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‘The reading and writing of Standard English, alongside proficient language development, is the key 
to unlocking the rest of the academic curriculum. Pupils who struggle to read struggle in all subjects 

and the wonders of a knowledge-rich curriculum passes them by unread.’
Ofsted Reading Framework 2021

The theme of this half term’s bulletin is to begin our pivot from reading to a more 
holistic literacy strategy. Below is an excerpt from the Teacher’s Development Trust’s 
article on leading literacy in school:

Ensuring that teachers recognise that literacy 
is both general and subject-specific can be 
challenging, but it is a discipline that cannot be 
ignored…literacy is not just the responsibility of 
the literacy leaders and English teachers but a 
whole school responsibility and that literacy is 
essential for success across the curriculum.

Pupils need to be able to communicate effectively, to read 
and write and need the tools to be able to access challenging 
academic curriculum content in school and beyond.  For 
pupils to advance academically from primary to secondary 
school, they need to be able to appreciate how scientists, 
mathematicians, and other experts, for example, use literacy.

To succeed in these disciplines, they must learn how to 
engage in specialist literacy (disciplinary literacy) beyond 
general literacy skills.  Disciplinary literacy ‘adds awareness, 
insights, and abilities that will allow students to adjust and 
deepen their literacy practices appropriately to match the 
specific academic social contexts and intellectual demands of 
the disciplines.’ (Shanahan, 2019)

The EEF consider there to be 7 key priorities for improving 
literacy in secondary schools. Much of our focus next year – 
2023-24 – will be looking at these objectives: 

• Prioritise ‘disciplinary’ literacy across the curriculum

• Provided targeted vocabulary instruction in every subject

• Develop student’s ability to read complex academic texts

• Break down complex writing tasks 

• Combine writing instruction with reading in every subject

• Provide opportunities for structured talk 

• Provide high quality literacy interventions for struggling 
students

A more comprehensive approach is found here.

Develop students’ 
ability to read complex 
academic texts

• Training focused on 
teaching reading is likely 
to help secondary school 
teachers teach their subject 
more effectively.

• To comprehend complex 
texts, students need to 
actively engage with  
what they are reading  
and use their existing  
subject knowledge.

• Reading strategies, such as 
activating prior knowledge, 
prediction and questioning 
can improve students’ 
comprehension.

• Strategies can be 
introduced through 
modelling and group work, 
before support is gradually 
removed to promote 
independence.
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Break down complex 
writing tasks

• Writing is challenging and 
students in every subject 
will benefit from explicit 
instruction in how to improve.

• Teachers can break 
writing down into planning, 
monitoring and evaluation, 
and can support students 
by modelling each step.

• Targeted support should be 
provided to students who 
struggle to write fluently, 
as this may affect writing 
quality.

• Teachers can use a variety 
of approaches, including 
collaborative and paired 
writing, to motivate students  
to write.
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• Combining reading activities 
and writing instruction is 
likely to improve students’ 
skills in both, compared to a 
less balanced approach.

• Reading helps students gain 
knowledge, which leads to 
better writing, whilst writing 
can deepen students’ 
understanding of ideas. 

• Students should be taught 
to recognise features, aims 
and conventions of good 
writing within each subject.

• Teaching spelling, grammar 
and punctuation explicitly 
can improve students’ 
writing, particularly when 
focused on meaning.

Combine writing 
instruction with reading 
in every subject
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Provide opportunities for 
structured talk

• Talk matters: both in its own 
right and because of its 
impact on other aspects  
of learning.

• High quality talk is typically 
well-structured and guided 
by teachers.

• Accountable talk is a 
useful framework to ensure 
talk is high quality, and 
emphasises how talk can  
be subject specific.

• Teachers can support 
students by modelling high 
quality talk, for example 
including key vocabulary 
and metacognitive reflection.
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Provide high quality 
literacy interventions for 
struggling students

• Schools should expect and 
proactively plan to support 
students with the weakest 
levels of literacy, particularly 
in Year 7.

• Developing a model of tiered 
support, which increases in 
intensity in line with need is a 
promising approach.

• Assessment should be 
used to match students 
to appropriate types of 
intervention, and to monitor 
the impact of interventions.

• Creating a co-ordinated 
system of support is 
a significant challenge 
requiring both specialist 
input and whole school 
leadership.
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• Literacy is key to learning 
across all subjects in 
secondary school and 
a strong predictor of 
outcomes in later life.

• Disciplinary literacy is an 
approach to improving 
literacy across the 
curriculum that emphasises 
the importance of subject 
specific support.

• All teachers should be 
supported to understand 
how to teach students 
to read, write and 
communicate effectively in 
their subjects.

• School leaders can help 
teachers by ensuring 
training related to literacy 
prioritises subject specificity 
over general approaches.

Prioritise ‘disciplinary 
literacy’ across the 
curriculum
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• Teachers in every subject 
should provide explicit 
vocabulary instruction to 
help students access and 
use academic language.

• Effective approaches, 
including those related to 
etymology and morphology, 
will help students remember 
new words and make 
connections between words.

• Teachers should prioritise 
teaching Tier 2 and 3 
vocabulary, which students 
are unlikely to encounter in 
everyday speech.

• Teachers and subject leaders 
should consider which words 
and phrases to teach as part 
of curriculum planning.

Provide targeted 
vocabulary instruction in 
every subject
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IMPROVING LITERACY IN
SECONDARY SCHOOLS

http://www.st-christophers.org
https://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/eef-guidance-reports/literacy-ks3-ks4/EEF_KS3_KS4_LITERACY_POSTER.pdf?v=1684312463


EEF: ‘Improving Literacy in Secondary Schools’

The first step towards considering disciplinary literacy might be to discuss, with colleagues, questions that surround literacy in each 
subject, such as: 

What is unique about 
your subject discipline 

in terms of reading, 
writing, speaking and 

listening? What is 
common with other 
subject disciplines?

How do members of 
this subject discipline 

use language on a daily 
basis?

Are there any typical 
literacy misconceptions 

held by students, for 
example, how to write 

an effective science 
report?

Are there words and 
phrases used typically, 

or uniquely, in the 
subject discipline?

Alex Quigley resource on ‘teaching sentence variation’: 

How can school leaders prioritise disciplinary literacy? 

Secondary teachers are likely to have experienced a significant amount of training focused on literacy, or been asked to support new 
whole school literacy initiatives, yet many teachers feel ill-equipped to improve literacy outcomes in their subject area. Teachers have 
recognised the importance of literacy and strategies promoted as ‘literacy across the curriculum’, but this, often, does not translate 
into the successful application of literacy in their subject discipline.

• Auditing existing literacy practices, attitudes, and resources in school—involving both teachers and students; this could include 
an evaluation of existing literacy policies and roles such as the literacy coordinator.

• Creating subject specific literacy plans, rooted in the discipline, that address barriers to accessing the curriculum related to 
reading, writing and communication

• Supporting teachers to define effective reading, writing, and talk in their subjects; for example, history teachers might discuss 
what reading strategies are deployed by historians to appraise historical sources.

• Evaluating the quality and complexity of existing reading materials in school, assessing the degree of academic challenge such 
texts pose to our secondary school students as they progress through school; relating this to baseline data of students’ reading 
ability.

• Ensuring that the development of disciplinary literacy is coherently aligned with curriculum development—for example, in Art, 
that the development of drawing skill is paired with teaching students how to make high quality annotations utilising specialist 
vocabulary



Check out our Library resources:
Recommended Reading for KS3  |  Challenging Reading for KS3  |  A Guide to Support Reading at Home for Parents

Revisit: Oracy in the classroom – an ‘Oracy scaffold’ to help stimulate productive debate 

Further reading:

• ‘What is Disciplinary Literacy and Why Does it Matter?’ by Timothy and Cynthia Shanahan (2012).

• Explicit Vocabulary Teaching 3: Because, But, So – TomNeedham (wordpress.com)

• Does writing *really* matter in art and design? (theconfidentteacher.com)

• The Grammar Gap (theconfidentteacher.com)

• Tracking in Classrooms: What I Really Think (and Wrote) | Teach Like a Champion

• Comprehension Skills or Strategies | Shanahan on Literacy

Find the original post and read more here.

https://www.st-christophers.org/schooldata/pages/About_Our_School/Library/Lower%20School%20Recommended%20Reading_May%202022.pdf
https://www.st-christophers.org/schooldata/pages/About_Our_School/Library/Lower%20School%20Challenging%20Reading_Jun%202022.pdf
https://www.st-christophers.org/schooldata/pages/About_Our_School/Library/Guide%20to%20Reading%20at%20Home_May%202022.pdf
https://ceedar.education.ufl.edu/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Shanahan-Shanahan-2012-What-is-Disciplinary-Literacy.pdf
https://tomneedhamteach.wordpress.com/2018/02/21/explicit-vocabulary-teaching-3-because-but-so/
https://www.theconfidentteacher.com/2022/09/does-writing-really-matter-in-art-and-design/
https://www.theconfidentteacher.com/2022/05/the-grammar-gap/
https://teachlikeachampion.org/blog/tracking-in-classrooms-what-i-really-think-and-wrote/?mc_cid=3f9f4ecc3e&mc_eid=ce2c91f2e0
https://www.shanahanonliteracy.com/blog/comprehension-skills-or-strategies-is-there-a-difference-and-does-it-matter
https://twitter.com/MisscLongworth/status/1656380600968794116

