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Disciplinary Literacy at St Mary’s

Why the whole school focus on literacy?

From our SEF:
“Continue to strengthen the work to support disadvantaged pupils by 
carefully and systematically reviewing and evaluating the strategies 
employed to assess their effectiveness.”

“Through timetabled lessons and also via tutor time, reading is prioritised at 
St Mary’s. Our focus on Disciplinary Literacy in 2022-23 will be supported by 
INSET delivered by the National Literacy Trust in Jan 2023”

From our SDP:
“Maintaining consistently high standards of T&L across all 
subjects , with a particular focus in 22/23 on developing pupils’ 
literacy and numeracy across the curriculum.”

Poor literacy skills disproportionately affect disadvantaged students

Increased scrutiny on whole school reading demands a holistic approach

Disciplinary literacy offers two key advantages: improving 
subject vocabulary and improving synthesis skills



Rationale and Research
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“The problem is often referred to as the ‘word gap’. On one level that relates to the number 
of words children know. And it’s accepted that there is a direct link between this number of 
words and children’s success at school.”

“All children, with very few exceptions, should leave school proficient readers. That’s why 
it’s essential that children who leave primary school unable to read well get the additional 
teaching they need to participate both academically and in wider society.”  
        Amanda Speilman, Ofsted

“Reading is essential to every subject and children who cannot read well will find it difficult 
to keep up with the demands of secondary school.”
Ofsted Oct 22 – Reading should be explicitly taught even in secondary schools

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/now-the-whole-school-is-reading-supporting-
struggling-readers-in-secondary-school 

Why put reading at the centre of what we do?

Fewer than 1 in 2 children aged 8 to 18 said 
they enjoyed reading in 2022, which is as low 
as the number has ever been since we first 
asked the question in 2005.

Fewer than 3 in 10 children and young 
people aged 8 to 18 said that they read daily, 
the second-lowest level we’ve recorded since 
we started asking this question.

Fewer children and young people who receive 
FSMs said they read daily compared with those 
who don’t (24.7% vs. 28.9%)
More girls than boys said they read daily 
(34.3% vs 26.5%). 
Only 1 in 5 (20.6%) of boys who receive FSMs 
read daily, compared with 1 in 3 (32.6%) of girls 
who don’t receive FSMs.

From the National Literacy Trust

https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/children-and-young-peoples-reading-
engagement-in-2022/

‘Closing the Reading Gap’
What gap develops?
Never read to, 4,662 words; 1-
2 times per week, 63,570 
words; 3-5 times per week, 
169,520 words; daily, 296,660 
words; and five books a day, 
1,483,300 words.

https://earlychildhood.ehe.osu.edu/f
iles/2019/11/When_Children_Are_N
ot_Read_to_at_Home__The_Million.
9.pdf 

1 in 8 of the nation’s most disadvantaged 
children say they don’t have a book of their 

own at home. (770,129) UK school children 
don’t own a book

https://www.gl-assessment.co.uk/press-office/press-
releases/new-study-highlights-the-importance-of-
reading-to-the-whole-school-curriculum/ 

20% of all 15-year-olds have a reading age of 11 and 
below, and 10% a reading age of 9 and below. 
“given the importance of literacy to the whole school 
curriculum, it follows that those students who 
struggle with reading are at a significant disadvantage 
in every one of the GCSE examinations they take”

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/now-the-whole-school-is-reading-supporting-struggling-readers-in-secondary-school
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/now-the-whole-school-is-reading-supporting-struggling-readers-in-secondary-school
https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/children-and-young-peoples-reading-engagement-in-2022/
https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/children-and-young-peoples-reading-engagement-in-2022/
https://earlychildhood.ehe.osu.edu/files/2019/11/When_Children_Are_Not_Read_to_at_Home__The_Million.9.pdf
https://earlychildhood.ehe.osu.edu/files/2019/11/When_Children_Are_Not_Read_to_at_Home__The_Million.9.pdf
https://earlychildhood.ehe.osu.edu/files/2019/11/When_Children_Are_Not_Read_to_at_Home__The_Million.9.pdf
https://earlychildhood.ehe.osu.edu/files/2019/11/When_Children_Are_Not_Read_to_at_Home__The_Million.9.pdf
https://www.gl-assessment.co.uk/press-office/press-releases/new-study-highlights-the-importance-of-reading-to-the-whole-school-curriculum/
https://www.gl-assessment.co.uk/press-office/press-releases/new-study-highlights-the-importance-of-reading-to-the-whole-school-curriculum/
https://www.gl-assessment.co.uk/press-office/press-releases/new-study-highlights-the-importance-of-reading-to-the-whole-school-curriculum/
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Without challenging 
gaps they will continue 
to widen

The Matthew Effect refers to a pattern in which those who begin with advantage accumulate more 
advantage over time and those who begin with disadvantage become more disadvantaged over time 
(Dannefer, 1987; O’Rand, 1996). The result is ever-widening differences between the advantaged and 
disadvantaged.

https://educationendowme
ntfoundation.org.uk/public/
files/Publications/Literacy/E
EF_KS3_KS4_LITERACY_GUI
DANCE.pdf

‘Difficulty is desirable’ but we can reduce disaffection and remove barriers 
with clear planning and scaffolds

“ By anchoring literacy clearly in 
subjects, disciplinary literacy aims to 
support students to develop relevant 
‘disciplinary habits of mind’. (5) These 
are subtle but important differences in 
reading in subject specific ways.” 
EEF Secondary Guidance

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/Literacy/EEF_KS3_KS4_LITERACY_GUIDANCE.pdf
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/Literacy/EEF_KS3_KS4_LITERACY_GUIDANCE.pdf
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/Literacy/EEF_KS3_KS4_LITERACY_GUIDANCE.pdf
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/Literacy/EEF_KS3_KS4_LITERACY_GUIDANCE.pdf
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/Literacy/EEF_KS3_KS4_LITERACY_GUIDANCE.pdf
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https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publi
cations/Literacy/EEF_KS3_KS4_LITERACY_GUIDANCE.pdf 

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/Literacy/EEF_KS3_KS4_LITERACY_GUIDANCE.pdf
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/Literacy/EEF_KS3_KS4_LITERACY_GUIDANCE.pdf


7



8

English Maths Science RE PE Business 

Studies
DT/Art Geography History MFL Music Computer 

Science

Currently used in departments:

Could be used in departments:

• Explicit tiered vocabulary support across school – integrated into assessment for 
each stage/year – KOs, existing subscriptions, texts

• Starter activities/Do now/Retrieval – e.g. Cloze exercises 
• CUBE strategy – whole school approach for extracts and extended reading
• Embed ‘desirable difficulty’ and Ebbinghaus – e.g. retrieval practice with key 

vocabulary
• Academic writing expectations for each subject – FORMAL tricks e.g. discourse 

markers
• Nominalisation word glossaries – prefix, suffixes relevant to subject
• ‘Because-But-So’ –  Bio “Seeds need light to grow…”
• W5 and expansion – Geo “A Tsunami struck Thailand…”
• Whole class reading and Annotation  - Summary tables – see links
• Diagram from text – e.g. History – see links
• TL;DR – ‘Too long didn’t read’ and WIRM – ‘What I Really Mean’.  Formal summary 

statements for any extended writing– rising challenge with examples of outstanding 
practice already in depts. – see simplified example.

• Bloom’s matrix for questioning – see simplified example

Disciplinary Literacy at SMRC

Department Contributions:

•Key word glossaries - widely available in some areas, visible at KS4
•Command words and explanations – displays especially
•Paragraph structures – lots of acronyms and systems to support writing – 
PEE/PETAL/IOPCAM/AJIM
•SPAG lists – e.g. useful punctuation, common errors in KOs

Resources No Resources

Next Steps…

• January inset for whole school – strategies from TLT
• Explicit planning, discussion, activities within departments – What simple 

wins can be embedded across whole school?
• Sharing best practice and strategies within department agenda/meetings
• Literacy advocates – who could lead as part of DDP?



Literacy at SMRC Tiered Vocabulary

Explicit Vocabulary Instruction

By building on, or beginning to 
provide, specific, targeted tier 2 and 
tier 3 vocabulary to students in the 
form of glossaries, knowledge 
organisers, helpsheets etc. we can 
explicitly model fluid communication 
and students can begin to synthesise 
this language across disciplines.

Active Passive Unknown

Words we use frequently Words we understand but do 
not use

Words we do not know

Learn solo Need explicit instruction

Tier Two words  - 
Chemistry
1. Conservation
2. Concentrated
3. Equilibrium
4. Molecular
5. React
6. Compound
7. Particle
8. Phase
9. Homogenous…

1. Explicitly discuss these words, their 
etymology

2. Offer contexts for their use
3. Discuss how they might apply in other 

contexts

Example:
1. Conservation – geography…
2. Equilibrium – PE…
3. Compound – English…
4. Homogenous – same gene/kind – 

homophones…



Literacy at SMRC Simple cross curricular strategies

‘Target’ vocabulary
Avoid the temptation to ‘dumb down’ language where possible. Provide 
specialist and challenging vocabulary and opportunities to acclimatise 
and immerse.

Unfamiliarity breeds panic 
‘The river doesn’t wind it meanders’

Explicit vocabulary instruction
Give students access to a bank of terms and define, revise and revisit 
them explicitly– subject glossaries do not contain terms that are only 
useful in one area but contribute student articulacy across subjects

Reframing
Offer students the chance to reframe the complex into 

the simple and vice versa. Let them explain ‘In their own 
words…’ and compare the two side by side

*Important here to reject misconceptions*
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If students are always only exposed to the simplest terms and the 
‘watered down’ version anything else will appear incomprehensible

• Hitler ascended to 
autocracy…

• They had a monopoly on 
the market…

• Hitler rose to be a dictator…
• They completely dominated 

market, the only company…

• Art – Abstract
• Biology – atrophy
• RE - Benevolence

• English – Abstract nouns
• PE – ‘reduced hippocampal 

atrophy…’

Three key ‘no planning’ strategies



Literacy at SMRC Expanding and Summarising

‘Who, What, When, Where, Why’ and Rising Challenge

Because-But –So
Use as a starter or as a prompt in questioning. The conjunctions will encourage 

students to think in concise or specific ways to expand or answer

Too Long; Didn’t Read / What I Really Mean
Create concise summaries of block text with only the key events, details, or processes defined. 

Use the acronyms as a starter or within an assessment to reveal understanding and retrieval skills
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Use the explicit stems and structures to develop complexity or provide clarity

Example - Biology:
‘Seeds need light to grow…’

Because…But…So…

Because light is an external trigger for germination…
But seeds also need moisture and the correct temperature…

But some seeds do not need light to germinate…
So access to sunlight can be important… 

Use as part of 
questioning or 
as a acronym/ 

‘structure strip’ 
in creating 

summaries or 
expansions

Example - Geography - Rift Valleys

Who
What
When
Where
Why

A rift valley is a lowland region that 
forms where the earth’s tectonic 

plates move apart. They are found 
both on land and at the bottom of 

the ocean, where they are created by 
the process of seafloor spreading… 

In the Middle Ages religion was not a major factor in drawing 
people to Britain. Sometimes the people who conquered 
England embraced the Christian religion that they learned about 
in England, like the Danes. Sometimes the people who came 
were already Christian, like the Normans, and they brought their 
own ideas about Christianity into England.
However people did travel in this period of history, both to go 
on pilgrimages to Christian sites in Europe and to fight in 
the Crusades. The church in Britain throughout the Middle Ages 
was Catholic and under authority of the Pope in Rome.

TL;DR
Some immigrants to 
Britain adopted or 
continued their 
Christianity including 
the Normans. Some 
went abroad to fight 
in the Crusades.
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Literacy at SMRC Simplifying and Clarifying

Use the below to help support access to challenging or extended writing

C
U

B
ES

For any extended reading or for exam style 
questions get students into the habit of slowly 
trying to understand by being selective. They 
need not use over complicated acronyms but 

for example a strategy used in maths:
• Circle important words
• Underline the command words/question
• Box action words
• Eliminate the unnecessary
• Solve or answer

PROPERLY highlighting or coding texts allows 
for chunking and simplified processing. We can 
build resilience through exposure.

1
0
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-3

 ‘o
r 

le
ss

’

In a solid, the particles are usually arranged 
regularly and packed closely together. The 
particles are only able to vibrate about fixed 
positions; they can’t move around. The particles 
have strong forces of attraction between them, 
which keep them together.

In a liquid, the particles are still mostly 
touching, but some gaps have appeared. This is 
why liquids are usually less dense than solids. 
The forces between the particles are less 
effective, and the particles can move around 
each other. The particles in a liquid are arranged 
randomly. 

The particles in a gas are moving randomly at 
high speed in all directions. In a gas, the particles 
are much further apart and there are (almost) 
no forces of attraction between them. 

The particles in a solid have less kinetic 
(movement) energy than the particles in a 
liquid, which have less kinetic energy than the 
particles in a gas.

20-10-5-3

Have students highlight, circle, 
box… with access to glossaries etc.

Then summarise in 20 words or 
less, 10 words or less…

• 20 
Solid particles close together, little 
vibration: fixed, don’t move. 
Liquid particles more gaps, 
randomly arranged. Gases far 
apart and almost no attraction.
• 10
Solids closely attracted, liquid less, 
gas least.
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House Style and Marking Policy
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SMRC Feedback and Marking :::  Style Sheet   ::: 

Using a uniform system allows students: 1. To improve familiarity with key language 

and 2. To see the importance of literacy across subjects

 

Put the code in the margin of the work and underline the error

OR 

Put the code beside the error



House Style and Marking Policy
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SMRC Feedback and Marking      :::  Style Sheet 



Confident and fluent readers Anxious and weaker readers

• GCSEs have a reading age of 15 years and 7 months
• The average reading age of students sitting them is 10 years 7 months

“Never,” Scrooge made answer to it. “Have 
never walked forth with the younger 
members of my family; meaning (for I am very 
young) my elder brothers born in these later 
years?” pursued the Phantom. “I don’t think I 
have,” said Scrooge. “I am afraid I have not. 
Have you had many brothers, Spirit?” “More 
than eighteen hundred,” said the Ghost. “A 
tremendous family to provide for!” muttered 
Scrooge. The Ghost of Christmas Present rose. 
“Spirit,” said Scrooge submissively, “conduct 
me where you will. I went forth last night on 
compulsion, and I learnt a lesson which is 
working now. To-night, if you have aught to 
teach me, let me profit by it.”

“Never,” Scrooge made answer to it. “Have 
never walked forth with the younger members 
of my family; meaning (for I am very young) my 
elder brothers born in these later years?” 
pursued the Phantom. “I don’t think I have,” 
said Scrooge. “I am afraid I have not. Have you 
had many brothers, Spirit?” “More than 
eighteen hundred,” said the Ghost. “A 
tremendous family to provide for!” muttered 
Scrooge. The Ghost of Christmas Present rose. 
“Spirit,” said Scrooge submissively, “conduct 
me where you will. I went forth last night on 
compulsion, and I learnt a lesson which is 
working now. To-night, if you have aught to 
teach me, let me profit by it.”

English literature

Human body temperature is controlled within 
very narrow limits. Scientists investigated the 
effect of drinking ice-cold water on: • internal 
body temperature • the rate of sweating.
This is the method used. 
1. Sit a person inside a room kept at a 

constant temperature of 25 °C. 
2. Measure the person’s internal body 

temperature near the brain. 
3. Measure the person’s rate of sweating. 
4. After 20 minutes, give the person 500 cm3 

of ice-cold water to drink.
5. Continue to measure the person’s internal 

body temperature and sweating rate for a 
further 50 minutes. 

Biology

Despite not having a strong navy, Germany has 
gained a place in the sun. I am proud of these 
conquests which will benefit our children and 
grandchildren. It is now my task to make sure 
that these colonies remain ours, so that 
Germany’s foreign trade, industry and 
agriculture continue to grow. Our future will 
rely on naval power so the more of you that go 
to sea, the better it will be for Germany.

History

Human body temperature is controlled within 
very narrow limits. Scientists investigated the 
effect of drinking ice-cold water on: • internal 
body temperature • the rate of sweating.
This is the method used. 
1. Sit a person inside a room kept at a 

constant temperature of 25 °C. 
2. Measure the person’s internal body 

temperature near the brain. 
3. Measure the person’s rate of sweating. 
4. After 20 minutes, give the person 500 cm3 

of ice-cold water to drink.
5. Continue to measure the person’s internal 

body temperature and sweating rate for a 
further 50 minutes. 

Despite not having a strong navy, Germany has 
gained a place in the sun. I am proud of these 
conquests which will benefit our children and 
grandchildren. It is now my task to make sure 
that these colonies remain ours, so that 
Germany’s foreign trade, industry and 
agriculture continue to grow. Our future will 
rely on naval power so the more of you that go 
to sea, the better it will be for Germany.



https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/aug/23/how-
tough-are-gcses-try-our-exam-questions 

What is it like reading a text where you have to guess at the 
meaning? What does this do to cognitive load?

The more we try to remove this barrier the less stress we place on the load

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/aug/23/how-tough-are-gcses-try-our-exam-questions
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/aug/23/how-tough-are-gcses-try-our-exam-questions
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