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Defining the 
problems

We all know of weak readers: students who shy away from reading in class, lack fluency, have narrow 

vocabularies and find it difficult to comprehend what they have just read. These students have a 

reading age below their chronological age, and need careful support to improve their reading ability. 

Numbers vary from year group to year group, but the issues are familiar to most classrooms

Generally speaking, we know how to help these students, either through interventions,. However as 

hard as we work this doesn’t mean we are always successful – barriers to improving reading are 

considerable and resources and expertise can often be stretched. For instance during lockdown it is a 

lot harder to run interventions to a successful extent no matter how good the intentions.

The real challenge in the classroom is not so much teaching children how to read, but teaching 

children how to read to learn. This is not just semantics: it’s a reorientation away from the notion of 

reading as being some kind of general ability that students can deploy equally across the curriculum. It 

involves seeing reading in terms of specific disciplinary practices.

Reading in religious studies is not the same as reading in geography; what scientists read and how 

they read it is very different to the reading processes undertaken by mathematicians. Similarly, being a 

good reader in English – being able to interpret characters and themes in stories – doesn’t really help 

in learning the process of evolution from a biology textbook. These reading ‘skills’ are not transferable.

What is needed is an approach that recognises these differences – what is needed is a focus on 

disciplinary reading.



What do you mean?

• “find the solution…”

• “Start your argument…”

• “Here is a theory…”

• “What is a cell…”

What do these teacher phrases have in common?

They all have different meanings depending on the context, domain or the subject that the 
student is studying. Students, particularly at secondary school, will be faced with a huge 
amount of new vocabulary where they may already know a meaning however are unaware 
that it has another or multiple other meanings when used within a particular subject or 
discipline.



Disciplinary Literacy

Disciplinary literacy is a fundamental holistic approach to improving literacy in all subject

It recognises that literacy skills are both general and subject specific, emphasising the value of supporting teachers of every subject to teach students how to 

read, write and communicate effectively.

It is an understanding of the increasingly specialised secondary school curriculum, there is a growing need to ensure that students are trained to access the 

academic language and conventions of different subjects. 

Strategies grounded in disciplinary literacy aim to meet this need, building on the premise that each subject has its own unique language, ways of knowing, 

doing, and communicating.

By anchoring literacy clearly in subjects, disciplinary literacy aims to support students to develop relevant ‘disciplinary habits of mind’. 

These are subtle but important differences in reading in subject specific ways.‘ For example, in Biology, a student may read an informational text about 

photosynthesis and assume that is it an authoritative account, suppressing thoughts about the author of the text. In contrast, in the English classroom, a 

student could read with an active awareness of the author and the context in which the text was authored. For maths teachers, explicitly teaching 

mathematical vocabulary and specific reading strategies for written problems could support students to read like mathematicians.





Why bother?

• If students understand that a discipline has its own vocabulary and discourse it will help them to understand the 
epistemological similarities and differences between subjects; it helps them understand ‘how things work’.

• Using this vocabulary promotes discursive fluency. We want students to be literate in our subject. This means using 
disciplinary language confidently. Gradually learning disciplinary vocabulary allows a student to build up their 
knowledge and in turn they should be able to discuss the knowledge more fluently. They become literate in the 
subject’s discourse and can hold a relatively complex discussion using this vocabulary and understanding what 
someone else means when they use it. The knowledge and use of this domain specific vocabulary becomes a 
foundation for their learning.

• Using disciplinary vocabulary promotes the academic nature of study. If we avoid using it because we feel it is too 
challenging or even boring, we aren’t presenting a subject in its true light. Teachers’ jobs are to take an academic 
discipline and make it as accessible but challenging as possible for students. We’re not expecting them to be 
university level academics in year 7 but introducing them to this discourse makes them part of the discipline from 
early on.



How?

• Using language and subject specific vocabulary is part of 

disciplinary discourse and ‘making meaning’ within a subject.

• Each subject or discipline has its own rules and ‘language games’ 

(cf Wittgenstein 1958) that are played within it. In simple terms, 

students need to learn the ‘rules of the game’ that they’re currently 

playing and that these rules may differ when they work in different 

subjects. We need to be aware of these and be explicit about them 

with our students. This includes the vocabulary used within the 

discipline. Disciplinary literacy is a crucial part of their 

understanding of a subject

• The range of disciplines we initiate students into can be a cognitive 

challenge to our students, especially coming to secondary school 

having 10 different teachers speaking 10 different ‘languages’. This 

is a kind of disciplinary ‘code-switching’. They need to ‘code-switch’ 

between the language they use in each lesson and get their heads 

into the discipline they’re in. So what can we do to initiate and 

support them into the disciplinary discourse of our subject?



Know your words

• The problem in some cases is that subject specialists 

may know their vocabulary but may not appreciate that 

the same word means something different in another 

subject.



Temporary 
Definitions

Whilst it is important for us to use disciplinary vocabulary, it is 

also important that it is used contextually and is appropriate for 

students to understand it at the level that is needed for their 

current level of study. Roy Watson-Davis calls this ‘access 

language’. Sometimes we need to simplify things for younger 

students that might not actually be 100% accurate for high level 

study. I don’t think this is an issue. We can be really clear to 

students on this “I’m going to tell you a definition of X that I 

have simplified. If you go on to study this further you will learn a 

more complex definition”



Knowledge then 
understanding or 
understanding then 
knowing?

“simple exposure to disciplinary discourse is not enough for students to experience 

disciplinary ways of knowing; students need practice in using disciplinary discourse to 

make meaning for themselves…..” p21 Airey and Linder (2009)

Knowing the vocabulary does not necessarily lead to true understanding or full 

engagement in disciplinary discourse. Students can use vocabulary fluently but still not 

have a complex understanding of how it works and links to other concepts (‘discourse 

imitation’). 

In some subjects at GCSE we might have students essentially rote learn a set of definitions 

before we teach them. So when we then teach the concepts they already have a ‘instant’ 

definition that they can ‘pin’ their new understanding to. Anecdotally, I think that this is the 

best way for our students to learn the new vocabulary. I think it reduces the cognitive load 

when teaching a new concept. Students will make connections between the words they’ve 

learnt as the definition and the deeper meaning of the word. This is sometimes called an 

“imitation-revelation learning trajectory”..

“Students should be expected to initially make “fuzzy” meaning—that is  that their discourse 

will initially be a poor imitation of disciplinary discourse, but, with appropriate guidance, 

gradually this will spiral towards something closer to the discourse of the discipline and 

they achieve discursive fluency“



Be Explicit

• We should openly tell students that a word has multiple meanings. It 

may be useful to start with any meaning they already have. Possibly 

compare multi-disciplinary meanings if you’re confident in alternative 

meanings. Either give them or get them to write clear definitions.



Use Etymology

Using etymology where possible may help. If students understand the 

root of a word they may then be able to see how there are varying 

definitions. For example, the term ‘cell’ used in science and computing, is 

from from Old French celle or Latin cella, meaning ‘storeroom or 

chamber’. If students know this foundation meaning they can see how it 

relates to the specific disciplinary example.



Questions to ask 
yourself

• Do you know which words in your subject have 

multi-disciplinary meanings?

• How do you introduce these words to students?

• How do you model and repeat the use of these 

words?

• What opportunities do you give for students to 

practice using disciplinary vocabulary in a 

subject?

• How do you ensure that all colleagues within your 

subject use the same definitions and consider 

effective processes for introducing them?


