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Literacy is fundamental for success in 

school and later life. Students who cannot 

read, write and communicate effectively 

are highly unlikely to access the 

challenging curriculum in secondary 

school and are more likely to have poor 

educational outcomes across all subjects.

Improving literacy in secondary schools: a shared responsibility, Ofsted, published April 2013
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Source: Education Policy Institute
Annual Report 2019



The Matthew Effect – 1986, 
Stanovich

“The concept of the Matthew Effect springs from 
findings that individuals who have advantageous 
early educational experiences are able to utilise 
new educational experiences more efficiently” 

p381 Reading Research Quarterly, xxi/4
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Gender gap in literacy skills

53%
of 15 year old girls have 
expected or higher 
reading ability for their 
age compared to…

47%
of boys (this gender 
gap in reading ability 
widens in Secondary 
school)



Gough &Tunmer 1986



Scarborough’s Reading Rope



Reading at 
secondary 
school 

Around  50,000 words needed 
at KS4 to comfortably access 
more dense, complex, 
academic GCSE texts.

Non-fiction texts are 
particularly challenging  - 95%
of words need to be 
understood for full 
comprehension.



Positive Impact of Fluency Instruction and 
modelled reading on Motivation for Reading of 
Struggling Readers (MDPI)



Modelling Reading Fluency 



What is reading comprehension? Catherine Snow

The process of simultaneously extracting and constructing meaning through 
interaction and involvement with written language. 

Comprehension entails 3 elements:

The reader who is doing 
the comprehending 

The text that is to be 
comprehended

The activity in which 
comprehension is a part



How effective is the teaching of reading 
comprehension strategies?

On average, reading comprehension approaches deliver an 
additional six months’ progress.

EEF Teaching and Learning Toolkit



Wanstead High Strategic Readers:

1. Read to fluency, imitating the modelled reading of their teachers who: read to 

punctuation, with expression, at an appropriate pace and self-correct as needed.

2. Reread parts of a text to ensure their understanding.

3. Consider their own prior knowledge of a topic before they read a text.

4. Question what they read before, during and after to clarify their understanding.

5. Know how to skim and scan to retrieve key information.

6. Navigate a non-fiction text knowing the purpose of conventions e.g. italics



Traditional 
Literacy

Disciplinary 
Literacy

Two elements of literacy



#1: Prioritise ‘disciplinary literacy’ across the curriculum



EEF Guidance Report 2019
challenges traditional 
approaches to literacy.

Secondary teachers should ask not 
what they can do for literacy, but 
what literacy can do for them.

The guidance challenges the notion 
that literacy in secondary schools is 
solely the preserve of English 
teachers.
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Differences stem from the way disciplines create, communicate 
and evaluate information.
Shanahan, Shanahan, & Misichia; 2011

Disciplinary reading should be the responsibility of all staff, not the primary responsibility 
of any one member of staff.



Academic code-switching



“There is only so much room in our working 
memory…if we try to put too much stuff in there, we 
lose the story we are trying to follow.”

Dan Willingham: Why students don’t like school



Students need around 50,000 words to comfortably 

access dense, complex academic non-fiction GCSE 

texts.

It’s estimated 95% of words in the text need to be 

accessible for comprehension.



Key messages 
of this EEF 
Guidance 

1. Secondary school teachers to change their 
approach to raising standards of literacy

2. Literacy instruction should be grounded in 
the specific literacy demands of each subject

3. Specific approaches should sit alongside 
more generic literacy approaches already 
adopted

4. Teaching of disciplinary literacy explicitly
should increase all students’ success in these 
subjects



Why should 
subject 
leaders 
prioritise 
disciplinary or 
subject 
specific 
literacy?

Each subject has its own specific literacy demands 
which students need to identify and understand.

Teachers must teach students to read, write and 
communicate in their own academic disciplines.

CPD must be provided for literacy subject 
specificity as well as more generic approaches.



KS3/4 
curriculum 
specialised 
with different 
literacy 
conventions in 
each subject

Each subject has its own unique language 

Students need to develop “disciplinary habits of 
mind” in each subject.

English requires students to write full sentences, 
whereas in Science these might not be useful. 

In Art, students need teaching how to annotate 
their drawings using detailed, specialised 
vocabulary in note form.

In Maths, legibility of workings is crucial.



Chemical change: Supercooled water

In order to freeze, most liquids require impurities 
or the addition of a single crystal for the 
molecules which make up the liquid to start to 
form a solid around. These are known as 
condensation nuclei, and if they are missing (the 
liquid is really pure) then the liquid will not 
freeze. In theory, ultra-pure water can be cooled 
to -48 °C before it will spontaneously turn into a 
solid; however, this is very difficult to achieve.



Extract from a papal bull excommunicating Elizabeth in 1570

Elizabeth, the pretended queen of England and the servant of 
crime has monstrously usurped the place of Supreme Head of 
the Church in all England, reducing the said kingdom into a 
miserable and ruinous condition. We declare the aforesaid
Elizabeth as being a HERETIC and to have incurred the sentence
of excommunication. We do command and charge all people 
not to obey her.



Some Maths 
subject 
specific 

vocabulary

• Factor

• Prime

• Fraction

• Improper

• Value

• Area

• Mean

• Term

These words have specific meanings but are 
different when used in other contexts (false 
friends)



Each subject’s own unique 
reading: Maths 

Equations written in a specific mathematical language.

n(a + b) = na + nb 

Students should be taught how to read this disciplinary 
code.

e.g. Symbols and numbers in brackets have to be read 
before symbols and numbers outside.



GCSE Tricky Word Questions



Challenging GCSE question







Politics students read texts with many 
perspectives and interpretations

To encourage depth and breadth of reading, 
teachers should expose students to multiple
texts. This will support understanding of how 
interpretations are formed. 

e.g. artifacts, cartoons, memoirs, audio and 
video recordings, newspaper articles, maps, 
census data, songs, transcriptions of interviews, 
speeches, paintings, photographs.



Each subject discipline needs to focus on its unique 
reading demands 

Historians read critically, 
considering an author’s 
perspective and date of 

writing, the text’s purpose 
and audience.

Mathematicians read very 
carefully, misinterpretation of 

one word or symbol can 
change  meaning: a mistake 

can result in the wrong 
answer.

Scientists have at least 2 
approaches to reading: 

(i) they read to learn about 
new findings and 

(ii) read with critical eye 
looking for errors or 

departures from scientific 
methods.

Literary critics look for literary 
tropes (recurrent themes) to 

help them interpret a text 
often through a particular 

viewpoint  e.g. Marxist, 
feminist…



“Teachers 
should 
examine their 
subject’s 
unique literacy 
demands…”

• Vocabulary or phrases used typically or 
uniquely 

• Syntax (word order in a sentence)

• Tense and writer’s point of view 

• Reading challenges/barriers

• Writing demands of syllabus

• Exam rubric

• Anything in common with other subjects?

• Any particular literacy misconceptions 
held by students?



Types of writing (thinking) 

▪ Different types of writing we ask students to do (command words)
▪ What is the master writing form(s) in a particular subject?
▪ When does the writing matter most (is not just a vehicle)?

Types of writing

Explain (an advantage)

Describe (a method)

Complete

Analyse

Evaluate (how far do you agree)

Annotate

Calculate

Describe Analyse

Evaluate



Begin looking at disciplinary literacy in 
your subject’s context.

1. As a team, examine your subject’s 
specific/unique literacy barriers 
to understanding?

2. What literacy difficulties cause 
the main obstacles to 
understanding?

3. Which obstacle will you focus on 
first?

4. How do you intend to proceed?

Choose a team member to briefly feedback on 
points 2-4. 



Auditing existing practice…


