing the problem
as an algebraic
equation.”

METACOGNITION

My knowledge of myself (my approach to
maths problems); the task (what do |
know about this type of problem); and
strategies (different ways to solve them).

TASK:

Mason and Jasmine have £5
between them. Mason has 90p
more than Jasmine. How much

money does Jasmine have?

COGNITION
Translating the words into an equation.

3. Evaluation

‘Writing out the
equations has
successfully moved
me on to the next
step with this task.”

2. Monitoring

'Has this improved
my understanding of
the task?

Yes, it now looks like
a type of problem I'm
familiar with: a
simultaneous
equation.”






