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F O R E W O R D

This small book may start a revolution—a revolution that ends

the long and agonizing debates between ‘‘thinking skills’’ and

‘‘content knowledge,’’ between ‘‘teacher expertise’’ and ‘‘central

curriculum,’’ between ‘‘ensuring the basics’’ and ‘‘reaching for the

top.’’ Arguments about these issues have been roiling the education

policy world, often with little impact on the real world of teaching

and teachers. Now, research has produced a new understanding of

how to improve learning and build professional organizations that

learn every day.

This research tells us that there is no struggle between thinking skills and content

knowledge. To the contrary, we cannot effectively teach—or learn—either one

without the other. Drilling on isolated bits of content knowledge, without ensuring

that students use the knowledge thoughtfully, will raise test scores and keep the

big, bad wolf of adequate yearly progress away from the door for another year. But

the only knowledge that will stick, that will be available to build on next month or

next year (or in college), is knowledge that a student has worked to understand.

This is a basic principle of learning. We call it academic rigor (learning rigorous

content) in the thinking curriculum (units of study in which students think and

actively use knowledge on a daily basis). It’s a principle you can count on.

But it is a principle that is difficult to apply alone. It calls for change in virtually

every aspect of how teaching and learning occurs—from the official curriculum

of a district or school, to how teachers work together to design and enact

powerful teaching, to the kinds of disciplinary-specific thinking that is evidenced

in well-structured student discussions. This book provides an in-depth look at

vii



a framework for making these changes. The disciplinary literacy framework,

developed over eight years in collaboration with multiple, diverse urban school

districts, provides the means for schools and school systems to give students at

every level of entering capacity a coherent and intellectually challenging program

of discipline-specific learning in the core subject matters.

The disciplinary literacy (DL) way of working is likely to be new to many

working educators, although it has deep roots in the tradition of liberal education

that once guided educational thinking. For this reason, the DL team has devel-

oped strategies for initiating the program that begins with professional learning

opportunities—including reflection on the experience of learning new disci-

plinary content and collaboration in designing and implementing DL lessons.

The DL framework can also be used to support district- or school-specific

curriculum development efforts.

Because all DL teaching and learning proceeds from the necessary interaction

between thinking skills and content knowledge, the frameworks offer promise

for taming the bear of secondary school reform. The emphasis on disciplinary

knowledge and habits of mind resonates with secondary teachers who value the

discipline they are teaching. Students—even those with initially limited academic

language capability—are given opportunities to engage in sophisticated intellec-

tual work. As part of the curriculum and everyday teaching, teachers attend to the

literacy learning needs of students within content knowledge and habits of think-

ing. Students experience satisfaction and motivation for further academic work

when they are treated as intelligent people who come to class with knowledge and

reasoning skills. Everyone benefits from this reintellectualization of school work

that moves it away from the generic and remedial and brings it back to disciplines.

Content Matters presents a practical and immediately useful way to think about

curriculum, teacher development, and system change. This book is for everyone

who is curious about the revolution in teaching and learning, everyone who cares

about the future of education—educators, college professors who teach preservice

teachers and administrators, members of school boards, legislators, and parents.

As you read this book, you will start to understand how and why this way of teach-

ing and learning is so different from business as usual and why it is so important.

Lauren B. Resnick

Distinguished University Professor

University of Pittsburgh
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P R E F A C E

Content Matters offers teachers and instructional leaders coher-

ent, research-based, and field-tested approaches for developing

literacy in disciplinary teaching. Our vision of literacy reaches beyond

reading strategies into the content areas where literacy instruction

more broadly conceived involves students in reading, speaking, writ-

ing, and habits of thinking as they are practiced in each of the core

disciplines: English language arts, history, mathematics, and science.

This is a book, then, about teaching and learning in the disciplines. It offers cases

of teachers and students in middle and high schools working together in English

language arts, history, mathematics, and science in purposefully sequenced lessons

designed to engage them in cognitively challenging tasks. It is a book about the

ways in which the careful design and use of teaching tools and rituals and routines

can promote disciplinary literacy (DL) and habits of thinking that can evolve

only in classrooms where students talk with each other in rich discussions of

problems using the kinds of evidence and explanations that are specific to each

discipline. We make our case simply: literacy is always rooted in disciplinary

content. Content matters. So do the tasks with which we engage students. And so

do the ways in which students engage each other.

When the Institute for Learning at the University of Pittsburgh introduced the

Disciplinary Literacy Framework in 2002, literacy instruction was almost always

thought of as reading instruction. The prevailing wisdom was that students should

be taught generic reading strategies to apply to any and all texts and that thinking

skills could be taught separately from specific content inquiries. There was very
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little guidance in the field for developing lessons to engage students in the habits

of reading, writing, speaking, and thinking that would help them develop content

knowledge and disciplinary literacy skills. Since then, and partly through the work

of the Institute for Learning in its partnerships with large urban school districts,

the field has begun to shift its views about literacy development and instruction

for middle and secondary school students to a disciplinary-based framework.

Content Matters presents teachers and instructional leaders with the Institute

for Learning’s disciplinary framework in each of the four core content areas. The

chapter authors provide guidance in developing instruction and offer examples

of cognitively challenging sequences of lessons grounded in the five disciplinary

literacy principles:

• Knowledge and thinking—and therefore literacy development—must go

hand in hand.

• Learning is apprenticeship.

• Teachers mentor students as apprentices.

• Classroom culture socializes intelligence.

• Instruction and assessment drive each other.

All of our work proceeds from these principles and the notion that disci-

plinary knowledge always coexists with habits of thinking—and therefore literacy

skills—particular to each discipline. Teaching and learning in the disciplines,

then, involves students in doing the work of the disciplines. In the mathematics

chapter, for example, you will meet students in DL classrooms who are engaged in

solving a cognitively challenging problem to understand the benefits of different

cell phone calling plans by using mathematical habits of thinking such as drawing

on prior knowledge, looking for patterns, conjecturing, and creating different

representations of their solution paths—tables and equations, for instance—in

purposeful ways. They propose and test ideas, tinker with calculations, try easier

problems or known problems before trying the harder problem, and talk with

others about their ideas, calculations, solutions, and misunderstandings. In order

for this kind of disciplinary learning to occur, teachers structure and arrange

students’ participation through cognitively challenging tasks, carefully designed

and sequenced, that reach across days and weeks of class time. Students’ talk with

each other to test their thinking, to share their analyses and explanations of data

and sources, as well as each other’s perspectives, conjectures, and interpretations,
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is at the heart of DL teaching and learning. Disciplinary literacy, in other words,

is inquiry, and inquiry proceeds through Accountable Talk.

If, as we believe, disciplinary literacy stands as an example of an approach to

teaching and learning that challenges students to participate in the intellectual

work of the disciplines, and if, as we know, it invites them to engage in cognitively

challenging problems through carefully designed and sequenced lessons, then in a

real sense, DL asks students to apprentice to academic work and habits of thinking

that they cannot yet do well. Teachers, then, have to develop the lessons and units,

the tasks, and the intellectual scaffolds that provide students with the tools and

the pedagogical rituals and routines that give them access to this work. Principals

and other district leaders also provide teachers with the supports they need to

engage students in DL. They lead by understanding the teaching and learning

that is disciplinary literacy in the core disciplines. They establish communities

of practice in their schools and carve time out of the days for teachers to meet,

develop and redevelop lessons, observe and discuss their practice, and engage

others as learners in DL lessons through networks of distributed leadership.

Content Matters, then, is also a book about instructional leadership in disci-

plinary literacy. It offers district leaders examples and testimonials of the ways

in which our tools support administrators as instructional leaders and situates

their experiences within a model of nested learning communities. Our tools

offer instructional leaders methods to ensure district and school readiness for

long-term engagement with all aspects of DL, including the professional learning

that leads to the establishment of district and school learning communities. These

communities, composed of teachers and instructional leaders, collaboratively

analyze and design tasks, lessons, and units in the core disciplines. They study

artifacts, professional texts, and student work samples, and they participate in

observations of teaching. They design school improvement plans for DL teaching

and learning, and they ensure that DL curricula and assessments align. Our book

tells these leadership stories as well as those of teachers and students engaged in

DL in the core subjects.

Our work in disciplinary literacy in the Institute for Learning at the Learning

Research and Development Center of the University of Pittsburgh began in 2002.

Since we began the DL Project, we have worked with teachers, coaches, and

district leadership in over twenty-five school districts, including most recently

large urban districts such as Prince George’s County, Maryland; Austin, Dallas, and

Fort Worth, Texas; Los Angeles Unified; New York City Region 10; Providence
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and a consortium of other Rhode Island districts; Bridgeport and Hartford,

Connecticut; Denver, Colorado; Richland County One, South Carolina; and

Saint Paul and Minneapolis, Minnesota. One of the pleasures of this book for us

is that it represents our collaborative work on the DL projects and tells the stories

of that work with the voices of those who conducted and participated in it.

Content Matters is divided into three sections. The first, Chapters One and

Two, make the cases, respectively, for changing current practices and for the

foundations of our work in DL. The second section, comprising the discipline

chapters—history, mathematics, science, and English language arts—provides

classroom scenarios from urban schools along with examples and explanations

of DL instructional tools that teachers and students use. Finally, Chapter Seven

explains how DL supports instructional leadership and provides examples of

professional development models and tools. The appendixes set out the DL

design principles by core academic area and the DL observation protocol and

provide a summary of selected DL tools.
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c h a p t e r

O N EEngaging Content Teachers
in Literacy Development

Stephanie M. McConachie
Anthony R. Petrosky

For the past twenty-five years, reading experts and educational

policymakers have pressed for increased attention to adolescent

literacy. There have been mandates and actions at all levels of the

educational system. As an educator, you probably have taken courses

or engaged in professional development on reading. Most likely you

also have been part of action plans to address the reading needs of

adolescent students in your community. It has also been routine for

those of us in education to see whole faculties coming together to

talk about reading and writing approaches in order to implement

literacy strategies across the curriculum. Behind these actions has

been the idea that secondary teachers can and should teach reading

and writing skills as part of teaching their own subject matter. We

admit that focusing every middle and high school course on literacy

is appealing on a couple of fronts. For one thing, it suggests a way to

extend reading and writing instruction beyond the primary grades.

For another, it links literacy instruction to academic content. Both

are worthy objectives.
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But these general approaches to reading and advancing literacy have not worked

for several reasons. One is that science and math teachers do not see themselves

as reading and writing teachers. In addition, many secondary teachers quite

reasonably resist the across-the-curriculum solution because they are already

expected to teach more biology or American history or algebra than time permits.

They do not want to add basic reading and writing skills to the list of things they

need to cover (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008; O’Brien, Stewart, & Moje, 1995;

Vacca & Vacca, 1993). And they have a legitimate point: across-the-curriculum

literacy instruction poses the danger of diluting disciplinary rigor if the two are

set side by side in a de facto competition for time and attention.

At first, many educators and policymakers believed that improving the reading

scores for younger students could be the foundation for continuing the growth in

reading performance of older adolescents. However, it has not worked out that

way. As Shanahan and Shanahan pointed out in their review of the 2005 National

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) (Grigg, Donahue, & Dion, 2007)

data (2008), inoculating early in reading has not been so successful: ‘‘Apparently,

strong early reading skills do not automatically develop into more complex

skills that enable students to deal with the specialized and sophisticated reading

of literature, science, history, and mathematics. . . . Most students need explicit

teaching of sophisticated genres, specialized language conventions, disciplinary

norms of precision and accuracy, and higher-level interpretive processes’’ (p. 3).

Despite these false starts, there are perspectives that hold promise for improving

literacy supported by a growing body of research and an emerging classroom

experience base. Taken seriously, the findings call on us to undertake challenging

reforms that require major changes in school culture, curricula, and pedagogy.

We will look at the findings first, then return to what we know from the classroom

experience base.

APPROACHES FOR IMPROVING ADOLESCENT LITERACY
In the past three years, there has been a multitude of published reports, articles, and

ongoing updates proposing multifaceted approaches for improving adolescent

literacy (Moje, Overby, Tysvaer, & Morris, 2008; Slavin, Cheung, Groff, & Lake,

2008; Deshler, Palincsar, Biancarosa, & Nair, 2007; Schleppegrell, 2004; Graham &

Perrin, 2007; Biancarosa & Snow, 2006). The reports have pointed out that we

need to understand better what we mean by adolescent literacy in order to
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