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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Since the early 1900s, researchers have studied secondary literacy practices. Content area 

reading strategies have been well documented and shown to be effective in improving students’ 

comprehension of content materials. Despite this research, content teachers are still resistant to 

using these strategies as they are viewed as taking time away from teaching the content. 

Disciplinary literacy is a relatively new term in the field of literacy instruction and as a result, 

literacy experts vary in their beliefs about disciplinary literacy and its relation to content literacy. 

In a review of the literature of both content literacy and disciplinary literacy, the expertise of the 

teacher is critically important. 

The purpose of this study was to understand how literacy experts define disciplinary 

literacy and its relationship to content literacy. Additionally, literacy experts were asked to 

identify significant works in the field of disciplinary literacy and what makes these works 

significant. Using a Delphi technique, participants were asked to respond to a series of open- 

ended questions, rate summarized responses, and provide a rationale for their ratings. This 

Delphi had three iterations and participants had the opportunity to respond to ratings and 

summary statements as well as to revise their responses. This Delphi study utilized a format to 

encourage a dialogue about the topic of disciplinary literacy and was not intended to continue 

iterations until there was an agreement on a disciplinary literacy definition. The intention was to 

identify elements that should be incorporated in a definition for disciplinary literacy and the 

instructional approaches that may align with a definition. 

The Delphi technique is not guided by a theoretical framework; however, this study relied 

on a theoretical perspective. Moje’s (2007) Disciplinary Literacy Theory and Fang’s (2012a) 
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Approaches to Developing Content Literacies were not only used to guide this study but also 

used as a priori codes in this first level of analysis. To increase reliability of the findings, an 

interrater categorized the data using the same a priori codes. The researcher calculated the 

Cohen’s kappa to measure the level of agreement. For each of the definition statements, the 

median rating was reported, and rationale statements were used to explain the ratings. For the 

final analysis, rationale statements were coded using process coding and themes were developed. 

After the second iteration, it became evident that participants were not interested in identifying 

significant works as they preferred not to respond, provided incomplete responses, or did not 

follow instructions. The researcher abandoned this portion of the study. 

The median ratings and an analysis of the rationale statements highlighted that any 

definition for disciplinary literacy needs to be teacher-friendly, honor the epistemological 

processes of a discipline, and not abandon the use of cognitive strategies that support 

comprehension. The findings of the study emphasized the importance of the role of the teacher in 

the secondary content area setting. Content teachers need to have an understanding about the 

literacies of their discipline, which includes its beliefs, language, and discourses. In order to 

develop this level of teacher expertise, pre-service preparation programs and ongoing 

professional learning for in-service teachers need to be designed to foster those skills and 

abilities. Literacy experts, teachers, and those who work in the discipline need to collaborate to 

explicitly define a discipline’s discourses and how students can show their understanding of 

content information. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

 

Overview 

 

Secondary reading instruction has been examined in many contexts in order to improve 

students’ understanding of the content in each of the disciplines. Researchers have considered 

aspects of content reading instruction that included memorization, oral reading, silent reading, 

vocabulary development, cognitive strategies, and visual aids. For the last 100 years, researchers 

have speculated on the factors and approaches that affect students’ understanding of text. 

Initial research in this area acknowledged the differences in the various content areas and 

the need for intentional instruction to address those differences (Gray, 1933). In The Teaching of 

Reading: A Second Report, Gray “advocated for an intelligent attack on reading problems that 

arise in the content fields” (Whipple, Gray, & National Society for the Study of Education, 1937, 

p. 20). Further, he described every teacher “as a teacher of reading” (p. 19). From this discussion 

of secondary reading, the phrase “every teacher is a reading teacher” was coined. Gray was 

making a case for all teachers to recognize that it is the teacher that makes curricular and 

instructional decisions regarding their content; therefore, it is the teacher’s responsibility to teach 

students how to interact with those texts. Herber (1978) disagreed with the notion of every 

teacher a reading teacher and posited the use of cognitive strategies selected by the content 

teacher as the content specialist would increase a student’s understanding of the content material. 

Bean (2000) explained that there has been a change in this focus of strategies-based research 

which he contributes to social constructivism. The social constructivist theory as explained by 

Bean focuses on the social context of the classroom and how meaning is constructed as teachers 

and students interact with each other, texts, and media. 
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Despite the ongoing discussion in how to engage content teachers in teaching the 

literacies of their discipline, content teachers have remained unreceptive (Fisher & Ivey, 2012; 

Lent, 2009; O’Brien, Stewart, & Moje, 1995; Robinson, 1975). Even with preservice programs 

offering and even requiring content area reading courses, researchers have discovered the 

reading strategies taught in many of the content area reading teacher preparation courses were 

not being utilized by content teachers (O'Brien, et al., 1995). Content teachers reported that they 

did not consider themselves reading teachers and therefore did not use reading strategy 

instruction routinely as a part of their instructional practices (Manzo, Manzo, and Thomas, 

2009). Research of the 1980s used quasi-experimental methodology to validate content literacy 

strategies while the research of the 1990s looked to qualitative methods to discover the impact of 

teacher-student interaction in the classroom setting on literacy instruction and student learning 

(Bean, 2000). 

Researchers then began to explore what practices were utilized in teaching the literacy of 

a discipline. In doing so, they noted that each discipline focused their instructional practices in 

specific ways which included the discourse of the discipline, how content texts are structured, 

how to read content texts, how students produce their understanding of the content, and the space 

needed to explore the discipline (Moje, 2008; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). Fang and 

Schleppergrell (2010) reported on the complexities of texts used in the secondary setting and the 

demands these texts place on readers. Referring to the works of other literacy leaders, Fang and 

Schleppergrell shared that reading strategies often used in elementary reading are not adequate to 

meet the needs of readers in the secondary content classrooms. 

An examination of the literature found that content area reading instruction has been an 

ongoing discussion since the early 1900s. The common factor that determines success 
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throughout the literature is the teacher. Yet, there remains a disconnect between the research and 

practitioner. It has been noted that the current discussion of disciplinary literacy may be in 

opposition to previously reported research on content reading creating an either/or dichotomy 

that may not be beneficial to student learning (Brozo, Moorman, Meyer, & Stewart, 2013; 

Dunkerly-Bean & Bean, 2016). 

Factors Influencing Content Reading 

 

Venezky (1987) explained that societal needs were the determinant in text selections for 

early readers. For example, early reading materials used Biblical selections with a heavy 

emphasis on oral reading memorization since society’s goal was to foster a student’s 

understanding of the Bible and spiritual growth (Smith, 2002). As societal needs would continue 

to impact how reading texts were published, instructional practices were developed and modified 

to meet those needs. Content area reading was added as an area of instruction when oral reading 

and elocution were less emphasized instructional practices. Still, according to Venezky (1987), 

early research literature highlighted phonics and vocabulary instruction and not comprehension. 

This emphasis guided the development of teacher professional development and resource 

materials; therefore, instructional practices designed for the understanding of content reading 

were not fully explored. As silent reading became the dominant form of reading in school, 

replacing oral reading, researchers considered how students would process information 

encountered in the content areas. Due consideration was given to the selection of texts, amount 

of time allotted for reading, and even the types of reading experiences designed for students. 

While some early readers contained science and social studies selections, it was not until 

the 1920s that reading non-fiction selections was recognized as a needed area of instruction. 

Research indicated that adults were unable to successfully read material encountered in daily life 
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(Whipple, 1925). Venezky (1987) concluded that content area reading instruction was the result 

of too much emphasis on narrative reading instruction, highlighting the need for direct 

instruction in study skills and content-area reading. Smith (2002) noted that research in the early 

part of the 20th century supported silent reading as the primary form of reading as it reflected the 

attitudes of everyday reading. In a review of the literature from the time period, Smith reported 

that communication of ideas was primarily written; therefore, silent reading was the 

recommended form of instruction. “Work type” reading, reading texts that are job related or civic 

related, was recognized as an important form of reading (Whipple, 1925, p. 5). While this relates 

to the types of reading that adults typically engage in, Whipple noted that it is no different than 

students reading content related texts, such as history, math, or science. 

While shifts were occurring in reading instruction, the structure of the school system was 

also changing. Students attending schools were provided with more curriculum choices beyond 

the instruction of reading and basic math skills (Whipple, 1925). This shift in structure reflected 

the views of society to create an educated citizenry who have an understanding of the world in 

which they live as well as to create workforce ready individuals. These societal shifts prompted 

more research in reading instruction to address these instructional needs. 

In the Twenty-fourth Yearbook of the National Society for the Study of Education, Part II 

(1925), due consideration was given to reading instruction in content areas. Studies conducted 

revealed that adequate readers had difficulties reading content related materials. Based on this 

information, it was surmised that “each subject, in addition to the general habits employed in 

reading, requires specific skills peculiar to its purpose and subject matter” (p. 97). Early 

commentary on content reading noted differences in the disciplines and advised that reading in 

the content area was a combination of general reading skills, e.g. finding the main idea, and an 
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understanding of the nature of the discipline. The instructional recommendations reflected those 

differences. To illustrate, Whipple gave examples of lessons for geography, arithmetic, and 

technical arts. Ultimately, these recommendations relied on the teacher’s understanding of the 

nature of the discipline as well as the ability to select reading materials and to deliver 

appropriately designed lessons. 

Following the second World War, research was conducted on secondary and college level 

reading when tests revealed that adults could not easily read everyday materials (Smith, 2002). 

As a result, more attention was given to the development of formal reading programs at the 

secondary and collegiate level. The Forty-seventh Yearbook of the National Society for the Study 

of Education: Part II-Reading in the High School and College (1948) devoted a chapter to the 

discussion of reading in the content areas. In the chapter discussing content area reading, Leary 

discusses the various issues with reading content material in literature, math, science, and social 

studies. While content areas have some aspects of reading in common (e.g. specialized 

vocabulary.) Leary delineated other aspects that were unique to each of these contents. This 

included literacy practices specific to content areas. Leary made the point that it was the teacher 

who needed to be knowledgeable about the literacies of their content in order to provide 

instruction that leads to student achievement. 

Strang, McCullough & Traxler (1967) recognized that each discipline has specific 

instructional needs in order for students to understand the content information and show their 

understanding. In his analysis of the reading activities used in three middle level content classes, 

McCallister (1930b) reported that each of the content areas observed, social studies, math, and 

science, had specific reading expectations placed on the students. Referring to these as “reading 

activities,” McCallister explained that teachers would need to have a clear understanding of why 
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and how readers in a content area interact with texts. McCallister (1930a) remarked that teachers 

did not receive the necessary preparation in their reading instruction courses. Strang (1966) 

discussed the importance of explicit teaching practices that cultivated reading skills within each 

discipline. She noted that each discipline had specific vocabulary and reading skills, e.g. social 

studies and point of view, that would require direct instruction. Strang explained that there are 

certain reading skills that are necessary to understand all reading materials and that these are 

introduced to students in the early grades and as they develop as readers. Additionally, Strang 

(1966) noted skills specific to social studies, math, science, and literature. Content reading 

textbooks devoted chapters on how to teach reading in the content areas. 

A shift in secondary reading occurred with Herber’s (1978) work, Teaching Reading in 

the Content Areas, where he proposed that it was not necessary to develop skills for specific 

disciplines as the content teacher could use general study skills in order for students to 

understand the content. Herber (1978) explained that content teachers did not need to teach 

students how to read their specific content texts, instead the teacher, using general study skills, 

could make the text accessible to the student. The teacher, using their knowledge of the content 

and content text, would select and teach the reading strategies needed to understand the  

content. Further, Herber delineated the roles of a reading teacher and content teacher. He 

explained the role of the reading teacher was to teach students how to read while the content 

teacher was responsible for teaching students how to access content through content specific 

texts. In doing so, secondary reading moved beyond the idea that every teacher is a reading 

teacher. Herber’s work and that of his doctoral students would guide the curriculum of teacher 

preparation programs and professional learning. 
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The field of secondary literacy instruction has shifted in recent years to answer the call 

for discipline specific instructional practices. With the shift to Common Core State Standards 

and the purposeful alignment of curriculum to prepare students to be college and career ready, 

literacy practitioners and researchers have considered how literacy instruction is provided in 

different disciplines. Common Core State Standards outlined specific literacies for the disciplines 

– English, history/social studies, mathematics, science, and technical subjects (National 

Governors Association, 2010). This new development led literacy experts and teachers to 

consider how reading and writing instruction is provided and how students demonstrate their 

understanding within a discipline. The introduction of disciplinary literacy to the discussion of 

secondary reading instruction coincided with the development of the Common Core State 

Standards and a growing body of research that was showing signs that content area reading 

instruction was not being used by content teachers. 

Depending on the researcher’s stance regarding secondary literacy, a variety of 

definitions for disciplinary literacy can be found in the literature (Moje, 2007). According to 

Shanahan and Shanahan (2008), disciplinary literacy is “an emphasis on the knowledge and 

abilities possessed by those who create, communicate, and use knowledge within the disciplines” 

(p. 8). Fang (2012b) defines disciplinary literacy as the “development of students’ ‘ability to 

engage in social, semiotic, and cognitive practices’ consistent with those used by content 

experts” (p. 19). The International Literacy Association (2015) defines disciplinary literacy as 

the skills that are specialized to content areas and a student’s ability to apply reading and writing 

in order to meet the literacy demands of each of the disciplines. To further highlight the 

differences in what constitutes disciplinary literacy are the number of studies completed within 

each of the disciplines where differences in the disciplines are further delineated (Moje, 2007). 
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Statement of the Problem 

 

Content area reading research had been discussed in the literature for almost 100 years. 

 

Despite the body of research that supports the success of strategies based on this research, 

content teachers have not embraced their use (Alvermann & Moore, 1991). The movement to a 

disciplinary literacy approach has resulted in skepticism and concern within the literacy 

community (Brozo, Moorman, Meyer, & Stewart, 2013). Brozo, Moorman, Meyer, and Stewart 

discussed the importance of examining the philosophies of content area literacy and disciplinary 

literacy. These same authors called for a blended approach of instruction that combines the 

generic practices of content area literacy and literacy practices of a discipline. Brozo, Moorman, 

Meyer, and Stewart (2013) explained that students who are not interested in a specialized field 

may not benefit from discipline-specific instructional practices. A blended approach allows 

literacy specialists and content teachers to create instructional practices that employ aspects of 

both content literacy and disciplinary literacy. 

Dunkerly-Bean and Bean (2016) examined the stances of researchers in content area 

literacy and disciplinary literacy. They considered the discursive networks of each area. A 

primary concern expressed by Dunkerly-Bean and Bean was that disciplinary literacy is rooted in 

content literacy literature and research, making it challenging to consistently review the literature 

for disciplinary literacy. Dunkerly-Bean and Bean noted how researchers in disciplinary literacy 

used graphic organizers, for example, and determined that they were taking graphic organizers 

researched in the field of content area literacy and modifying them to be used for a specific 

purpose in a content area. In their review of the literature, Dunkerly-Bean and Bean explained 

that work in the field of disciplinary literacy may be creating an “either/or” environment that 
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may impede practitioners. Moje (2007) identified four categories that reflected researchers’ 

beliefs about disciplinary literacy, thus illustrating potential divisions in the field of literacy. 

Significance of the Study 

 

The term “disciplinary literacy” is relatively new in the literature and its definition can 

vary based on the stance of the researcher. This study sought to understand how literacy experts 

perceive disciplinary literacy in relation to content literacy. As previously discussed, content 

teachers do not routinely use the instructional practices learned in content reading courses 

despite the large body of research that suggests such strategies are successful. 

One goal of this study was to examine literacy experts’ perceptions of disciplinary 

literacy. It is the shared understanding of literacy practices that guide the development of 

instructional strategies. A second goal of this study was to document which works are considered 

significant in the field of disciplinary literacy and what attributes make them significant. It is 

these significant works, sometimes referred to as seminal works, that anchor instructional 

practices. In order for content area teachers to fully embrace their role in explicitly teaching 

students the literacies of their disciplines, targeted coursework and professional development 

needs to occur. 

Using the Delphi method, this study attempted to fill the gap in the literature concerning 

the understanding of disciplinary literacy among literacy experts and add to the body of research 

with the identification of significant works as recommended by experts in the field of secondary 

literacy. 
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Theoretical Perspective 
 

The Delphi Method 

 

The use of the Delphi method is based on a system of inquiry that reflects the 

researcher’s purpose. The Inquiring System (IS) is the philosophical basis for which the Delphi 

method is used or applied (Mitroff & Turoff, 1975). Mitroff and Turoff posited there are five 

possible systems that can used as a basis for Delphi method design: Lockean, Leibnizian, 

Kantian, Hegelian, and Singerian. Early Delphi studies were based on a Lockean IS which 

allows for the building of data through consensus building. Leibnizian IS reduces data to a 

mathematical or symbolic representation resulting in a solution. The Kantian IS combines 

Lockean and Leibnizian attributes that result in various viewpoints of a problem or issue. The 

Kantian IS recognizes there is not one solution, but many possibilities that should be considered. 

The Singerian IS is interdisciplinary in nature, combining elements of Lockean, Leibnizian, 

Kantian, and Hegelian systems to include input from “different disciplines, professions, and 

types of personalities” in the development of knowledge (p. 33). Mitroff and Turoff explained 

that the Singerian would also have an impact on the experts in terms of expanding their 

knowledge throughout the process. 

For this study, the researcher used a Hegelian, or Dialectical, IS. The Dialectical IS seeks 

to draw out the conflict regarding the topic of study. In exploring the conflict, the researcher can 

explore various points of view to clarify thinking on the topic of study, in this case disciplinary 

literacy. The Dialectical IS does not necessarily lead to a new agreement; however, using the 

Dialectical IS, the researcher can synthesize expert knowledge to expose gaps for further 

development. 

Disciplinary Literacy Theory 
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This study was based on the exploration of disciplinary literacy theory. Moje (2007) 

suggested that there are four categories of instruction that comprise disciplinary literacy theory. 

Moje discussed four categories of disciplinary literacy instruction based on her review of the 

literature, each of which reflects a researcher’s position regarding disciplinary literacy. The first 

category, cognitive processes, is characterized by the use of strategy instruction to access 

content. This category reflects the efforts of Herber and other researchers to cultivate students’ 

study skills by applying cognitive strategies, so they are reading to learn. Another category, the 

study of literacy through the lens of an epistemological process, examines the thought processes 

of members of a specific discipline, considering how disciplines compare to one another, and 

how these apply to the educational setting. Moje defined the linguistic processes of a discipline 

as the examination of how a discipline’s language is constructed and written or discussed. A final 

category Moje discussed is one where researchers consider the culture of the classroom and how 

teachers communicate the practices of the discipline and how teachers provide “space for young 

people’s everyday knowledge to be used to inform and expand mainstream academic 

knowledge” (p. 75). The practitioner’s belief about literacy instruction influences the selection of 

instructional practices. 

Fang’s discussion of approaches to literacy instruction adds further insight as to how 

teachers provide literacy instruction (Fang, 2012a). Similar to Moje’s reporting of literacy 

beliefs, he noted four approaches to instruction: cognitive, sociocultural, linguistic, and critical. 

The cognitive approach involves the use of cognitive strategies (e.g. summarizing, to promote 

comprehension.) This approach has a strong research base; however, according to Fang, there is 

still criticism about how the strategies are used by teachers. Teachers who use a sociocultural 

approach acknowledge students’ background knowledge and cultural practices as part of their 
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instructional practice. A criticism of this approach is its attempt to blend academic and everyday 

language in order to honor the knowledge students bring to the learning environment. Fang 

(2012b) noted that each of the disciplines has its own discourse; to ignore the academic language 

may create a “hidden curriculum,” where the student is denied the opportunity to learn the 

content because of an ‘academic language deficit’ (Fang, 2012a, p. 107). The linguistic approach 

is the use of instructional practices that focus on syntax, vocabulary, and text structures. In a 

review of the literature, Fang reported that there are mixed reviews on this approach. This 

approach requires a teacher to have knowledge of language. Fang explained the final approach, 

the critical approach, in which the teacher considers the text in relation to the author’s values. 

The author’s position can influence the reader; therefore, the teacher provides texts that have 

alternate and even opposing views. Fang proposed a synergistic approach to content literacy 

instruction where the teacher utilized instructional approaches from all four previously discussed. 

Moje (2015) posited a similar idea with her development of a 4-E heuristic that includes 

aspects of four beliefs about disciplinary literacy. Moje explained that this approach seeks to 

honor the culture of a discipline where students are apprentices in their disciplinary literacy 

learning in lieu of learning a series of skills for comprehension. To that end, Moje developed a 

framework of instruction that is underpinned with inquiry and discourse. This framework 

considers all aspects of disciplinary learning and aligns with other researchers’ position that 

content literacy instruction of the previous decades should not be abandoned or positioned in 

opposition to disciplinary literacy (Dunkerly-Bean, & Bean, 2016). 

Research Questions 

 

This study is guided by the following research questions: 
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1. How do experts in the field of content area reading instruction define disciplinary 

literacy and describe it in relation to content area literacy? 

2. What significant works in disciplinary literacy are noted by experts in the field of 

content area reading instruction and why are they noted as significant? 

3. What commonalities emerge in the rationale provided by participants when 

identifying significant works for disciplinary literacy? 

The Lens of the Researcher 

 

When serving as the Administrator for Academics and Accountability at a South Texas 

high school, I worked with teachers in all content areas. As a former English and reading teacher, 

I understood literacy practices. During a data discussion with a group of science teachers, we 

discussed what we believed were some of the difficulties students were facing on the testing 

instrument. We noted that vocabulary was a barrier. When I inquired what practices were being 

used to address vocabulary instruction, one teacher said, “I am science teacher, it is the English 

teacher’s job to teach vocabulary.” As both an undergraduate and graduate student, I took 

content area reading courses with teachers representing K-12 and all content areas. I began to 

wonder. If we all took these courses, why would these teachers feel so strongly that literacy was 

not a necessary piece of their instructional practices? 

As I pursued my doctoral degree, I researched the issues associated with teaching the 

literacies in any given content area. My instructors challenged me to explore content literacy and 

disciplinary literacy as some believed that disciplinary literacy was content literacy repackaged. I 

began with looking at science literacy since it was a science teacher that originally challenged 

my view. After reading Shanahan and Shanahan’s publication (2008) in the Harvard 

Educational Review, I realized reading instruction and content instruction were intersecting in a 
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different manner. Literacy experts were intentionally partnering with content practitioners to 

examine how and why reading instruction was delivered in a content area. I conducted this study 

to not only further my understanding of disciplinary literacy but add to the body of knowledge in 

secondary literacy and how we prepare content teachers. 
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

This literature review is organized in four parts: a historical look at content area reading, 

development of disciplinary literacy, disciplinary literacy theory, and the use of the Delphi 

method in literacy studies. To locate peer reviewed articles and publications for this literature 

review, the following keywords were used as search terms: content reading, content literacy, 

disciplinary literacy, disciplinary literacy theory, Delphi method, Delphi method and educational 

research, qualitative study, reading instruction, literacy instruction, seminal works in reading 

instruction, and secondary reading. 

A Historical Look at Content Area Reading 

 

This section is a review of the literature on content area reading. Since the beginning of 

the 20th   century, researchers have studied and discussed reading instruction in the content areas. 

Mraz, Rickelman, and Vacca (2009) stated, “The term content-area reading described reading 

and learning that occurred across the subject areas,” and associated the term with reading 

textbooks (p. 85). Over the last 100 years, researchers have developed and examined 

instructional practices in content area reading and consistently reported on the effectiveness of 

targeted reading instruction to improve student achievement. 

In Historical Exploration of Content Area Reading Development, Moore, Readence, and 

Rickelman (1983) defined content area reading instruction as an “attempt to enable students to 

cope with the special reading materials and tasks encountered during the study of school 

subjects” (p. 420). While their review of the literature did not specifically connect reading 

strategies with specific disciplines, Moore, Readence, and Rickelman described content area 

reading instruction as a means to “develop students’ reading-to-learn strategies” in order to assist 

students in comprehending texts from different disciplines (p. 420). This historical investigation 
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examined the early era of content area reading instruction and its development as a result of three 

philosophical approaches to education that existed in the early 1900s. Each philosophy 

contributed to the development of content reading instruction that focused on creating knowledge 

using text, instruction that scaffolded students’ understanding of content text, and research based 

instructional methods. While not specifically noted as discipline specific instruction, researchers 

reported on differences in reading across each of the disciplines from the early 1900s through the 

1960s which included publishing instructional textbooks to guide teachers from the different 

content areas in teaching the process of reading discipline specific texts. Early content reading 

considered how content area reading instruction needed to reflect the reading demands of the 

content. 

Robinson, Faraone, Hittleman, and Unruh (1990) explored the history of reading 

comprehension instruction. It was noted that prior to 1910, reading comprehension instruction 

reflected accepted ideas about reading and did not consider any difference between children and 

adult literacy. This was evident in the textbook publications. Authors of textbooks would note 

that their instructional methods were proven through field testing in classrooms but there was not 

educational research to support their claims. Robinson, Faraone, Hittleman, and Unruh (1990) 

discussed how Gray’s research conducted in the early part of the 20th century on silent reading 

resulted in reading comprehension practices that are still reflected in contemporary instruction. 

Standardized tests were the instruments used to determine what instructional practices were 

effective. The authors explained that both times there was a surge in research during wartime in 

the early part of the 20th century when it was apparent soldiers had difficulty with reading. As 

educational research developed, researchers began to test hypotheses about reading 

comprehension instruction. Research conducted in the content areas tested the effects of study 
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skills, such as summarizing and outlining, and text structure, including syntax, to improve 

reading comprehension. 

In the early stages of content reading reporting, researchers noted the need to read for 

different purposes. William Gray, a prominent figure in reading instruction, conducted numerous 

studies early in the 20th   century to determine instructional practices that led to quality reading 

instruction. Gray (1927) found that reading instruction should offer opportunities for students to 

read for a variety of purposes. In order to provide those opportunities, Gray reported that 

teachers would need to have a strong understanding of content and pedagogy. In his annual 

summary of reading research reports, Gray made a point to include studies that focused on 

content area reading (Moore, et al., 1983). Gray (1933) explained that “reading problems in the 

content subjects receive increasing attention from year to year” (p. 407). In this same report, 

Gray reported one study that found students applied different skills when reading in different 

content areas. The students’ use of specific reading skills was impacted by the teacher's’ 

selection of materials and the teaching techniques employed during instruction of the selections. 

Gray (1935) explained that reading is a continual process that requires teachers to provide 

experiences for students at a level that is appropriate and addresses their needs, and that teachers 

should be knowledgeable about the reading process in order to support student learning. 

Early research in the field of reading revealed that readers adjusted their reading rates to 

the material they read. With the emphasis on comprehension in lieu of elocution, there was a 

shift from oral reading to silent reading in the school setting (Smith, 2002). Venezky (1987) 

presented the idea that content area reading may have been a result of the realization that too 

much emphasis was placed on narrative reading instruction. As a result, “study skills and 

content-area reading entered the reading program as a stated interest in the 1920s” (p. 259). The 
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study of silent reading and “thought getting” had a significant impact on reading research 

through 1925 (Smith, 2002, p. 155). Thorndike (1917) posited that passively engaging with 

information resulted in lower comprehension of the material. He emphasized the importance of 

summarizing information acquired during the silent reading process to improve understanding. 

Considering a different aspect of learning in the content areas, Arthur I. Gates’ early research on 

recitation added to the development of content area reading instruction (Moore, et al., 1983). In 

his study, Gates (1917) conducted tests to determine the effectiveness of recitation, the recall of 

information from memory. Gates was attempting to determine if students’ use of a “form of self- 

testing” could retain more information from studied materials (McDermott & Naaz, 2014, p. 

207). Gates found that recitation was not more effective than reading and vice versa. Recitation 

was found to be equivalent to practicing learning of information done through the reading of the 

material (1917). Like Thorndike, Gates explained that teachers needed to provide students with 

opportunities to summarize reading assignments (Adams, Carnine, & Gersten, 1982). Moore, 

Readence, and Rickelman (1983) described Gates as being supportive of many “learning from 

text dissertations” that contributed to the body of knowledge on content area reading (p. 425). As 

a result of these examinations, teachers began to utilize resources through basal programs and 

teacher guides to provide instruction specific to reading in the content areas (Smith, 2002). 

Harris (1948) explained that reading in the content fields was two-fold. One aspect of 

reading content area materials utilizes specialized reading skills and the other aspect of reading 

relates to general reading conditions that any content teacher recognizes as a need. Harris 

recognized the basic conditions needed to be met in order to employ more specialized skills. 

Harris outlined the basic conditions as consisting of ascertaining gaps in knowledge and then 

providing appropriate background knowledge, setting a purpose for reading, using appropriately 
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leveled materials, and modeling when to slow reading down to study materials carefully. Further, 

Harris noted that when students process the information through note-taking or other study skills, 

such as outlining, students retain the information. Harris emphasized that the content teacher is 

critical in providing a setting that facilitates this part of the reading process. 

Leary (1948) described the “efficient reader” as one who can negotiate reading in various 

content areas shifting between complex and less complex reading materials (p. 137). Further, 

Leary emphasized the importance of the content teacher’s role in teaching students to read in 

their content area, and described the competent teacher as one who recognizes when the student 

does not have all the requisite skills to read content specific texts. A content area teacher is one 

who knows what skills are needed to engage successfully with content area materials and what 

problems may arise. The content area teacher provides the support needed to accomplish this 

goal. Leary discussed the different reading needs for reading in English, mathematics, science, 

and social studies. Each discipline has unique reading demands that require content teachers 

respond accordingly in their instructional practice. 

Ruth Strang recognized that students in each of the content areas would need assistance 

to overcome reading content specific texts. In Making Better Readers, Strang and Bracken 

(1957), elaborated on specific cognitive strategies for each of the content areas, which included 

pre-teaching of vocabulary, establishing a purpose, use of graphic organizers, and activities that 

employ a problem-solution model using the text as a reference. Strang and Bracken 

recommended giving students opportunities to read texts that are thematically related to the 

content area in order to provide students with more opportunities to enhance their knowledge of 

the content area. In a later publication, Strang, McCullough, and Traxler (1967) acknowledged 

that content teachers may not see the benefit of teaching students how to apply reading skills in a 
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content area; however, they argued that when doing so, teachers would provide students with the 

ability to access the content for better understanding. Strang, McCullough, and Traxler provided 

strategies to enable students to master “special problems in reading-connected material” in 

different content areas (p. 298). 

Herber (1969) described the development and use of study skills by content area teachers 

to assist students to move beyond memorization of information. Herber’s examination of transfer 

versus transformation led him to believe that disciplines did not have specific skills but “that the 

uniqueness lies in semantics rather than in skills” (p. 18). He felt that students transformed or 

adapted a study skill to meet the reading requirements in each content area the student 

encountered. For example, Herber discussed how a student could use an organizational text 

structure that can be applied to different content areas or adapt the skill to more complex 

materials. Herber explained that students needed to be guided through the development of study 

skills. 

Herber (1965) noted that reading is connected to study because, while the act of reading 

can occur without studying, studying does not happen without reading. The two are connected in 

the study of content information. Herber discussed studying as a “process [that] requires students 

to bring to bear on a problem all of the skills which are appropriate to the solution of the 

problem” (p. 2). Students select from an array of reading skills to read content information. 

Herber explained that it is the teacher’s role to teach students the skills needed to study content 

information. Herber asserted that since content areas have different demands, content area 

teachers would need to teach the skills specific to their content area. Herber identified the 

following study skills that are effective for reading content information. They include word 

study, using book parts, using reference materials, knowing text structures, utilizing graphic 
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features, and utilizing organization skills, such as note-taking and summarizing. Students require 

support as they learn to study specific content area information. In his explanation of how 

instruction should be formulated in the secondary school system, Herber posited a three-step 

program which involved students receiving necessary skill instruction in a reading classroom, 

their English classroom, and the content classroom. In this way, Herber (1965) explained that the 

teaching of skills is not in isolation, but is taught as needed with the text being studied. As 

described by Herber, “competence is assured, not assumed” (p. 9). Herber emphasized that in 

each phase the teacher is responsible for instruction. The teacher guides students using 

appropriately leveled materials to lead students to become independent learners. 

Herber’s (1978) seminal work, Teaching Reading in Content Areas, addressed the 

difference between teaching reading and teaching the reading of content specific materials. He 

outlined the roles of each, the reading teacher and the content area teacher. He explained that the 

reading teacher is focused on the skill of reading while the content area teacher uses content as 

the vehicle to teach students content specific concepts. This delineation of teaching roles placed 

emphasis on the content teacher’s use of general strategies, strategies applicable to any content 

area, in order for students to study content - before, during, and after. Daines (1971) supported 

the use of study skills instruction explaining that content teachers were uniquely equipped to 

address the reading needs of students within their content area. Daines classified content area 

study skills in six classification groups which included utilizing multiple reference sources, 

monitoring comprehension, identifying the main idea and supporting details, organizing ideas, 

following directions, and using visual aids to enhance comprehension of content. For each of 

these areas, Daines noted the importance of the teacher to provide instructional activities that 

were scaffolded using content related text. 
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Cunningham and Shablack (1975) explored the use of selective reading guides to 

improve reading comprehension of challenging texts. Like Daines, Cunningham and Shablack 

posited that content teachers knew which parts of the text was important to aid in understanding 

the content. The guide consisted of directing students to consider text structure and text features, 

to respond to content, and to even skim through information not deemed necessary for 

understanding. The teacher, as the content expert, designed the selective reading guide to draw 

students’ attention to the pertinent parts of the text, and in doing so, not only model the 

appropriate content reading habits but also improve student comprehension of content. 

Hafner (1974) posited that content teachers are reading teachers of their content. He 

stated that was the content teachers “task and privilege to help the student think more effectively 

about ideas in reading materials (p. viii). Hafner discussed the importance of continuing reading 

instruction through high school. The challenges of reading as students progress through the grade 

levels, the content becomes more challenging and complex. The content teacher needs to not 

only teach general reading skills but also those skills needed for the specific subject matter. 

Robinson’s (1975) methods textbook, Teaching Reading and Study Strategies: The 

Content Areas, discussed reading as a “process(es) used for learning” and not a subject (p. 2). 

Robinson described the act of reading comprehension as “when the semantic and syntactic 

structure of the message matches the syntactic and semantic knowledge of the reader” (p. 2). It is 

important for the content teacher to assist the student in connecting their knowledge with the new 

information in the content area. Robinson noted that content teachers do not feel like they should 

teach provide reading or study instruction. He explained that content teachers have a difficult 

time separating reading from learning content as reading and studying are a part of learning a 

content. Yet, the content teacher is uniquely qualified to teach students in “understanding, 
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interpreting, evaluating, organizing, and utilizing the required and supplemental reading” that 

they will encounter (Robinson, 1968, p. 11). Robinson asserted that content area teachers who 

use texts in their instructional practice must also teach students how to read those texts. 

Robinson (1975) noted that content teachers unintentionally teach some reading and 

study skills, but if they do not receive continued professional learning support, the content 

teachers do not make the connection between these literacy practices and learning content. 

Robinson’s method textbook presented content reading instruction as the use of strategies that 

can be applied to all contents and then strategies that are specific to content areas. The “common 

strategies” consisted of prereading strategies, vocabulary, and text features. The content specific 

strategies addressed the unique attributes of the content area including how common strategies 

are used. 

Vacca (1989) reflected on the high school reading programs of the 1960s where remedial 

reading was the primary source of reading instruction and content area classrooms did not have 

students interact with texts other than to supplement lectures or check answers. Vacca posed that 

high school reading programs should be seen in every content classroom in a high school 

building. Vacca explained that as students moved through their K-12 experience, direct 

instruction would decrease as functional instruction increased. Content area teachers are uniquely 

qualified to provide the functional instruction that a reading teacher cannot. Vacca contended the 

secondary school reading teacher should not be the primary teacher of reading. Further, Vacca 

explained that secondary content area teachers should not only know “how to use reading as a 

tool for learning but also why and when to use reading strategies effectively” (p. 105). High 

school reading programs are strong when content teachers and reading teachers understand the 

role they each play in the development of secondary school readers. 



24  

Vacca (2002) promoted the idea of content area reading instruction and furthers earlier 

research by discussing the impact of using reading and writing strategies that enable students to 

access and process the content. Vacca (1975) explored the use of a functional reading strategy to 

improve content understanding. A functional ready strategy referred to instructional practices 

that demonstrated how to read content texts. In his study, Vacca utilized the use of reading 

guides in a social studies class. The reading guides were designed to enable students to recognize 

text structures and to model how students should read the text effectively. Vacca reported that 

students were able to identify text structures and understand the social studies texts more 

effectively than the students in the control groups. Vacca and Vacca (1996) defined content 

literacy as “the ability to use reading and writing to learn subject matter in a given discipline” (p. 

8). Vacca considered how strategies could improve students’ ability to process content 

knowledge as addressed in his content reading education textbooks (Vacca, Vacca, & Mraz, 

2014). 

In Reading in the Content Areas: Research for Teachers (1984), Dupuis reported a 

resurgence of interest in content area reading and attributed the interest to content teachers 

seeking assistance from reading teachers. In a review of the literature, Dupuis noted content 

teachers did not have an adequate understanding of reading in general or reading in their 

discipline. The negative attitude of content teachers regarding the idea of teaching reading in 

their content area was noted. Dupuis noted the perception existed despite studies that reported 

content teachers’ frustration with students’ inabilities to read content text. 

Moore, Readence, and Rickelman (1983) explored more deeply the issue of when and 

how content reading instruction occurred and who provided the instruction. The authors 

examined the choices of who provided the instruction and how the instruction was designed. The 
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first included skills instruction provided by a reading teacher with the intention that these skills 

would transfer to content area texts. The other method placed the responsibility of skills 

instruction on the content area teacher in the context of reading text in the content classroom 

setting. The first, direct skills-centered instruction, focused on skills over content while the 

second, functional content-centered reading instruction, allowed for teachers to identify the skills 

needed to comprehend the selected content text. Functional skills instruction is based on the idea 

that the content teacher is best suited to teach the reading skills necessary to understand the 

content (Vacca & Mraz, 2011). Moore, Readence, and Rickelman (1983) explained that within 

the area of functional content-centered reading instruction, educators were divided into two 

groups. One group espoused the natural acquisition of skills needed to negotiate and understand 

content texts. Members of this group believed students would develop necessary skills as they 

worked through content texts. The second group considered the language of the text to develop 

instructional practices. How content teachers provide reading instruction in their classroom 

reflects their beliefs about content area reading instruction and quite possibly how they were 

taught in their content classrooms. 

Dupuis (1984) explained that reading in the content areas share common instructional 

practices, such as vocabulary instruction. Additionally, all content area teachers recognize the 

importance of teaching comprehension as a content area teacher’s responsibility. However, 

Dupuis noted that content area teachers do not have a full understanding of reading and often 

become frustrated with students who are unable to read the content information. Dupuis 

discussed how the disciplines have different approaches to instruction for skills such as 

vocabulary and comprehension. In Dupuis’s Reading in the Content Areas: Research for 

Teachers (1984), the contributors discussed research and methods of instruction that were 
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specific to a content area. The contributors recognized that all content instruction should address 

vocabulary, study skills, and comprehension. In their development of each chapter, they 

addressed how the specific content areas differ from each other in terms of instructional needs. 

For example, in the discussion regarding math, Nolan (1984) noted a difference for reading in 

math, stating “the reading skills which are required differ significantly from those required for 

general reading” (p. 36). Nolan went on to explain that reading in math is “concerned with 

concept development and understanding the techniques for problem solving” and that “the best 

person to provide skill instruction is the regular mathematics instructor” (p. 36). 

With changes in curriculum standards, researchers began to reconsider content area 

reading instruction. Bean (2000) reviewed the literature pertaining to the historical background 

of content area reading, particularly its expansion to include writing and discussion. Bean noted 

that in his methods textbook (Readence, Bean, & Baldwin, 1998, p. 4), they expanded the 

content area reading to content area literacy with the following definition: “The level of reading 

and writing skill necessary to read, comprehend, and react to appropriate instructional materials 

in a given subject area.” Due consideration was being given to all aspects of literacy used in the 

academic setting, which includes reading, writing, listening, speaking, and thinking. This was a 

departure from earlier research that only considered the use of reading skills and study skills to 

learn information (Vacca & Mraz, 2011). Vacca and Mraz noted “the structure, vocabulary, and 

conceptual demands of discipline-specific text determine how a reader will think with, make 

sense of, and learn from that text” (p. 276-277). This shift to include literacies beyond reading 

may be due in part to technology and its impact on learning (Mraz, Rickelman, & Vacca, 2009). 

Further, they argued that it is the teacher’s understanding of the discipline that will determine 

how to tailor the use of general literacy strategies in instructional practice. 
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Bader and Pearce (1983) asserted that content reading instruction is “an academic 

specialization that should not be ‘trivialized’ into isolated skills or competencies that ‘anyone 

can teach’ (p. 117). Content teachers need to understand the theories behind content reading 

practices and should develop practices to use in their practice. As a result of their study on the 

use of content reading and writing strategies, Pearce and Bader (1986) noted that professional 

learning is not useful if teachers do not use instructional strategies learned. In a review of content 

reading textbooks, Pearce and Reynolds (2004) noted that methods textbooks had evolved over a 

twenty-year period. Earlier textbooks were “skills oriented” and later textbooks were “process 

oriented” (p. 408). Strategies that can be applied to all, if not most, content areas reflect the 

notion that there is little difference in how students read in a content area. When using the skills- 

oriented approach, teachers recognize that their content has its own unique reading demands. 

Pearce and Reynolds expressed concern that a false dichotomy existed. They explained that 

“there can be generic processes that exist across disciplines and still have specific demands 

placed on a student in a specific discipline” (p. 408). Ultimately, it is the teacher who makes 

decisions about how to help students read content materials. 

Throughout the evolution of content area instruction, the one constant in each 

researcher’s findings is the importance of the teacher’s knowledge of reading and knowledge of 

skills instruction needed for students to access content information. 

The Development of Disciplinary Literacy 

 

With the publication of the Common Core State Standards, there was a need to consider 

the ways in which we provide instruction in the disciplines. These standards emphasize the 

instruction of discipline specific literacy skills (Dunkerly-Bean & Bean, 2016). In a 2015 

position statement, the International Literacy Association (ILA) communicated the need for 
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intentional literacy skills instruction in each of the core content areas: ELA, math, science, and 

social studies. As a result of the Common Core State Standards and versions of standards 

developed by non-participating states, students “are required to be taught to engage in 

specialized forms of reading and writing that are needed to participate successfully in the various 

disciplines” (p. 1). 

Moje, Stockdill, Kim, and Kim (2011) explained that more attention is turning toward the 

readers of text and the context in which they interact with text for comprehension and 

construction of knowledge. Prior to this, the focus was on how the text was the vehicle for 

determining how literacy instruction was delivered. Disciplinary literacy, according to Shanahan 

and Shanahan (2008), is “an emphasis on the knowledge and abilities possessed by those who 

create, communicate, and use knowledge within the disciplines,” whereas content area literacy 

utilizes “study skills that can be used to help students learn from subject matter specific texts” (p. 

8). They went on to explain that content area literacy are the tools that enable students to 

understand a text while disciplinary literacy are the tools experts use to “engage in the work of 

the discipline” (p. 8). As a result, Shanahan and Shanahan noted that content area reading 

proponents only see content as what makes each discipline different and champion the use of 

generic reading strategies (summarizing and paraphrasing) to enable students to understand what 

they are reading in that discipline. 

Shanahan (2011) explained that the notion of reading to learn has had a negative effect on 

secondary instruction. Shanahan asserted that teaching reading disappears because educators feel 

it is no longer necessary, when in fact explicitly teaching reading comprehension leads to higher 

achievement rates. A lack of instruction results in students lacking the necessary literacy skills to 

comprehend content materials. Shanahan commented on the ineffectiveness of teaching 
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strategies when done so without intention and described the “strategy a day approach” that 

focused on students learning strategies and not actually interacting with texts. Students need to 

both monitor their comprehension and engage with the content. Shanahan went on to explain that 

strategy instruction should be sustained over a period of time where students learn how and when 

to use a strategy to enhance their understanding of content. Shanahan added that reading 

instruction in the upper grades also includes vocabulary and fluency instruction. Teachers need 

to provide opportunities for students to engage with increasingly challenging text in order learn 

in subject areas. To do so, Shanahan emphasized that the teacher must help students “develop 

intentional cognitive strategies - general strategies that initially may be helpful with any kind of 

text, and more disciplinary and specialized strategies that students need as text demands change” 

(p. 128). 

In Collaborating for Success: The Vital Role of Content Teachers in Developing 

Disciplinary Literacy with Students in Grades 6-12 (2015), the International Literacy 

Association (ILA) defines disciplinary literacy as the skills that are specialized to content area 

and a student’s ability to apply reading and writing in order to meet literacy demands in the 

content areas. Further, the ILA made it clear that, due to the specialized literacies of each 

discipline, an expert in the discipline would need to provide the necessary instruction to ensure 

students’ success in the discipline. Heller and Greenleaf (2007) discussed the need for adolescent 

literacy reform that allows for more opportunities for students to achieve advanced literacy skills 

needed for success in the 21st century. They advocated for educators to expand the idea of 

content literacy instruction that goes beyond basic reading skills often associated with 

elementary reading instruction to recognizing and even clearly defining the literacy practices 

associated with each discipline. 
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McConachie and Petrosky (2010) explained that for over twenty-five years there has been 

discussion about how to address the issues with adolescent literacy. McConachie and Petrosky 

pointed to research that indicated literacy professionals needed to have a clear understanding of 

what adolescent literacy is. This discussion has led to changes in secondary instruction that 

include personalizing educational experiences. McConachie and Petrosky advised that changes 

need to consider students’ ability to hold “intellectual conversations” about content and the 

teacher’s ability to develop those skills (p. 3). In Content Matters, McConachie and Petrosky 

(2010) discussed disciplinary literacy as a form of apprenticeship that “socializes intelligence” 

(p. x). Further, they described disciplinary literacy 

as an example of an approach to teaching and learning that challenges students to 

participate in the intellectual work of the disciplines...it invites them to engage in 

cognitively challenging problems through carefully designed and sequenced 

lessons...disciplinary literacy asks students to apprentice to academic work and 

habits of thinking that they cannot yet do well (p. xi). 

In this instructional framework, the teacher designs student experiences that engage students in 

challenging activities where the teacher serves as a mentor, coaching students how to read, write, 

inquire, and reason utilizing the discipline's norms (p. 10). 

Researchers noted that each discipline presents its content in a variety of styles that 

include the use of unique vocabulary and often varying text structures as well as consideration of 

purpose and audience (Heller & Greenleaf, 2007). Similar beliefs were noted in the Twenty- 

Fourth Yearbook for the National Society for the Study of Education (1925), where Whipple 

explained that an effective reader employed the “habits of intelligent interpretation” which 

included noting the author’s purpose and organization (p. 14). Disciplinary literacy is a construct 
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for teaching students to read “like an insider” so that they can apply the appropriate approach for 

the discipline specific text they are reading (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008, p. 11). Since each 

discipline has its own literacy components, it follows that successful readers would need to vary 

their approach when reading discipline specific text. Content area literacy provides readers with 

generic reading strategies that can be applied to any text for the purpose of remembering 

information. 

Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) examined the structures of the discourse of each 

discipline (ELA, science, math, and social studies) and noted the following areas for further 

examination: vocabulary, linguistic structure, and author awareness. Shanahan and Shanahan 

reported that vocabulary development in disciplinary literacy considers the structure of words 

and the purpose for the discipline’s use of that structure. While content area literacy provides 

strategies to enable students to learn the vocabulary of a given discipline, disciplinary literacy 

examines how and why words are developed in that literacy. Shanahan and Shanahan examined 

the vocabulary of science and found that science vocabulary words are heavily based in Greek 

and Latin. Further, they noted that science uses these root words because they are not subject to 

change over time as other words may be and they more precisely describe the science object. In 

direct contrast to science vocabulary, history does not use vocabulary words to precisely describe 

something, instead vocabulary terms capture the meaning of a collection of events. Based on the 

literature, Moje, Stockdill, Kim, and Kim (2011) reported that the use of language in 

mathematics is done so with precision using words, symbols, and diagrams, and therefore creates 

a language that is unique to the discipline of mathematics. Shanahan and Shanahan noted that 

both content area literacy and disciplinary literacy are beneficial to students when learning 

vocabulary; however, how it is done in content area literacy and disciplinary literacy occurs in 
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different ways. Content area literacy focuses on strategies to learn words in any content area and 

disciplinary literacy examines how and why vocabulary is constructed in a discipline. 

Another area that Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) explored was the linguistic structures 

of disciplines, noting that each discipline is constructed in such a way to communicate the 

theories of a discipline specific text. Unpacking these structures and their variations with 

students would enable students to better understand the text and what is being 

communicated. Along with how information is communicated in a discipline, Shanahan and 

Shanahan noted the importance of author awareness. They found that there are differences in 

how the author is perceived in different disciplines. For example, in history, the reader must be 

aware of the author since point of view is an important consideration in the social studies 

discipline. In literary reading, consideration of author may be given in order to provide context 

for what the author was trying to communicate through a work. Whereas in science, the author is 

only important to a scientist in determining the author’s lab in order to provide context and 

credibility to the text. Fang (2012c) noted similar challenges in reading disciplinary texts and 

maintained that it was crucial for students to understand how a discipline’s content is structured 

through its language. 

Fang and Coatoam (2013) discussed questions that have arisen about disciplinary 

literacy. They posited to move away from the infusion model which uses generic strategies in the 

content classroom to a discipline specific model where discipline specific practices are a part of 

the instructional practice of the content classroom. Fang and Coatoam presented the two 

approaches to academic literacy instruction, content area literacy and disciplinary literacy, and 

explained how they differ. They provided a definition for content area literacy as a “developing 

students’ ability to effectively use reading and writing as generic tools for learning from content 
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area texts” (p. 627). Further, they explained that proponents of this form of instruction believe 

the only difference in the disciplines is the content and therefore general strategies provide 

students with the necessary skills to access the information and demonstrate their 

understanding. Conversely, proponents of disciplinary literacy recognize the differences in the 

texts, discourse, and general habits of the different disciplines. Fang and Coatoam refer to Fang’s 

(2012b) definition of disciplinary literacy as the “development of students’ ‘ability to engage in 

social, semiotic, and cognitive practices’ consistent with those used by content experts” (p. 628). 

Those who support the use of disciplinary literacy instruction recommend students “use 

specialized literacy skills, strategies, and practices to engage in disciplinary learning and 

socialization” (p. 628). 

In This is Disciplinary Literacy, Lent (2016) described disciplinary literacy as an 

“empowerment for content-area teachers” (p. 2). As described by Lent, disciplinary literacy is a 

new model to address the way content-area teachers provide literacy instruction within their 

discipline. Lent’s position is that content-area teachers, as experts, are responsible for the literacy 

instruction of their discipline. Each discipline has specific literacy skills. Lent explained that 

when teachers adopt this approach to instruction, they understand how the literacy instruction 

develops a student’s content knowledge. Lent cited “strategy fatigue” as a primary example of 

why teachers should abandon generic strategy instruction and teach students to think about “why 

and how they are reading” in their discipline (p. 4). Lent posited that deeper learning is a result 

of the application of disciplinary literacy instruction. 

Lent (2009) argued that even the best of teachers become frustrated frequently when they 

ask students to read content material. Lent attributes this frustration to the lack of training 

content teachers receive. Lent asserted that content teachers should not have to provide direct 
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reading instruction and noted that content teachers are uniquely equipped to provide instruction 

in the specific literacies of a content area and how to read the content materials. Lent discussed 

how drawing inferences can look different in different content areas. For example, in English, 

the student would need to know what the elements of figurative language mean, speaker, and 

tone. In social studies, the student would need to know background information, symbols, and 

author’s stance. In both cases, students are drawing inferences from content material; however, 

what a student needs to know is not a generic strategy; each content area has specific literacy 

needs. Lent proposed that literacy practices, such as teaching text structures, can increase a 

student’s understanding of content texts. Lent explained that teaching how a text structure 

functions in a specific discipline leads to better comprehension. While Lent provides specific 

teaching ideas, the emphasis was on the importance of the teacher as a guide or facilitator when 

addressing a content area’s literacies. 

In their publication, Reading and Representing Across the Content Areas: A Classroom 

Guide, Wilson and Chavez (2014) argued that disciplinary literacy instruction is more than 

understanding disciplinary texts. Disciplinary literacy instruction should include the multimodal 

representations of a discipline. Wilson and Chavez cited discipline specific examples such as the 

use of video, photographs, graphs, and even the use of kinesthetic movement to show how 

disciplinary literacy instruction is more than understanding a piece of text. Wilson and Chavez 

posited that these “images, embodied representations, and other ‘texts’ exhibit discipline-specific 

patterns” (p. 3). They explained that each discipline has its unique framework of representations 

and specific activities and in order to become a “legitimate practitioner,” students need the 

opportunity to learn about multimodal representations and have opportunities to produce their 

own representations (p. 129). 
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Based on this, Chavez and Wilson explained that teachers need to provide instruction to 

not only understand these various representations but also how to produce representations to 

enhance their understanding of the discipline. Wilson and Chavez acknowledged the use of 

comprehension strategies in order to increase metacognition in the act of reading and the use of 

discipline-specific approaches used by “advanced practitioners” (p. 7). They explained that 

teachers needed to apply these strategies and approaches to multimodal representations in order 

to develop multimodal representation competence. Wilson and Chavez noted the importance of 

providing students opportunities to utilize their diverse cultural backgrounds in the production of 

representations. Ultimately, the authors emphasized that teachers need to show students how and 

when to use these representations as appropriate to the purpose and discipline. In doing so, 

students are able “to construct in-depth understandings of key disciplinary concepts” (p. 128). 

Buehl (2017) discussed the importance of developing and supporting a student’s 

academic identity in the disciplines. The teacher fosters content knowledge, the “what,” and 

builds disciplinary knowledge, the “how” and “why” (p. 12). This can be achieved through a 

gradual release framework where the teacher models an expert’s thinking during various 

classroom experiences. Disciplinary discourse is important to developing disciplinary literacy. 

Buehl (2017) defined discourse as “the use of specialized vocabulary coined by disciplinary 

experts and how experts think within a discipline, how they question, examine, organize, and 

represent knowledge through language” (p. 46). Buehl proposed helping students make 

connections between the academic knowledge to their own funds of knowledge so that students 

build their academic identity and see themselves as capable of navigating through content. Buehl 

emphasized the teacher’s role in fostering an academic identity through mentoring the student in 

the discipline. 
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Dobbs, Ippolito, and Charner-Laird (2017) described the challenges of adolescent literacy 

in terms of time limitations and scheduling. As a result, they noted that teacher preparation 

programs do not focus on apprenticing students into the literacies of the discipline they teach. 

Jetton and Lee (2012) surmised that teachers can apprentice students using a discipline’s 

discourse practices. Teachers collaborate with each other to demonstrate how experts think, talk, 

and write within the discipline. Teacher training focuses on creating content specialists; 

therefore, teachers focus on delivering content. They described disciplinary literacy as the 

explicit instruction of the ways the discipline “builds and shares knowledge processes that are 

not always transparent to those both within and outside of the specific disciplines” (p. 15). 

Teaching the habits of mind, along with teaching how to read texts and write discipline 

appropriate responses is essential in disciplinary literacy instruction. Similarly, Elish-Piper, 

L'Allier, Manderino, and Di Domenico (2016) described disciplinary literacy as a means to build 

disciplinary knowledge. Disciplinary literacy instruction is “a complex intersection of teachers’ 

knowledge about their students, disciplinary knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, and literacy 

knowledge” (p. 8). They explained that disciplinary literacy instruction consists of habits of 

thinking, valued texts, habits of practice, and beliefs about knowledge. These expert practices are 

reflected in a discipline. When designing learning experiences, teachers need to not only teach 

content knowledge but also teach the habits of thinking. Shahanan (2012) emphasized the need 

for literacy specialists and content specialists to work together to determine the literacy demands 

and best instructional practices in each discipline. 

Despite the investment in time to teach both pre-service and in-service teachers about 

content literacy, teachers still resist the notion that they are literacy agents for their discipline 

(Fisher & Ivey, 2012; O’Brien, et al., 1995). Fisher and Ivey (2012) suggested that content 
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teachers “capitalize on reading and writing versus teaching reading and writing” (p. 6). Further, 

Fisher and Ivey proposed that all learning should be considered language based but noted that 

content teachers would continue to need support in implementing reading and writing in all 

student experiences. Vacca (2013) advocated for the role of literacy coaches to work with 

content teachers, as outlined in the Standards for Middle and High School Literacy Coaches 

(International Reading Association, 2006). In doing so, content teachers would receive the 

support needed to develop their disciplinary literacy practices and improve adolescent literacy 

skills. 

Disciplinary Literacy Theory 

 

In a review of the literature, Moje (2007) discovered a variety of beliefs about 

disciplinary literacy noting that generally the way disciplinary literacy is conceptualized can be 

categorized into one of four categories. Moje’s review of the literature is framed within the 

context of social justice where all students have access to education and their beliefs and 

knowledge are recognized and honored. The categories as defined by Moje include teaching the 

cognitive literacy processes, teaching the discipline’s epistemological processes, teaching the 

discipline’s linguistic processes, and teaching how to navigate the culture of the disciplines. 

The belief in teaching cognitive literacy processes is reflected in the idea of reading to 

learn. This was explored extensively by Herber and other researchers who worked in the area of 

study skills research and development. Moje (2007) noted general skills, such as K-W-L, were 

developed for text processing and applicable to all contents. Cognitive strategies are applied to 

all texts and do not consider the specific needs of reading texts in a discipline. 

The epistemological view of disciplinary literacy encompasses how learners work within 

the discipline as well as how educators provide instruction within the discipline. In this category, 
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the literacy practices of the discipline are determined from within the discipline. Moje (2007) 

posited that perhaps the aim of studying a discipline like a member of the discipline is to develop 

critical reasoning skills that align with the traditions of the discipline. Moje noted that there has 

been little research on instructional practices in this area, particularly in the area of math and 

English Language Arts and pointed to the work of Wineburg in the area of social studies as an 

illustration of the epistemology of reading in a discipline. According to Moje, Wineburg noted 

the differences between how historians interact with texts and students in a social studies class 

utilize think-alouds to model how experts read texts. 

The linguistic processes of a discipline, a process based on systemic functional 

linguistics, draws attention to the structure of texts within the discipline. This includes lexical, 

grammatical, and syntax as well as academic vocabulary. From this viewpoint, each discipline 

has specific rules for communicating the content of the discipline. 

Finally, Moje (2007) discussed disciplinary literacy in terms of each discipline having its 

own culture. This category included the use of interdisciplinary studies in order for students to 

understand the practices of each discipline, so that the students can apply those practices fluidly 

as they move through units of study. In this form of disciplinary literacy instruction, the educator 

considers students’ interests and knowledge in order to give them the space to explore and 

contribute to the discipline’s knowledge. The work done by researchers and practitioners in this 

category recognizes the need for students to understand that knowledge is constructed as a result 

of human interaction. 

Similarly, Fang (2012a) reported that there are “four distinct approaches to disciplinary 

literacy instruction” (p. 103). He labels these approaches cognitive, sociocultural, linguistic, and 

critical. Fang described the cognitive approach as those strategies used by any content area 
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teacher before, during, and after reading and writing texts. These cognitive strategies support the 

attainment of cognitive goals which include comprehension of texts. While there is evidence that 

supports the use of cognitive strategies, Fang noted that more recent research calls into question 

the use of cognitive strategy instruction, positing that cognitive strategies guide students to 

literacy outcomes (e.g. writing a summary) but do not necessarily lead to a true understanding of 

content. 

Fang (2012a) explained the sociocultural approach considers a student’s interest and 

motivation. Teachers using this approach incorporate the student’s knowledge in the instruction. 

In doing so, students are more motivated to engage in the work since they have made 

connections with the discipline in a personal way. The sociocultural approach requires secondary 

teachers to reconceptualize how curriculum is presented, an educational concept that according 

to Fang does not align with current testing practices. 

The linguistic approach as described by Fang recognizes that each discipline has its own 

form of language structure and vocabulary. This approach requires teachers to understand their 

discipline’s discourses. Further, this approach can result in a drill method that does not connect 

to the content but is seen as something else students need to learn in addition to content. Fang 

cited the works of other researchers for this approach that showed that professional learning was 

an important component for success in this approach. 

Fang (2012a) identified the critical approach which considers ‘positioned’ texts, also in 

“social-historical-political contexts” (p. 106). From this critical look at the content, students gain 

a deeper insight into how the discipline’s knowledge is constructed. This approach has a strong 

social justice component where students consider content text beyond the curriculum as 

established through governments or businesses. Here, students seek to understand the values and 



40  

positions presented in the text. Fang noted that implementing this approach is successful if 

educators and students have a strong understanding of the linguistic structures within the 

disciplines. 

More recent publications have called for a synergistic approach to secondary literacy 

instruction that considers struggling readers as well as a deeper understanding of the disciplines 

themselves (Brozo, Moorman, Meyer, & Stewart, 2013; Dunkerly-Bean & Bean, 2016). This 

approach gives due to consideration to the elements of content literacy and strategies that support 

comprehension in combination with literacy practices used in the disciplines. As a result, literacy 

specialists and content specialists can engage in a dialogue that produces instructional practices 

that benefit students in their content classrooms. 

Recent efforts have been made to develop instructional practices that include all aspects 

of Moje’s Disciplinary Literacy Theory. This framework is based on the belief that disciplinary 

literacy is comprised of a “shared language and symbolic tools that members of academic 

disciplines use to construct knowledge alongside others” (Rainey, Maher, Coupland, & Moje, 

2017, p. 371). This form of disciplinary literacy teaching recognizes that secondary teachers may 

not be able to articulate what discipline experts do in their daily instructional practices. The 

inquiry-based framework incorporates aspects of the four categories of Moje’s Disciplinary 

Literacy. The 4-E heuristic guides the work of students as they interact with disciplinary texts, 

provides opportunities for students to complete tasks that reflect disciplinary practices, and 

considers different aspects of language and how that language is used in the discipline and across 

disciplines (Moje, 2015). Student experiences are carefully designed to incorporate all the beliefs 

of disciplinary literacy. 
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Moje’s Disciplinary Literacy Theory, comprised of four beliefs about disciplinary 

literacy, and Fang’s approaches to content literacy instruction illustrate the various ways 

practitioners can provide content instruction. Moje conceded that it is possible to have some 

overlap within the categories and that they are not mutually exclusive. Similarly, Fang discussed 

how each of the approaches are complementary, allowing teachers to utilize instructional 

practices from each of the approaches as they deem appropriate to reach their instructional goals. 

The fluidity of the beliefs and approaches illustrate the complexities of literacy instruction in the 

secondary setting. 

Delphi Studies in Literacy 

 

The Delphi method, developed by the RAND Corporation as a forecasting tool, has been 

applied in the field of education since as early as 1965 (Weaver, 1971). Weaver noted that its use 

in the field of education went beyond a forecasting tool and had been used for other applications 

which included exploring opinions held by members of an organization, allowing for the 

consideration of how the future is considered, as well as an educational tool that allows 

individuals to examine the future in different ways. Rieger reported in 1986 that there was a 

notable increase in the number of Delphi method dissertations in the field of education. He 

attributed the increase in the use of the Delphi method to the method’s cost-effective way to 

gather information from experts for education planning. The method allows researchers to collect 

perceptions and ideas in order to improve instructional practice without having to convene the 

participants in a single location. 

Conducting a search using the ERIC database system with the search term “Delphi” 

yielded 186 dissertations published since 1999. Continuing with the use of the ERIC database 

system and using the search terms “Delphi study” and “literacy” yielded ten dissertations that 



42  

had been published since 1999. The dissertations listed primarily addressed information and 

digital literacy. To expand the search, I used the Texas A&M Corpus Christi Bell Library 

databases. Using the search terms “Delphi” and “content reading” resulted in a list of three 

dissertations. 

The Delphi studies that were considered for this literature review varied in topic and type 

of Delphi study. Of those that are related to the field of literacy, the Delphi method was used to 

identify literacy practices for English Language Learners, digital literacies, the use of graphic 

organizers, reading comprehension, and non-fiction reading strategies for the science classroom. 

Each of these studies examined areas of literacy in order to further define best practices for 

instruction (Brown, 2011; Geiselhofer, 2010; Suarez, 2011; Wegner, 2011; Zunker, 2009). 

Zunker (2009) used a modified Delphi to develop a list of significant works in reading 

comprehension, conducting a content analysis of the participants’ responses to determine themes 

in the understanding of reading comprehension in the list of works and the participants’ 

responses regarding those works. 

Of the twenty-four published dissertations that resulted from using the search term 

“disciplinary literacy,” none used the Delphi method to collect data. Of the studies conducted to 

examine disciplinary literacy, six studies examined preservice and in-service teachers’ 

perceptions of disciplinary literacy utilizing case study methods (Aumen, 2017; Bottomley, 

2016; Cramer, 2014; Hotz, 2014; Powell, 2018; Wood, 2017). In each of these studies, the 

researchers drew similar conclusions. They called for more research to further define disciplinary 

literacy and for more professional learning for both preservice and in-service teachers in the 

integration of literacy and content instruction. None of the studies examined literacy experts’ 

perceptions and beliefs regarding disciplinary literacy. 
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Chapter Summary 

 

Research conducted in the early 1900s associated content reading with the ability to study 

and memorize texts. Due to the rise of behaviorism, less attention was given to the notion of 

study techniques to remember information. Herber’s (1978) seminal work Teaching Reading in 

Content Areas gave rise to the use of strategies with any text as determined by the content expert 

(Bean, 2000). Bean described the research of the 1980s as a means “to validate content area 

literacy strategies” using quasi-experimental methodology, while the research of the 1990s 

looked to qualitative methods to discover the impact of teacher-student interaction in the 

classroom setting on literacy instruction and student learning (p. 641). 

When considering the research conducted over a hundred-year period, there seems to be 

numerous similarities between content area literacy and disciplinary literacy instruction. Early 

researchers noted the differences in the content areas or disciplines and attempted to address 

those differences in a variety of ways. Researchers considered readers’ attitudes, study skills, and 

later, specific strategies that would enable students to access and process content information. 

Researchers noted that strategy instruction was effective in lab settings; yet, content 

teachers still did not routinely use literacy strategies in their instructional practice (Alvermann & 

Moore, 1991; Fisher & Ivey, 2005). Alvermann and Moore reviewed experimental studies on 

teaching strategies, strategies that depend on the teacher to present and support the 

strategy. Overall, they noted that all the strategies were most effective with “more-able readers” 

(p. 960). Due to the variation in disciplines, beliefs of what constitutes text, text complexity, and 

students’ academic tracks, teachers varied in their instructional practices in the area of reading. 

Despite proponents of the use of strategy-driven instruction that enables students to 

understand content, more recent researchers claim that literacy instruction should consider 
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specific attributes of the discipline. The emphasis is on a student’s ability to consider textual 

information like an expert in the discipline might. Fagella-Luby, Graner, Deshler, and Drew 

(2012) noted that the Common Core State Standards require the instruction of disciplinary 

literacy skills but do not identify the prerequisite skills necessary to do so. The authors supported 

their conclusion with Shanahan and Shanahan’s (2008) literacy pyramid previously discussed in 

this review. While Fagella-Luby, Graner, Deshler, and Drew did not discount disciplinary 

literacy strategies, they found little evidence in research to support the exclusive use of 

disciplinary literacy strategies at the secondary level. Vacca and Mraz (2011) argued that 

whether one refers to it as “content-area reading, content literacy, or disciplinary literacy, the 

driving principle behind each of these instructional concepts is applicable today as it was in 

Herber’s time: content determines process” (p. 276). 

Literacy experts differ in their beliefs about how best to provide literacy instruction in the 

content areas. Based on a review of the literature, the following research questions were 

developed to guide this study: 

1. How do experts in the field of content area reading instruction define disciplinary literacy 

and describe it in relation to content area literacy? 

2. What significant works in disciplinary literacy are noted by experts in the field of content 

area reading instruction and why are they noted as significant? 

3. What commonalities emerge in the rationale provided by participants when identifying 

significant works for disciplinary literacy? 
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

The methods used to collect and analyze data are discussed in this chapter. The chapter is 

organized in the following parts: research design and rationale, participant selection, data 

collection, procedures for data analysis, trustworthiness, and data validation. 

Research Design and Rationale 

 

This study used a Delphi method to collect data from eight experts in the field of 

secondary literacy. The researcher investigated these experts’ opinions and beliefs regarding 

disciplinary literacy, content literacy, and the significant works that contribute to the 

development of disciplinary literacy. A review of the literature revealed varying beliefs of what 

disciplinary literacy is and what instructional practices that result from these beliefs look like in 

the secondary classroom setting (Fang, 2012a; Lent, 2016; Moje, 2007, 2015; Shanahan & 

Shanahan, 2008, 2012). 

Data collection included three questionnaires and was completed in five months. Using 

the Delphi method to collect data from experts, analysis of the Likert-scale ratings, and content 

analysis of the experts’ responses, the researcher sought to understand the following research 

questions. 

1. How do experts in the field of content area reading instruction define disciplinary 

literacy and describe it in relation to content area literacy? 

2. What significant works in disciplinary literacy are noted by experts in the field of 

content area reading instruction and why are they noted as significant? 

3. What commonalities emerge in the rationale provided by participants when 

identifying significant works for disciplinary literacy? 

Developed as a method for long range forecasting by the RAND corporation, the Delphi 

method was intended to reduce the negative effects of group decisions which includes the ability 
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of group members to take control of the group, thus negating the input of other group members 

(Riggs, 1983). The original study conducted by the RAND corporation utilized a series of 

questionnaires and provided controlled feedback to gather information from experts (Linstone & 

Turoff, 1975). Linstone and Turoff defined the Delphi technique as follows: 

Delphi may be characterized as a method for structuring a group communication 

process so that the process is effective in allowing a group of individuals, as a 

whole, to deal with a complex problem (1975, p. 3) 

They went on to note the Delphi technique is evolving in process and purpose. Yousaf (2007) 

described the Delphi method as a “group process used to survey and collect the opinions of 

experts on a particular subject” (p. 1). Gathering experts in one place is time and cost prohibitive; 

therefore, the technique allows for a researcher to gather information from experts in a given 

field when it is not possible to have the panel together in one physical location. Linstone and 

Turoff (1975) explained that a Delphi study is appropriate for problems in which a collection of 

expert opinions would be beneficial. 

The Delphi method is useful when there is a topic for consideration that needs the 

opinions of experts for further clarification (Yousaf, 2007). The current study utilized a 

Hegelian, or Dialectical, Inquiring System (IS) as the basis for its design. As one purpose of this 

study was to develop clarity, not to reach consensus, on disciplinary literacy, the Dialectical IS 

was used. The Dialectical IS is a system that recognizes conflict as a means to develop new ideas 

or provide clarity to existing ideas. Its use as the philosophical basis for the design of this Delphi 

study allows experts to provide input regarding opposing viewpoints. Based on the information 

provided by the experts, the researcher was able to examine and then formulate a “creative 

synthesis” (Mitroff & Turoff, 1975, p. 29). 
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During a review of the literature on disciplinary literacy, it was noted that researchers 

have differing opinions on how disciplinary literacy is defined and how it differs from content 

literacy. Using the Dialectical IS as a basis for its design, the Delphi method recognizes that 

there are conflicting ideas on the topic. Participants can agree or disagree with statements, thus 

allowing for the researcher to critically examine each side of the issue (Turoff, 1975). Experts 

are able to share their expertise and knowledge and consider other thoughts on the topic without 

pressure to change their ideas to conform to the group. Since the panel does not physically meet 

to discuss the topic, the researcher can gather expert knowledge without the influence of 

dominant personalities or pressure on individuals to conform to the majority (Hsu & Sandford, 

2007; Linstone and Turoff, 1975). 

The Delphi method occurs over a period of time using a series of questionnaires and 

feedback to collect expert information on a specified topic. Thangaratinam and Redman (2005) 

explained the Delphi has a minimum of two rounds but the number of rounds beyond that is not 

definitive in the literature. The Delphi technique has the following characteristics: “anonymity, 

controlled feedback, and statistical group response” (Yousaf, 2007, p. 3-4). Since panel members 

are not identified throughout the study, they remain anonymous to one another. The researcher 

facilitates or monitors the feedback of respondents through questionnaires, allowing each 

respondent to consider their response in comparison to the group thinking. The feedback process 

used in the Delphi method minimizes the effect of noise that can be found during group 

interactions. This group noise can keep groups from focusing on the topic under discussion and 

can result in biased information (Hsu & Sandford, 2007). 
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Participant Selection 

 

Using the Delphi method, the researcher collects information from a group of experts in 

any given field or area using a series of surveys or questionnaires (Brown, 1968). To address the 

research questions, the Delphi method was used in the current study to allow for experts in the 

field of content area reading instruction to have a facilitated discussion through a series of 

iterative questionnaires. Group members had the opportunity to respond to definition statements 

and to summary responses in a facilitated discussion without having to meet in person (Okoli & 

Pawlowski, 2004). 

This Delphi study utilized the collective knowledge of experts in the field of content area 

reading instruction. Ludwig (1997) emphasized that due consideration should be given to the 

participant selection process. Since the primary source of data is provided by the participants, it 

is imperative that their expertise be documented in the literature. Prior to selecting participants 

from an expert pool, the researcher should consider the qualifications needed to be considered a 

potential participant. To select experts to serve on the panel, a Knowledge Resource Nomination 

Worksheet (KRNW) (Appendix B) was utilized to ensure that due consideration was given to 

expertise and representation in the literature (Okoli & Pawlowski, 2004). Categories on the 

KRNW included research interests and the number of publications and presentations about 

content literacy and disciplinary literacy. In addition to looking at potential participants’ websites 

or curriculum vita to locate this information, the researcher searched the Texas A&M Bell 

Library databases using the following search terms: literacy, disciplinary literacy, and content 

reading. (Appendix B). 

Upon completion of this search, a list of candidates that were representative of the 

categories in the KRNW was drafted. The candidate list was reviewed by two reading professors 
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from a South Texas university. The professors deleted names of participants who they felt may 

over-represent a university. Based on their experience, the reviewers added names for 

consideration. (Appendix A). 

After the list was reviewed, the researcher contacted potential participants. An invitation, 

along with a brief explanation of the Delphi study, was emailed to potential participants. 

(Appendix C). In addition to the letter, participants were given a copy of an information sheet 

outlining the study. (Appendix D). For those who declined, the researcher issued a thank you 

note and asked the individual if he or she would nominate other experts who might be qualified 

to participate in this study. Nominees are noted on Appendix A. By creating a non-probability 

purposive sampling using snowball sampling, this ensured that the list of potential participants 

included as many experts as possible, as well as any potential participants missed in the initial 

review of the literature. 

In a review of the literature, Ludwig (1997) explained that recommended group sizes 

vary for a Delphi study. Ludwig reported that some researchers suggest large group sizes of 15- 

20 while other researchers suggest that the needs of the study dictate the size of the group. Hsu 

and Sandford (2007) cautioned researchers on having a large expert panel as it may result in 

lower participation and increased time on behalf of the expert panelists to respond and the 

researcher to summarize the data. Further, Hsu and Sandford reported there is not a standard for 

the number of panelists; however, 10 to 15 is common. Okoli and Pawlowski (2004) noted that 

the Delphi is a group decision making tool based on panelists’ expertise and therefore does not 

rely on having a statistical representation of a population. For this Delphi study, the researcher 

was seeking 8 to 10 experts in the field of content area reading instruction to participate as part 

of the expert panel. 
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After sending the initial invitations, the following participants agreed to participate in the 
 

study: 
 

1. Dr. Tom Bean 

2. Doug Buehl 

3. Dr. Roni Jo Draper 

4. Dr. Douglas Fisher 

5. ReLeah Lent 

6. Dr. Maryann Mraz 

7. Dr. David O’Brien 

8. Dr. Evan Ortlieb 

9. Dr. Catherine Snow 

10. Dr. Wolfram Verlaan 

 

After the first round of the study was completed, there were nine participants. One 

participant did not respond to the first questionnaire or to subsequent requests to respond. Data 

collected from the first iteration included responses from the following participants: 

1. Dr. Tom Bean 

2. Doug Buehl 

3. Dr. Douglas Fisher 

4. ReLeah Lent 

5. Dr. Maryann Mraz 

6. Dr. David O’Brien 

7. Dr. Evan Ortlieb 

8. Dr. Catherine Snow 

9. Dr. Wolfram Verlaan 

 

For the second round, one participant did not respond to the second questionnaire or to 

subsequent requests to respond. Data collected from the second iteration included responses from 

the following participants: 

1. Dr. Tom Bean 

2. Doug Buehl 

3. Dr. Douglas Fisher 

4. ReLeah Lent 

5. Dr. Maryann Mraz 

6. Dr. David O’Brien 

7. Dr. Evan Ortlieb 

8. Dr. Wolfram Verlaan 
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For the final iteration, the participant list remained the same as no participants declined to 

respond. 

Data Collection 

 

To facilitate response time, storage of responses, and anonymity of respondents, the 

researcher utilized the Texas A&M - Corpus Christi email system to communicate with 

participants and Google Forms to create questionnaires and Google Sheets to store participant 

responses. A paper copy was made available to participants if that was their preferred method of 

response. All participants elected to use the electronic versions of the questionnaires. 

The collection of data took four months from the time the first iteration was sent to the 

participants who accepted the invitation until the receipt of the final response from the third and 

final iteration. The collection method involved three iterations of questionnaires. Figure 1 

illustrates the three iterations of data collection and analysis used in this study. 
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statements 

   Researcher Actions Participant Actions 

 Round 1  Sends open-ended 

questionnaire 
Answers questions 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Round 2 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Summarize definitions 

to create definition 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Rates each definition 

and provides rationale 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Round 3 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Calculates median of each 

item 

 
Summarizes rationale 

statements 

for rating 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Reviews individual rating 
and rationale in view of 

group response 

 
Opportunity to reconsider 

rating and respond 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The design of the iterations and reporting of data. 

 

The open-ended questions used for this study were developed from a pilot study the 

researcher conducted prior to beginning of this study. Skulmoski, Hartman, and Krahn (2007) 

discussed the use of a pilot study to test the questionnaire and, if needed, make revisions based 

on the feedback. The purpose of the pilot study was to test the open-ended questions that would 

be used during the first iteration of the Delphi study. In the pilot study, literacy professors from 

four Texas universities were invited to respond to the following open-ended questions: 

1. How do you define disciplinary literacy? 

 

2. How does disciplinary literacy compare to content literacy? 
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3. What are significant works in disciplinary literacy and what attributes make them 

significant to the field of disciplinary literacy? 

After the responses were reviewed, it was evident that the questions did not adequately address 

the purpose of this study. Participants were then asked to provide feedback to the researcher on 

how they would improve the questions for clarity. Based on their feedback, four open-ended 

questions were developed. 

First Iteration Questionnaire. The first iteration questionnaire asked expert panelists to 

provide a definition of disciplinary literacy as they understood it, to explain how disciplinary 

literacy differs from content area literacy. and identify significant works in the area of 

disciplinary literacy and what qualifies these works as significant. Yousuf (2007) explained this 

questionnaire may ask for the panelists’ opinions based on their experiences and judgments. 

Using a Google Form, the participants were asked to respond to the following four open-ended 

questions. 

1. How do you define disciplinary literacy? 

 

2. How is disciplinary literacy similar to content literacy and how is it different from 

content literacy? 

3. What are significant works in the field of disciplinary literacy? 

 

4. What attributes make these works significant to the field of disciplinary literacy? 

 

Second Iteration Questionnaire. The researcher synthesized participants’ responses from 

the first iteration to craft definition statements to be used in the second iteration of the study. 

Participants were also shown a list of works that all participants had identified as significant in 

the field of disciplinary literacy. In some cases, participants only noted “any works by” or only 

provided an author’s name. The researcher wanted to honor the participants’ input; therefore, 
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publications by suggested authors were selected to add to the list. Works were selected that had 

been discussed in Chapter 2 of this paper or were identified through a database search as having 

been cited in other publications. Based on the data, the second questionnaire was created to 

indicate three section titles: (1) Defining Disciplinary Literacy, (2) Content Literacy and 

Disciplinary Literacy, and (3) Significant Works. 

For Section 1 of the questionnaire, participants were presented with five definition 

statements for disciplinary literacy. As previously explained, the definition statements were 

synthesized from the participants’ responses to the first question - How do you define 

disciplinary literacy? The definition statements, synthesized from the participants’ responses, are 

shown below: 

• Disciplinary literacy is the strategic use of cognitive processes required to understand 

discipline-specific texts. 

• Disciplinary literacy moves beyond generic metacognitive strategies to utilize the 

particular approaches needed to be or become literate in a discipline. 

• Disciplinary literacy moves beyond knowing the ‘what’ of disciplinary knowledge to the 

‘how’ and ‘why’ - an understanding of how and why experts in a field of study create, 

communicate, and share disciplinary knowledge, which enables students to navigate a 

wide range of disciplinary texts. 

• Disciplinary literacy is the intersection of the literacy practices, the utilized language 

forms, and the epistemology of the discipline. 

• Disciplinary literacy is the use of discipline-specific literacy tools (reading, writing, 

speaking, listening, and reasoning) used by experts in order to participate in a subject 

area. 
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Participants were asked to use a Likert-scale rating system to denote their level of 

agreement with each statement - 1-Strongly Agree, 2-Agree, 3-Neutral, 4-Disagree, 5-Strongly 

Disagree. Following each rating, participants were asked to provide a rationale statement for 

their level of agreement. 

The same procedure was used for Section 2 of the questionnaire. Participants were presented 

with the statements, synthesized from participants’ responses to question 2 - How is disciplinary 

literacy similar to content literacy and how is it different from content literacy? As with the 

statements in Section 1 of the questionnaire, participants were asked to use the same Likert-scale 

rating system. Statements for this section are shown below. 

• Content literacy is a set of skills applied to understand content while disciplinary literacy 

is a set of skills constructed within the discipline reflecting the discipline’s texts, 

discourses, and epistemology. 

• Content literacy refers to general literacy strategies used to support the development of 

background knowledge and content learning. Disciplinary literacy refers to specific 

literacy strategies and practices of a field of study. 

• Content literacy emphasizes understanding text. Disciplinary literacy extends content 

literacy so that texts may be used authentically for real world application. 

• Both content literacy and disciplinary literacy use cognitive strategies for instruction. 

 

Disciplinary literacy processes are created within a discipline and content literacy 

processes are applied to a discipline. 

For Section 3 of the questionnaire, participants were asked to rank their top ten works 

with one (1) being the most significant. Then, participants were directed to provide a rationale 

for their top three choices. The proposed works as submitted by participants are shown below. 
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Third Iteration. For the third and final iteration, each panel expert was presented the 

median results from the rating of definition statements, his or her rating, his or her rationale, and 

a summary statement. The summary statements were synthesized from all participants’ rationale 

statements for each definition statement rating. (Appendix E and Appendix F). In this iteration, 

participants were asked to review their responses and were invited to revise their responses or to 

provide additional remarks. In doing so, participants had the opportunity to check their ratings 

and rationale statements, consider how their responses compared to other participants, and add to 

or revise their original ratings or rationale statements. 

Originally, the researcher intended to determine what the significant works regarding 

disciplinary literacy are. This data would be used to answer research question number three - 

What are significant works in the field of disciplinary literacy? Following the identification of 

works, the researcher intended to use participants’ rationale statements for their rankings to 

provide the basis for identifying what attributes of these works make them significant. The 

analysis of the data would address research question four - What attributes make these works 

significant to the field of disciplinary literacy? See Appendix K for participants’ responses. 

After receiving and reviewing the second iteration responses, the researcher decided to 

abandon this pursuit as participants either chose not to respond to that part of the questionnaire, 

did not follow the instructions, or gave little or no rationale for their rankings. (Appendix N). 

The researcher did present to each participant his or her responses to this section of the 

questionnaire for the third iteration to ensure that each participant’s responses had been 

accurately recorded. 
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Procedures for Data Analysis 

 

Data analysis was ongoing throughout the data collection process using the following 

methods: statistical means of Likert-scale ratings and content analysis of participants’ written 

responses. Data analysis occurred after responses were received from each iteration of the 

questionnaires. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
• Data from first iteration 

categorized using a priori codes 
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Analysis •Participants' rationale 

statements  and follow 
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Figure 2: Process of Data Analysis 

 

As data was collected from the expert panelists, a content analysis was conducted to 

determine the commonalities and themes in the participants’ responses. Content analysis “utilizes 

a set of procedures to make valid inferences from text” (Weber, 1990, p. 9). Further, content 

analysis is a process that looks for similarities in text to classify, code, and develop themes for 

the purpose of a deeper understanding of the topic of study (Hseih & Shannon, 2005). 

Krippendorff (1989) defined content analysis as a “research technique for making replicable and 

valid inferences from data to their context” (p. 403). Content analysis is grounded in the field of 
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communication. As this study promoted a form of dialogue between participants, an analysis of 

their statements was conducted. 

As the purpose of the first section of the study was to provide more clarity on existing 

literature, the researcher used direct content analysis when analyzing the proposed disciplinary 

literacy definitions and the responses explaining how disciplinary literacy compares to content 

literacy. Hseih and Shannon (2005) define direct content analysis as the use of “existing theory 

or prior research [that] exists about a phenomenon that is incomplete or would benefit from 

further description” with the purpose to “validate or extend conceptually a theoretical framework 

or theory” (p. 1281). In this type of content analysis, codes are established a priori. Coding 

developed a priori is often developed “using coding schemes developed by other researchers” 

(White & Marsh, 2006, p. 32). This form of content analysis uses the codes to “guide the 

discussion of findings” (Hseih & Shannon, 2005, p. 1283). The participants’ definitions for 

disciplinary literacy were coded using Moje’s (2007) Disciplinary Literacy Theory categories: 

Cognitive Literacy Processes, Epistemological Processes of the Disciplines, Linguistic Processes 

of the Disciplines, and Disciplinary Literacy Pedagogy as Navigation Across Cultural 

Boundaries. As previously discussed, Moje reviewed the literature regarding disciplinary literacy 

and determined that these four dominant beliefs were present. The researcher used these beliefs 

as a priori codes to analyze participants’ responses. (Appendix G). A second analysis of the 

same data set was conducted using Fang’s (2012a) Approaches to Developing Content Area 

Literacies. (Appendix H). In a review of the literature, Fang determined there were four 

instructional approaches to content area literacy - Cognitive Approach, Sociocultural Approach, 

Linguistic Approach, and Critical Approach. This method of using a priori codes has been used 

in a previous study where the researchers were able to analyze how disciplinary literacy applied 
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to their discipline (Frambaugh-Kritzer, Buelow, & Steele, 2015). In that study, the researchers 

used characteristics of disciplinary literacy that resulted from their review of the literature. 

After the analysis using the a priori codes, the researcher synthesized the participants’ 

proposed definitions to create five definition statements. The definition statements were 

presented to participants in the second iteration questionnaire. As previously discussed, the 

participants were asked to use a Likert-scale to rate the proposed definitions and provide a 

rationale for each rating. In addition to providing proposed definitions for disciplinary literacy, 

participants were asked to explain how content literacy compared to disciplinary literacy. The 

researcher used a compare and contrast chart to analyze the responses. (Appendix J). After 

placing data on the table, the researcher synthesized the data to draft summary statements that 

reflected the participants’ beliefs about how content literacy compares to disciplinary literacy. 

The statements were presented to participants in the second iteration questionnaire to rate using a 

Likert scale. Again, participants were asked to provide a rationale for each rating. 

The second iteration questionnaire asked participants to use a Likert-scale rating to rate 

the definition and summary statements presented to them. Additionally, participants were asked 

to provide a rationale statement for each rating. Data from this iteration was analyzed using two 

methods - statistical means and descriptive coding. Hsu and Sandford (2007) discussed the 

statistical analysis of data and reported that measures of central tendency and level of dispersion 

are used to analyze the expert panelists’ Likert-scale ratings. In a review of the literature, Hse 

and Sandford discovered that the use of the measures of central tendency (mean, median, and 

mode) each have a specific purpose depending on the desired outcome of the researcher. Weaver 

(1971) asserted that the Delphi technique as a forecasting tool should be based on what is a 

reasonable outcome not an expectation of what will happen. It was noted that a weakness of the 
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Delphi relates to how the consensus is reached as it was observed in some experiments “that 

people tend to shift their estimates toward a group norm under conditions of the iteration” (p. 

270-271). Weaver suggested that using the median may lead the researcher to a “consensus that 

is closer to the ‘true’ answer” (p. 271). Therefore, the researcher used the median of the 

participants’ ratings for the definition statements to gain a better understanding of how literacy 

experts consider disciplinary literacy and disciplinary literacy in relation to content literacy. 

For the third iteration questionnaire, the participants were presented with the median 

ratings, how they rated each item, their rationale statement for each item, and the summarized 

rationale statements. The summarized rationale statements were synthesized from the 

participants’ rationale statements. The researcher summarized the submitted rationales into one 

summary rationale statement for each corresponding median rating. Participants were asked to 

review their ratings, the median ratings, and their rationale and the summary rationale statement 

for each definition statement. (Appendix E and Appendix F). The researcher then reviewed the 

participants’ responses, coding the rationale statements and any additional commentary using 

process coding. Process coding was selected to capture the action in the participants’ responses 

(Saldaña, 2011). As this Delphi study was based on the Dialectical IS in order to encourage 

participants to consider the views of other participants on the topic, the researcher used process 

coding to reflect the participants’ interaction (Saldaña, 2013). Codes were then categorized and 

themes were developed. 

Trustworthiness 

 

When conducting qualitative research, the researcher has to ensure the participants’ 

beliefs are captured and that data is analyzed and reported with integrity (Saldaña, 2011). For 

this study, the researcher utilized member checking to confirm data was reported as the 
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participants intended. Glesne (2011) described member checking as a form data validation that 

increases the trustworthiness of a research study. Birt, Scott, Cavers, Campbell, and Walter 

(2016) discussed the use of synthesized data during member checking. In this study, participants 

were provided with synthesized data and given an opportunity to clarify their thoughts. In doing 

so, participants were able to check that their thoughts and ideas were reflected as accurately as 

possible. Inherent to the Delphi study is the opportunity for member checking, as participants 

have the opportunity to read the summary statements and respond, clarifying their responses and 

providing additional commentary during each iteration. 

The researcher used multiple methods of data analysis. Multiple data analysis is a form of 

data triangulation that adds to the rigor of the study (Humble, 2009). The first form of data 

analysis consisted of analyzing and synthesizing participant responses for the second and third 

iterations of the Delphi study. This included the development of disciplinary literacy definitions, 

disciplinary literacy and content literacy comparison statements, and summarized rationale 

statements. For the second method of data analysis the data was analyzed in two parts. The first 

phase used a priori codes based on a review of the literature. The second part examined 

similarities and differences of participants’ descriptions of disciplinary literacy and content 

literacy. The third data analysis consisted of the researcher coding participants’ rationales and 

comments using process coding to capture the interaction between the participants through their 

responses. In this way, the researcher could find the action in the participants’ responses 

(Saldaña, 2013). Saldaña explained that process coding is appropriate for use when the 

researcher is searching for interaction and emotion. 

Data Validation 
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Following the second analysis, an independent rater, a literacy professor at a Southeast 

Texas university, was provided with a brief explanation of the categories, based on the literature 

review of Moje’s (2007) Disciplinary Literacy Theory and Fang’s Approaches to Developing 

Content Area Literacies, and the participants’ responses to interview questions one and two. 

(Appendix O). After the explanation, the independent rater was given two tables, one with 

Moje’s (2007) Disciplinary Literacy categories and one table with Fang’s (2012a) Approaches to 

Developing Content Area Literacies categories. The two tables were the same tables the 

researcher used in the analysis of the definition statements. The independent rater was given the 

participants’ responses to questions for defining disciplinary literacy and comparing content 

literacy and disciplinary literacy and asked to place the definitions in the category that was most 

appropriate. Upon receipt of the independent rater’s responses, the researcher calculated a 

Cohen’s Kappa. 

One premise of content analysis is that it is reproducible (Weber, 1990). Krippendorff 

(2004) explained that “agreement is what we measure; reliability is what we wish to infer from 

it” (p. 413). Further, Krippendorff explained that in seeking reliability, data is considered by 

another rater without knowledge of whether the data is correct. Krippendorff asserted the 

agreement coefficient is a form of reliability. The focus is on agreement and disagreement by 

coders. To measure the level of agreement for the two raters, the researcher used the Cohen’s 

Kappa (κ). The Cohen’s Kappa calculation shows the percentage of agreement between two 

raters and excludes chance agreement (Cohen, 1960). The Cohen’s Kappa was calculated to 

determine if there was agreement between the researcher and independent rater on the 

categorization of data developed for this study. Prior to calculating the Kappa, the results of each 

rater were placed on agreement matrices as shown on Tables 1 and 2. 
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Table 1          

Agreement Matrix for Moje's (2007) Disciplinary Literacy Theory 

Participant 
Definition      

 

1  

 

2  

 

3  

 

4  

 

5  

 

6  

 

7  

 

8  

 

9  

Rater 1 b b b b d b b a d 

Rater 2 b a b b c b c a d 
 

 

 

 
Table 2          

Agreement Matrix for Fang's (2012a) Approaches to Developing 

Content Area Literacies 

Participant 

Definition      

 

1  

 

2  

 

3  

 

4  

 

5  

 

6  

 

7  

 

8  

 

9  

Rater 1 c c e e e e e a e 

Rater 2 c c c c c b c a d 
 

 

 

An interrater reliability test using the Cohen’s Kappa (κ) statistic was performed to 

determine the agreement between the two raters. The information from the agreement matrices 

was used to calculate the Kappa in ) software. The Kappa result can be interpreted as the 

following: “values ≤ 0 as indicating no agreement and 0.01–0.20 as none to slight, 0.21–0.40 as 

fair, 0.41– 0.60 as moderate, 0.61–0.80 as substantial, and 0.81–1.00 as almost perfect 

agreement” (McHugh, 2012, p. 279). The confidence interval (CI) was not calculated as there 

were nine comparisons. McHugh explained that small sample sizes result in a no agreement CI 
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and stated that sample sizes should not consist of less than 30 comparisons when calculating CI 

(2012, p. 281). 

 

Table 3 

 
Contingency Table of Rater Agreement for Moje’s (2007) 

Disciplinary Literacy Theory 

 

Rater 1  
Total 1.00 2.00 3.00 4.00 

Rater 2 1.00 1 0 0 0 1 

2.00 1 4 1 0 6 

4.00 0 0 1 1 2 

Total  2 4 2 1 9 

 

 
Table 4     

 

Kappa Symmetric of Rater Agreement for Moje's (2007) Disciplinary Literacy Theory 

Symmetric Measures (N = 9) 

  
Kappa Value 

Standard 

Error 

 
T 

 
Sig. 

Measure of 

Agreement 

 
.49 

 
.20 

 
2.79 

 
.005 

 

 
 

For the rating of the data using Moje’s (2007) Disciplinary Literacy Theory a priori 

codes, there was moderate agreement between the two raters, κ = .49, P = .005. The test was 

statistically significant. 
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Table 5 

 
Contingency Table of Rater Agreement for Fang’s (2012a) 

Approaches to Developing Content Literacies 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Table 6     

Kappa Symmetric of Rater Agreement for Fang's (2012a) Approaches to Developing 

Content Area Literacies 

Symmetric Measures (N = 9) 

  
Kappa Value 

Standard 

Error 

 
T 

 
Sig. 

Measure of 

Agreement 

 
.19 

 
.12 

 
1.92 

 
.055 

 
 

For the rating of data using Fang’s (2012a) Approaches to Developing Content Area 

Literacies, there was no agreement, κ = .19, P = .06. The test was not statistically significant. 

The researcher did not expect to have this low level of agreement. McHugh (2012) 

discussed issues with rater reliability when raters must make inferences regarding data, stating 

that “when data collectors are required to make finer discriminations, reliability is much more 

difficult to obtain” (p. 281). As the raters were having to infer the meaning of data and determine 

the appropriate category for data, it is highly likely the two raters who have varying degrees of 

knowledge about disciplinary literacy may have different interpretations of the data. The 

researcher considered this and reviewed the data again to determine if changes in data 

categorization were necessary. Glesne (2011) discussed the importance of reflexivity in 

 
Rater 1 

 

 
Total 1.00 3.00 5.00 

Rater 2 1.00 1 0 1 2 

3.00 0 2 4 6 

4.00 0 0 1 1 

Total  1 2 6 9 
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qualitative research. The act of critical reflection forced the researcher to consider the literature, 

positionality, and possible researcher bias. Based on a review of the literature and personal 

experience as a secondary literacy educator, the researcher determined that it was unnecessary to 

make changes. While the low level of agreement is disappointing, the results did prompt the 

researcher to look more closely at the data, how the data were coded, and how the data were 

interpreted. The low level of agreement further illustrates the gaps in understanding that exist in 

the literacy field among literacy experts and practitioners. 

Ethical Considerations 

 

Confidentiality was maintained throughout each of the iterations. Participants were 

numbered and each participant received an individual customized questionnaire for the second 

and third iteration using Google Forms. Once the response was received from each participant, 

the researcher changed the settings for the Google Form so that only the researcher and 

dissertation chair had access to the Google Form and participants’ responses. At no time were 

participants able to access other participants’ questionnaires or responses. Other procedures 

implemented to protect participants included providing participants with an informed consent 

letter (Appendix D) and the ability to conduct member checks to verify responses were accurate 

and reflected the participant’s intent. 

Summary of the Chapter 

 

This study was an investigation of literacy experts’ beliefs about disciplinary literacy in 

relation to content literacy, how literacy experts define disciplinary literacy, and what seminal 

works are identified in the field of disciplinary literacy. Participants’ rationale statements were 

analyzed to determine what themes emerged in relation to the discussion of disciplinary literacy 

and disciplinary literacy as it relates to content literacy. Based on Moje’s (2007) Disciplinary 
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Literacy Theory and Fang’s (2012a) Approaches to Developing Content Area Literacies, the 

researcher explored the following research questions: 

1. How do experts in the field of content area reading instruction define disciplinary 

literacy and describe it in relation to content area literacy? 

2. What significant works in disciplinary literacy are noted by experts in the field of 

content area reading instruction and why are they noted as significant? 

3. What commonalities emerge in the rationale provided by participants when 

identifying significant works for disciplinary literacy? 

To collect data, the researcher utilized three questionnaires. Participants’ responses were 

analyzed using multiple methods of analysis and an interrater reliability test, Cohen’s Kappa, 

was conducted. As previously discussed, the researcher had to abandon the discussion on 

significant works as participants did not respond to this section of the questionnaire, gave little or 

no rationale for rankings, or did not follow instructions. In lieu of this, the researcher focused on 

the participants’ rationale statements to determine the themes and patterns that emerged 

regarding the discussion of disciplinary literacy. This study’s findings contribute to the 

discussion of disciplinary literacy and disciplinary literacy in relation to content literacy. 
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CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS 

 

Organization of Chapter 

 

This chapter reports on the findings of the data collected through a series of 

questionnaires in a Delphi study. The questionnaires were constructed to facilitate a conversation 

on disciplinary literacy which included a discussion on the participants’ beliefs about 

disciplinary literacy and its juxtaposition to content literacy as well as a proposed list of 

significant works in the field of disciplinary literacy. The data was analyzed to find patterns and 

themes that emerged through the participants’ discussion and review of information on 

disciplinary literacy. The chapter is divided as follows: summary of the participants, first 

iteration findings, further iteration findings, content analysis, and chapter summary. 

Summary of Participants 

 

As previously discussed, the expert panelists, hereafter referred to as the study’s 

participants, are an integral part of a Delphi study. The participants in this study were invited to 

participate based on a review of the literature and recommendations from the dissertation 

committee and from the experts invited to participate in the study. Nine participants agreed to 

participate in the study. One participant declined to participate after the first round and a total of 

eight participants responded to all parts of the study. The list of participants, presented in 

alphabetical order, are as follows: 

 Dr. Tom Bean 

 Doug Buehl 

 Dr. Douglas Fisher 

 ReLeah Lent 

 Dr. Maryann Mraz 

• Dr. David O’Brien 

 Dr. Evan Ortlieb 

 Dr. Catherine Snow* 

 Dr. Wolfram Verlaan 

*-only participated in the first iteration 
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Each participant provided a unique perspective during the discussion on disciplinary literacy. 
 

 
 

 

 
Figure 3. Phases of Data Analysis 

 

First Iteration Findings 

 

In the first iteration of the Delphi questionnaire, participants were asked to provide a 

definition for disciplinary literacy which addressed the first part of the research question--How 

do experts in the field of content area reading instruction define disciplinary literacy and 

describe it in relation to content area literacy? These responses were coded using categories 

established a priori. The a priori codes were based on Moje’s (2007) disciplinary literacy theory 

and Fang’s (2012a) description of approaches to content literacy instruction. See Tables 7 and 8, 

respectively. This set of data was analyzed first using the beliefs about disciplinary literacy 

posited by Moje and then analyzed a second time using Fang’s approaches to content literacy 

development. Each participant’s response was placed on the matrix (Tables 7 and 8). For the first 

analysis, each response was analyzed to determine if the response aligned with one of the beliefs 
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discussed by Moje. The same set of data was analyzed a second time to discover if the 

definitions submitted by participants aligned with Fang’s approaches to content literacy 

development. 

Table 7 

 

Disciplinary Literacy Theory Categories (Moje, 2007) 

 

Participant # Cognitive 

Literacy 

Processes 

Epistemologic

al Processes of 

the Disciplines 

Linguistic 

Processes of 

the Disciplines 

Disciplinary 

Literacy as 

Cultural 

Navigation 

100     

101     

102     

103     

104     

105     

106     

107     

108     
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Table 8 

 

Approaches to Developing Content Area Literacies (Fang, 2012a) 

 

Participant # Cognitive Sociocultural Linguistic Critical Does not align 
with an approach 

100      

101      

102      

103      

104      

105      

106      

107      

108      

 

Moje’s Disciplinary Literacy Theory 

 

After placing participants’ definitions of disciplinary literacy on Table 7, a pattern 

emerged in the beliefs of the participants regarding disciplinary literacy. See Appendix G for the 

placement of participants’ responses on Table 7. While each of Moje’s Disciplinary Literacy 

Theory categories was represented by participants’ responses, six of the nine participants’ 

responses aligned with one category. In the analysis of the data, subcategories emerged that 

illustrated participants’ understanding of disciplinary literacy. These subcategories further 

illustrated participants' understanding of disciplinary literacy and its juxtaposition to content 

literacy. 

Epistemological Processes of the Disciplines (Moje, 2007). Six of the nine participants’ 

definitions aligned with Moje’s discussion on the epistemological processes of a discipline. Moje 
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described three focus areas within the category of Epistemological Processes. The participants’ 

responses reflected two of the focus areas Moje identified and are discussed as sub-categories in 

this analysis. 

The first sub-category that emerged was Connection to the Traditions of the 

Discipline. In this sub-category, participants’ proposed definitions for disciplinary literacy 

highlighted the importance of honoring a discipline’s traditions in its literacy practices. 

 Oral and written production and comprehension of the language forms and the epistemic 

commitments honored within different disciplines (Participant 100) 

 The intersection of literacy processes and practices and disciplinary thinking with a focus 

on the texts and discourses of disciplines (Participant 101) 

 Beyond generic metacognitive strategies (e.g., summarizing) to encompass the particular 

approaches to being or becoming literate in a discipline (Participant 102) 

The participants’ responses and specific use of words and phrases, such as “honored,” 

“intersection of literacy processes and practices,” “disciplinary thinking,” and “being or 

becoming literate in a discipline,” illustrated their belief that each discipline has traditions that 

are unique to that discipline. These traditions provide structure as to how disciplinary knowledge 

is communicated, discussed, and produced. These participants’ responses align with Moje’s 

discussion on how members of a discipline community think about their work and, in turn, the 

production of work that reflects their thinking. 

The second subcategory was the Connection to Disciplinary Expertise. In this sub- 

category, participants’ responses highlighted the importance that one should be able to work in a 

disciplinary study with the understanding of how an expert in the discipline utilizes various 
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literacy practices, such as reading, writing, and reasoning. Participants consistently used the 

word “expert” to describe their understanding of disciplinary literacy. 

 Reading, writing, speaking, and listening specific to various professions or expert areas 

(Participant 103) 

 Being able to assume the frame of mind or funds of knowledge related to learning as an 

expert in a topical field (Participant 105) 

 Utilize discipline-specific literacy tools such as reading, writing, thinking, reasoning, and 

speaking to participate in the work of each subject area, much as experts might 

(Participant 106) 

These responses underscored the participants’ beliefs that the emphasis of a disciplinary study is 

related to expertise. Their belief about disciplinary literacy is associated with experiential 

knowledge. The participants’ responses in the subcategory align with Moje’s discussion of the 

epistemology processes of a discipline which addresses how the practices of a field of study 

connect to those who are studying in the discipline. 

Disciplinary Literacy as Cultural Navigation (Moje, 2007). Two participants’ responses 

aligned with Moje’s discussion of disciplinary literacy regarding navigating cultural boundaries. 

Moje explained that disciplinary study that considers cultural boundaries places emphasis on 

interdisciplinary studies and considers students’ funds of knowledge to guide learning 

experiences. Another aspect of disciplinary literacy as cultural navigation relates to the 

discourses of a discipline and a students’ ability to navigate those discourses effectively. 

Participant responses emphasized the importance of knowing when to apply methods for 

understanding content and communicating their understanding. In order to do so, students of a 

discipline need to understand what the methods are and when and how to apply those methods. 
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Participant 104 stated that students need to have an “understanding [of] the shared methods of 

reading, writing, thinking, and reasoning as they are applied in each academic field.” Participant 

108’s response emphasized the ability to utilize a discipline’s literacy practices moving beyond 

the understanding of the discipline’s content, but to consider how the discipline fits into the 

context of interdisciplinary studies. 

• Disciplinary literacy equally involves building disciplinary knowledge, the “how” and 

“why” of a discipline’s approach to knowledge and examination of our world. 

Disciplinary literacy instruction is undertaken in the service of acquiring disciplinary 

knowledge, insights, and practices, so that students expand their abilities to successfully 

interact with the wide range of disciplinary texts and communicate their understandings 

through speaking, writing, applying, and creating in ways that conform to disciplinary 

expectations. (Participant 108) 

Participant 108 went on to describe disciplinary literacy as “not one compact set of highly skilled 

behaviors and routines, but many.” This participant considered disciplinary literacy as more than 

a set of skills; that it is also a means to explore how disciplines relate to each other and allow a 

student to shape and communicate their own understanding of the discipline. The emphasis from 

both participant responses above is rooted in their beliefs that students of a discipline have an 

understanding of a discipline’s practices beyond skills of reading and writing, with a particular 

emphasis on students’ ability to create to show their understanding of a discipline’s content and 

make connections to other disciplines. 

Linguistic Processes of the Disciplines (Moje, 2007). One participant addressed the 

importance of learning the structure of a discipline’s discourse, noting the importance of the 
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“comprehension of the language forms” (Participant 100). This participant acknowledged that 

each discipline communicates in a language that is unique and uses a unique structure. 

Cognitive Literacy Processes (Moje, 2007). One participant noted the importance of 

cognitive strategies in disciplinary literacy development. 

 The ability to employ those cognitive processes involved in the reading act that are 

required to comprehend discipline specific text to the extent necessary to accomplish 

specific goals (Participant 107) 

Participant 107’s response highlights the belief that disciplinary literacy is the application of 

cognitive strategies used to understand texts in any given discipline. Cognitive strategies are 

applied based on the needs of the reader when interacting with disciplinary texts. 

Using a priori categories based on Moje’s Disciplinary Literacy theory, each of the 

beliefs about disciplinary literacy was represented in the participants’ disciplinary literacy 

definitions. In one category, Epistemological Processes, participants’ responses emphasized two 

areas, noted as sub-categories, in the analysis of the data. 

Fang’s (2012a) Approaches to Developing Content Literacies 

 

The same set of data was analyzed a second time using a priori categories based on 

Fang’s Approaches to Developing Content Literacies (2012a). After placing definitions in 

categories on Table 8, patterns emerged that differed from those when Moje’s categories 

regarding beliefs about disciplinary literacy were applied. See Appendix H for the placement of 

participants’ responses on Table 8. Using Fang’s categories for content literacy development, it 

was noted that many participants’ responses did not reflect instructional practices discussed by 

Fang. 
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Linguistic Approach (Fang, 2012a). Two participants noted the importance of 

understanding how disciplinary texts are constructed and how to engage with a discipline’s texts 

and discourses. Participant 100 described disciplinary literacy as the ability to comprehend “the 

language forms” and a discipline’s “oral and written production.” Participant 101 defined 

disciplinary literacy as a “focus on the texts and discourses of disciplines.” Both participants’ 

definitions aligned with the notion that one’s understanding of disciplinary text is tied to an 

understanding of how a discipline’s text is constructed, and the discourse used within a 

discipline. 

Cognitive Approach (Fang, 2012a). One participant, 107, described disciplinary literacy 

in terms of one’s “ability to employ cognitive processes.” For this participant, using cognitive 

processes allows readers to access the information necessary to complete the reader’s goals. The 

participant provided examples in various acts of reading, which included reading for “pleasure 

(e.g., reading a spy thriller), studying (e.g., understanding the differences between mitosis and 

meiosis), and reviewing an article submitted to a research journal.” 

Not aligned to an instructional approach. Six of the nine participants’ responses did not 

align with the approaches of content literacy instruction as discussed by Fang. The definitions 

proposed by participants focused on understanding how experts in a discipline interact with text 

and how they communicate their understanding of content knowledge. In each of the examples, 

the participants emphasized expert level understanding of disciplinary literacy practices. One 

participant related this understanding as the “how” and “why” of the discipline. 

 Particularities of various disciplines and the literacy practices relevant to those 

particularities (Participant 102) 
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 Reading, writing, speaking, and listening specific to various professions or expert areas 

(Participant 103) 

 Skills and mind-set to think like the people in who work in their respective content areas 

(Participant 104) 

 Being able to assume the frame of mind or funds of knowledge related to learning as an 

expert in a topical field (Participant 105) 

 Utilize discipline-specific literacy tools such as reading, writing, thinking, reasoning, and 

speaking to participate in the work of each subject area, much as experts might 

(Participant 106) 

 Reading, writing, and thinking through different disciplinary lenses (Participant 108) 

 

• Learners need to appreciate the inner workings of a discipline—how experts within a 

discipline create, communicate, and share disciplinary knowledge (Participant 108) 

 Communicate their understandings through speaking, writing, applying, and creating in 

ways that conform to disciplinary expectations (Participant 108) 

These responses indicate that one would need to receive instruction on practices and skills that 

are associated with each discipline. This implies that instructional practices are not generic in 

nature and are related to experiential knowledge. 

The two areas not supported by participants' responses were the sociocultural and critical 

approaches to content area literacy instruction. As discussed in previous chapters, the 

sociocultural approach as described by Fang (2012a) honors the knowledge students possess as 

they explore content area learning. The sociocultural approach emphasized incorporating a 

student’s cultural practices to the study of a content area. The critical approach encourage 

students to look beneath the text to discover the values and intentions of the writer. 
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The participants’ responses that did not align with any of the instructional approaches 

emphasized a level of understanding associated with experts in a discipline. The participants’ 

disciplinary literacy definitions that align with Moje’s epistemological processes of a discipline 

do not align with Fang’s instructional approaches to content literacy development. As discussed 

in a previous chapter, Moje does address instructional practices that reflect the epistemological 

processes of a discipline; however, those practices were not reflected in Fang’s review of the 

literature. 

Content Literacy and Disciplinary Literacy 

 

In the first iteration of the questionnaire, participants were asked to compare content 

literacy and disciplinary literacy. This question addressed the second part of the research 

question--How do experts in the field of content area reading instruction define disciplinary 

literacy and describe it in relation to content area literacy? A comparison chart was created to 

analyze how participants described disciplinary literacy and content literacy. Participant 

responses were analyzed using the descriptors on the following comparison chart. 

Table 9 

 

Content Literacy and Disciplinary Literacy Comparison Chart Categories 

 

Content 

Literacy 
Descriptors 

Content Literacy and Disciplinary 

Literacy Descriptors 

Disciplinary Literacy 

Descriptors 

 
 

See Appendix I for participants’ complete responses and Appendix J for the comparison chart. 

The chart is divided into three categories. The first category, Content Literacy Descriptors, 

reflects the words and phrases participants used to describe content literacy. The second 

category, Content Literacy and Disciplinary Literacy Descriptors, reflects the words and phrases 

participants used to depict the commonalities of content literacy and disciplinary literacy. The 
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third category, Disciplinary Literacy Descriptors, reflects the words and phrases participants 

used to describe disciplinary literacy. 

Content Literacy and Disciplinary Literacy Descriptors. In this category, four 

participants indicated that content literacy and disciplinary literacy “both use cognitive strategies 

to scaffold instruction.” Participant 102 referred to Herber’s work in functional content area 

reading (Herber, 1978). This participant elaborated that “disciplinary literacy practices, along 

with content area reading strategies would be helpful” to a student’s learning in a discipline. The 

same participant went on to note “that [an] ongoing debate and discussion in this realm suggests 

that both dimensions are important.” Participant 108 suggested that both content literacy and 

disciplinary literacy “grow students as literacy learners.” While noting that content literacy and 

disciplinary literacy have attributes that distinguish one from the other, these four participants 

felt that there were similarities in how content literacy and disciplinary literacy function. 

Content Literacy Descriptors. In the analysis of this category, two themes emerged from 

the words and phrases participants used to describe content literacy - comprehension 

development and strategy use. 

For the theme “comprehension development,” participants indicated content literacy 

serves the purpose of developing comprehension and is done primarily through the act of 

reading. 

 Background development (Participant 100) 

 

 Emphasizes understanding text (Participant 104) 

 

 Sub-set of skills related to reading comprehension (Participant 105) 

 

• Emphasizes the ‘what’ of the discipline (Participant 106) 

 

 Focuses on reading and writing (Participant 106) 
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 Focus on comprehension in research (Participant 108) 

 
Participants indicated that content literacy was associated with understanding text and content 

knowledge development. Participant 105 described content literacy as a “sub-set of skills” used 

for comprehending reading materials. Conversely, Participant 106 noted content literacy as 

focused on “reading and writing” and developed content knowledge, “the ‘what’ of the 

discipline.” Participants considered content literacy as primarily associated with reading 

comprehension. 

To develop the theme of strategy use, participants described content literacy as generic 

strategies used across disciplines. Participant 103 simply stated, “content literacy is more 

generic” in relation to disciplinary literacy. The descriptors indicate that participants associated 

content literacy with strategies to be used while interacting with any content materials. 

 Imported into the discipline (Participant 101) 

 

 Cognitive and metacognitive approaches applicable to various disciplines (Participant 

102) 

 Generic (Participant 103) 

 

 Research-based learning strategies (Participant 104) 

 

 Relies on teacher understanding of universal reading/writing skills and associated 

strategies (Participant 106) 

 General strategies used where disciplines are similar (Participant 108) 

 

 Emphasizes general literacy strategies/practices useful across disciplines (Participant 

108) 

Participant 106 explained that strategy usage relies on a teacher’s understanding of the processes 

of reading and writing in order to know when to employ strategy instruction. The use of 
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strategies for this descriptor indicates that content literacy is general in nature and does not have 

the specificity of disciplinary literacy. Participant 101 described the use of these generic 

strategies as “imported into the discipline” as they are not created within a discipline. Rather, 

strategies are applied to content area texts and do not necessarily reflect the specific literacy 

practices of the discipline. 

Disciplinary Literacy Descriptors. Within this category, three themes emerged from the 

participants’ responses - specificity of disciplinary learning, practices of disciplinary literacy, 

and related to experience. In the “specificity of disciplinary learning” theme, participants 

explained that disciplines have “specific” and “unique” ways of processing and communicating 

content knowledge. 

 Ways of talking and thinking in specific disciplines (Participant 100) 

 

 Communicate with a specific knowledge area (Participant 103) 

 

 Has unique approaches/methods to reading text which are unique to that discipline 

(Participant 107) 

A discipline’s unique attributes are not only associated with how one reasons and discusses 

content but are seen in the discipline’s text structure. Participant 107 described disciplinary 

literacy in terms of the structure of the text, stating the “grammatical/lexical patterns differ 

between disciplines.” This indicates that disciplinary learning requires learners to understand that 

each discipline has specific ways of acquiring content knowledge and in turn, demonstrate one’s 

understanding of content knowledge through the discipline’s unique discourses. 

The theme “practices of disciplinary literacy” highlights how a student engages with the 

work in a discipline. Participant 101 explained that disciplinary literacy practices are 

“constructed from within the discipline” and are deeply connected to the “historical focus on 
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how texts, discourses, and learning intersect.” Other participants’ responses developed this 

further, stating that there is a “focus on [the] nature of the text, use of language, and how [to] 

communicate discipline knowledge” (Participant 108). Participant 104 made a connection to the 

“use of methods aligned with academic fields” that results in “using text authentically to 

replicate real-world practices.” In doing so, these methods provide the basis for students to 

interact with disciplinary materials within the context of the field of study. 

When describing disciplinary literacy, participants connected disciplinary literacy with 

experiential knowledge. Their responses developed the theme “forms of experience in 

disciplinary literacy.” While Participant 105 described disciplinary literacy as “learn[ing] as an 

expert in the field,” another participant indicated there were forms of expertise in the study of a 

discipline. Participant 106 provided numerous descriptors for disciplinary literacy when 

considered in juxtaposition to content literacy. 

• Emphasizes the “how” of the discipline 

 

 More emphasis on student autonomy in selecting appropriate tools and strategies 

 

 Requires teacher expertise and understanding of the discipline 

 

To learn as an expert in the field requires an understanding of how texts are constructed and how 

knowledge is communicated within the discipline. For a teacher to engage students, the teacher 

would need a deep understanding of the discipline and then teach the necessary strategies. As a 

student develops their own expertise of the discipline, the student can choose strategies as 

needed. Expertise is transferred from teacher to student. Experience describes more than the 

“think like a…” or “learn like a…” idea often used to describe disciplinary literacy. Expertise is 

attributed to the teacher in a discipline and to the students who are growing in a discipline. 

Significant Works 
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Participants were asked to identify the significant works in the field of disciplinary 

literacy and what attributes make those works significant. The responses to this question 

attempted to answer the research questions - What significant works in disciplinary literacy are 

noted by experts in the field of content area reading instruction and why are they noted as 

significant? and What commonalities emerge in the rationale provided by participants when 

identifying significant works for disciplinary literacy? See Appendix K for participants’ 

complete responses. In some instances, participants provided author names stating “anything 

by…” followed by the author’s name. In this case, the researcher contributed titles that were 

considered in a review of the literature (see Literature Review). Participants were asked to 

review the list and add any works they believed to be omitted. 

The following is the list of works was developed from participants’ responses: 

Alvermann, D. E. (2002). Effective literacy instruction for adolescents. Journal of literacy 

Research, 34(2), 189-208. doi: 10.1207/s15548430jlr3402_4 

 

Alvermann, D. E., & Moore, D. W. (1991). Secondary school reading. In R. Barr, M.L. Kamil, 

 

P. Mosenthal, & P. D. Pearson (Eds.). Handbook of reading research, 2, 951 

983. Mahwah, NJ:Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Brozo, W., Moorman, G., Myer, C. K., & Stewart, T. T. (2013). Content-area reading and 

disciplinary literacy: A case for the radical center. Journal of Adolescent & Adult 

Literacy, 56(5), 353-357. doi: 10.1002/JAAL.153 

Buehl, D. (2017). Developing readers in the academic disciplines. Portland, ME:Stenhouse 

Publishers. 

Conley, M. W. (2008). Cognitive strategy instruction for adolescents: What we know about the 
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promise, what we don't know about the potential. Harvard Educational Review, 78(1), 

84-106. doi: 10.17763/haer.78.1.j612282134673638 

Dobbs, C.L., Ippolito, J., & Charner-Laird, M. (2017). Investigating disciplinary literacy: A 

framework for collaborative professional learning. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education 

Press. 

Draper, R. J., & Broomhead, G. P. (Eds.). (2010). (Re)imagining content-area literacy 

instruction. New York, NY:Teachers College Press. 

Dunkerly-Bean, J., & Bean, T. W. (2016). Missing the savoir for the connaisance: Disciplinary 

and content area literacy as regimes of truth. Journal of Literacy Research, 48(4), 448- 

475. doi: 10.1177/1086296X16674988 

Faggella-Luby, M.N., Graner, P.S., Deschler, D.D., & Drew, S.V. (2012). Building a house on 

sand: Why disciplinary literacy is not sufficient to replace general strategies for 

adolescent learners who struggle. Topics in Language Disorders, 32(1), 69–84. doi: 

10.1097/TLD.0b013e318245618e 

Fang, Z. (2012). Language correlates of disciplinary literacy. Topics in Language Disorders, 

32(1), 19-34. doi: 10.1097/TLD.0b013e31824501de 

Fang, Z., & Schleppegrell, M.J. (2010). Disciplinary literacies across content areas: Supporting 

secondary reading through functional language analysis. Journal of Adolescent & Adult 

Literacy, 53(7), 587–597. doi: 10.1598/JAAL.53.7.6 

Fisher, D., & Ivey, G. (2005). Literacy and language as learning in content-area classes: A 

departure from “every teacher a teacher of reading.” Action in Teacher Education, 27(2), 

3-11. 

Grant, M. C., Fisher, D., & Lapp, D. (2015). Reading and writing in science: Tools to develop 
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disciplinary literacy. Thousands Oak, CA: Corwin Press. 

 

Heller, R., & Greenleaf, C. L. (2007). Literacy instruction in the content areas: Getting to the 

core of middle and high school improvement. Alliance for Excellent Education. 

Herber, H. L. (1978). Teaching reading in content areas. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. 

 

Herber, H. L., & Sanders, P. L. (Eds.). (1969). Research in reading in the content areas: First 

year report. Syracuse University. 

Lee, C.D., & Spratley, A. (2010). Reading in the disciplines: The challenges of adolescent 

literacy. New York, NY: Carnegie Corporation of New York. 

Lent, R. C. (2015). This is disciplinary literacy: Reading, writing, thinking, and doing... content 

area by content area. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin. 

McConachie, S. M., & Petrosky, A. R. (Eds.). (2009). Content matters: A disciplinary literacy 

approach to improving student learning. San Francisco, CA:John Wiley & Sons. 

Moje, E. B. (2007). Developing socially just subject-matter instruction: A review of 

 

the literature on disciplinary literacy teaching. Review of research in education, 31(1), 1- 

44. 

Moje, E.B. (2008). Foregrounding the disciplines in secondary literacy teaching and learning: A 

call for change. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 52(2), 96–107. 

Moje, E. B. (2015). Doing and teaching disciplinary literacy with adolescent learners: A social 

and cultural enterprise. Harvard Educational Review, 85(2), 254-278,301. doi: 

10.17763/0017-8055.85.2.254 

Shanahan, T., & Shanahan, C. (2008). Teaching disciplinary literacy to adolescents: Rethinking 

content area literacy. Harvard Educational Review, 78(1), 40–59. 

Shanahan, T., & Shanahan, C. (2012). What is disciplinary literacy and why does it matter? 
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Topics in Language Disorders, 32(1), 7–18. doi: 10.1097/TLD.0b013e318244557a 

Snow, C. & Moje, E. (2010). Why is everyone talking about adolescent literacy? The Phi Delta 

Kappan, 91(6), 66-69. doi: 10.1177/003172171009100616 

 

Vacca, R. T., Vacca, J. A. L., & Mraz, M. E. (2005). Content area reading: Literacy and 

learning across the curriculum. Boston, MA: Pearson. 

Wilson-Lopez, A., & Bean, T. W. (in press). Content area and disciplinary literacy: Strategies 

and frameworks. International Literacy Association, Dec. 18, 2017. 

Wineburg, S. (2001). Historical thinking and other unnatural acts: Charting the future of 

teaching the past. Temple University Press. 

Zygouris-Coe, V. (2012). Disciplinary literacy and the common core state standards. Topics in 

Language Disorders, 32(1), 35-50. doi: 10.1097/TLD.0b013e31824561a2 

Zygouris-Coe, V. I. (2014). Teaching discipline-specific literacies in grades 6-12: Preparing 

students for college, career, and workforce demands. New York, NY: Routledge. 

After reviewing the information provided by participants, it became evident to the 

researcher that not all participants were willing to commit to a list of significant works. Based on 

the responses from the first iteration, a list of proposed works was given to the participants to 

review. Participants were asked to rate their top ten works with one (1) being the work they 

considered to be the most significant. Participants were also asked to provide a rationale for their 

top three ranked titles. At this point, one participant declined to participate further in the study 

and another participant, Participant 104, declined to rank the works presented. Participant 104 

felt strongly that creating such a list would not further the discussion on disciplinary literacy. 

 I don't believe there is one "top work" in this field, nor do I believe these can be rank 

ordered in terms of most or least significant. Each of the works cited makes an important 
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contribution to the field of content literacy/disciplinary literacy. No single work captures 

all of the details and nuances of this field. The significance depends on the purpose of the 

reader and the intended application of the information contained in each publication 

(Participant 104) 

Participant 105 did not rank the works as per the directions but instead elected to give a ranking 

to more than ten titles. The participant ranked multiple titles as 1, 2, 3, etc. When asked to review 

the directions and the way the participant ranked the titles, Participant 105 made no changes and 

did not provide a rationale for ranking in such a manner. 

In the tables that follow, the proposed list of works was placed into four groups for 

discussion. Due to a lack of responses from participants, discussion regarding the works 

presented in the tables is limited. In Table 10, the participants’ ranking are shown for the top two 

titles, which were titles that were ranked five times by participants. 

Table 10 

 

Works Ranked Five Times by Participants 

 

 

When reviewing at the top two ranked titles, one title, Draper and Broomhead’s 

 

(Re)imagining Content-Area Literacy Instruction (2010), was not ranked in the top three by any 



91  

of the participants; therefore, the work has no commentary for analysis as to why it would be 

considered a significant work. However, for the work to be ranked by five of the eight 

participants indicates that it has had an impact on the participants’ thinking in regard to 

disciplinary literacy. 

The other top-ranked title, Teaching Disciplinary Literacy to Adolescents: Rethinking 

Content Area Literacy (2008) by Shanahan and Shanahan, was ranked number one by two 

participants and number two by one participant; therefore, the participants who ranked this work 

in the top three, considered the work to be influential. Participant 108 stated that this work is 

“one of the most cited articles in the last decade.” Participant 103 expressed a similar reason for 

placing the title in the top three explaining the work was “used the most.” Further, Participant 

108 explained that “their model for disciplinary literacy is widely admired and used” and even 

felt that Shanahan and Shahanan’s work was “widely influential and was important for the 

inclusion of disciplinary literacy in the Common Core literacy standards.” Participant 108 clearly 

felt that this work had been influential in the field of disciplinary literacy. 

Like the top two ranked works, the five works that were ranked four times by participants 

received various levels of consideration. In Table 11, the titles that were ranked four times are 

shown. 
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Table 11 

 

Works Ranked Four Times by Participants 

 

 

Herber’s 1978 publication, Teaching Reading in Content Areas, is considered a seminal 

work in the field of content area instruction. Yet, it was considered by two of the participants to 

be a significant work in the field of disciplinary literacy. Participant 102 explained that the 

rationale for ranking this text was to “acknowledge the deep roots of research at Syracuse 

University in content area literacy from the 1970s to the present.” 

Participant 101 expressed the value of Fang’s and Moje’s works to “my thinking” and is 

the “most theoretically articulate and most forward thinking.” Participant 106 indicated that 

Moje’s contribution to the discussion on disciplinary literacy was significant. Participant 106 
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explained that “Moje has done more than any other researcher to help identify disciplinary 

literacy and how it differs from content-area literacy.” Further, the participant stated that “her 

emphasis on participating in the disciplines, which includes construction of knowledge and 

challenging knowledge is essential.” In regard to Heller and Greenleaf’s work, Participant 107 

rated this title as a top three choice because it provided detailed information on the use of content 

literacy practices. 

Fang has several publications that were acknowledged by participants. Participant 108 

felt Fang’s works and the work he had one with Schleppergrell has had a significant impact on 

the discussion of disciplinary literacy. Their work on functional language analysis “underscores 

how different disciplines organize and communicate their knowledge.” Participant 108 discussed 

the importance of their findings to the work of teachers, stating, “teachers of a discipline can 

readily see [how] different, and sometimes distinct, their disciplinary texts are.” Specifically, 

Participant 108 argued that Fang’s work illustrated the need for content teachers to have a 

definitive role in the development of their students' learning. This participant said, “Fang’s work 

provides a powerful rationale that disciplinary teachers must take ownership of the development 

of literacy learners in their fields.” 
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The following tables show the works that were ranked three or fewer times. 

 

Table 12 

 

Works Ranked Three Times by Participants 
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Participant 106 explained that Lent’s publication is useful for educators “which is 

important in making the shift in schools.” Participant 106 went on to describe the publication as 

offering “ideas to practitioners.” Participant 108 cited Reading in the Disciplines: The 

Challenges of Adolescent Literacy (2010) as significant because it is “a powerful advocacy 

document that helped to change thinking and practice in disciplinary classrooms” and addressed 

Common Core and disciplinary literacy that resulted in “professional development initiatives.”  

Table 13 

Works Ranked Two or Fewer Times by Participants 
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Participant 107 ranked the Brozo et al. title (2013) with a one (1), citing how the 

publication illustrated the “false dichotomy between content and disciplinary literacy.” This 

participant went on to justify the ranking of the Fagella-Luby et al. publication (2012) of a two 

(2) because of its reporting of research that discusses the “applicability of generic reading 

strategy instruction” to support struggling readers. 

Participants were given an opportunity to add titles they felt may have been overlooked. 

Participant 104 wanted to make sure that the Vacca, Vacca, and Mraz (2005) book, Content Area 

Reading: Literacy and Learning across the Curriculum was the tenth edition considered by the 

participants. Participant 101 added O’Brien, Stewart, and Moje’s Why Content Literacy is 

Difficult to Infuse into the Secondary School (1995). The participant explained that while it is an 

older publication it is a “foundational piece that bridges content literacy and disciplinary 

literacy.” 
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The researcher did not pursue this avenue of research further as the participants showed 

limited interest in contributing to this part of the study. Since the discussion over the summary 

statements provided a rich data source, the second iteration of the Delphi questionnaire focused 

on the discussion over content literacy and disciplinary literacy. 

Further Iterations Findings 

 

For the second iteration, the data provided in the first iteration of the questionnaire was 

synthesized to form definition statements and comparison statements for the second 

questionnaire. Participants were asked to review the statements regarding disciplinary literacy 

and content literacy and then rate the definition statements using the following scale: Strongly 

Agree (1) - Strongly Disagree (5). After rating, participants were asked to provide a rationale for 

their ratings. Participants’ rationale statements were synthesized in one rationale to explain each 

median rating. For the third iteration, participants were asked to review their own ratings and 

rationale statements, the median ratings, and the rationale summary statements. Participants had 

the opportunity to review their ratings and rationale statements to ensure the responses accurately 

reflected their thoughts regarding disciplinary literacy. If not, they were able to change their 

ratings and provide clarifying information. Further, participants were asked to provide additional 

thoughts regarding the summary rationale statements. A content analysis was conducted on the 

participants’ rationale statements, to be discussed later in this chapter. 

Participants’ final ratings and the median rating for each disciplinary literacy definition 

statement were analyzed. Table 14 shows how each participant rated the definition statements 

and the median rating for each statement. 
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Table 14 

 

Participants’ Rankings for Disciplinary Literacy Definition Statements 

 

 *-The underlined number represents a participant’s change in rating from the second iteration. 

 

Two definition statements had a median rating of 2, which indicates that participants 

agreed with the definitions. The first definition considers disciplinary literacy as more than 

processes or strategies applied during the study of a discipline. This definition describes 

disciplinary literacy practices in terms of having a deep understanding of the rationale behind 

literacy practices used in a discipline. Another aspect of this definition is the application of one’s 

deep understanding of a discipline to the study of other disciplines. The second definition 

considers the approaches that have been recognized by a discipline as the means to disciplinary 

literacy. Both definitions reject the use of “generic” strategies. 

The statement with a median rating of 2.5, indicating that the participants expressed some 

agreement with the definition, explicitly calls attention to the epistemology of the discipline and 
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its discourses. This definition establishes disciplinary literacy as a combination of different 

beliefs discussed in Moje’s Disciplinary Literacy Theory; the definition recognizes traditions, 

linguistic forms, and practices of a discipline. 

Two definition statements had a median rating of 3, which indicates that participants 

were neutral (neither agreeing or disagreeing). The resulting median rating seemed to indicate 

that participants associated disciplinary literacy with the use of processes or literacy tools for 

understanding and production of disciplinary knowledge. In these definitions, there is not a 

recognition of the underlying understanding of how and why practices are used for the 

understanding and communication of disciplinary knowledge. 

All of the median ratings were near the mid-range on the rating scale. Since all of the 

proposed definitions were near the midpoint, none of the definitions can be eliminated nor can a 

definition be adopted. It is noted that all of the proposed definitions received a rating of one, 

“strongly agree,” from one or more participants. However, the overall median ratings indicate 

there is not a singular understanding of the definition of disciplinary literacy supporting the 

beliefs about disciplinary literacy posited by Moje (2007). 

In the second part of the questionnaire, participants were asked to consider statements 

that compared content literacy to disciplinary literacy. As with the disciplinary literacy definition 

statements, participants rated the comparison statements using the following scale: Strongly 

Agree (1) - Strongly Disagree (5). The same process was followed as explained earlier in this 

section. Table 15 shows the participants’ ratings and the median ratings for each comparison 

statement. 
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Table 15 

 

Participants’ Rankings for Content Literacy and Disciplinary Literacy Comparison Statements 

 

 *-The underlined number represents a participant’s change in rating from the second iteration. 

 

Participants used both terms, skills and strategies, in reference to content literacy and 

disciplinary literacy. For this analysis, both terms are used when discussing the data to honor the 

language used by the participants. Three of the four comparison statements received a median 

rating of 2.5. When analyzing these statements, both content literacy and disciplinary literacy 

included the use of strategies or skills. One distinction made between content literacy and 

disciplinary literacy is that disciplinary literacy strategies or skills are related to how knowledge 

is constructed as evidenced by phrasing, such as “development background knowledge” and 

“understand content.” One of the statements specifically notes that “strategies” are an 
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instructional practice and are not connected to how the strategies are used when studying a 

discipline. In all of the comparison statements that received a 2.5 median rating, strategies or 

skills associated with content literacy are considered to be constructed outside the discipline. In 

one statement, content literacy strategies were considered support mechanisms. So while content 

literacy strategies or skills are considered useful to studying a discipline, they are situated outside 

the discipline. 

The comparison statement that had a median rating of 4 described both content literacy 

and disciplinary literacy in relation to texts. In this statement, content literacy is connected to 

reading comprehension while disciplinary literacy is related to how those texts are used during 

the course of study. Disciplinary literacy is considered an application of text comprehension to 

discipline-specific activities that authentically reflect the discipline’s practices. 

Content Analysis Findings 

 

For the third iteration, the researcher summarized rationale statements and presented the 

participants’ initial rating and rating rationale, the median rating, and a summary rationale 

statement for each descriptive statement to participants. Participants reviewed the rating, their 

rationale statement, and the summary rationale statement and responded with additional thoughts 

these data points generated. The researcher coded and analyzed the participants’ rationale 

statements and additional responses. As previously explained in this chapter, the rationales 

provided for the significant works portion of the questionnaire were included in this analysis. 

From the coded data of the participants’ responses about disciplinary literacy, five 

categories emerged - Noting the Juxtaposition of Literacy and Discipline Expectations, 

Describing Disciplinary Literacy Development, Expressing Beliefs about Disciplinary Literacy, 

Seeking Clarity of Definition, and Needing Clarity of Implementation. The coded data from the 
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participants’ responses about content literacy, in comparison to disciplinary literacy, developed 

five categories: Expressing Beliefs about an Existing Dichotomy, Expressing Beliefs about 

Instructional Practices, Conflicting Beliefs, Noting Factors that Affect Beliefs, and Needing 

Clarity of Implementation. 

 
Figure 3. Categories Developed from Content Analysis 
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Figure 4. Categories Developed from Content Analysis 
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The researcher categorized the coded data. After reviewing the categories, patterns in the 

data emerged, and the researcher grouped the categories into themes. The three themes that 

emerged were: Understanding Disciplinary Literacy, Beliefs about Literacy Instruction, and 

Seeking Clarity. These themes will be explained below. 

 

Figure 5. Themes Developed from Categories 

 

Understanding Disciplinary Literacy 

 

The theme Understanding Disciplinary Literacy is comprised of three categories of data. 

 

In this theme, participants’ responses revealed different aspects of their understanding of 

disciplinary literacy. The rationale statements noted a wide variety of beliefs about disciplinary 

literacy. The beliefs ranged from the use of strategies in meaningful ways in any discipline to 

recognizing the uniqueness of a discipline and how one works within a discipline. 
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One aspect of the participants’ beliefs about disciplinary literacy connected to Herber’s 

work (1978) in content reading instruction and cognitive research (Herber, 1969). Herber 

discussed the use of cognitive strategies to process discipline-specific information and 

recognized the teacher as the expert in the content who determined the process for students to 

access and retain content information. This belief was evident in participants’ responses. 

Participant 108 recognized the use of general literacy practices in conjunction with “disciplinary- 

specific variations in their study and communication of a discipline.” Two participants discussed 

that cognitive processes were a part of disciplinary literacy. Participant 106 explained that 

cognitive processes were used as was appropriate for the “participation in the disciplines.” 

Participant 101 stated, “most of the models of disciplinary literacy have cognitive components.” 

Participant 103 noted the value of metacognitive strategies used in the study of discipline 

content. This participant responded that the use of metacognitive strategies should not be 

undervalued, indicating that the use of metacognitive strategies should not be abandoned when 

defining disciplinary literacy. As reflected in Shanahan and Shanahan’s (2008) research of 

disciplinary literacy, Participant 108 believed that content literacy should be foundational to any 

definition of disciplinary literacy. 

Other responses indicated a belief that disciplinary literacy reflects the unique aspects of 

a discipline that require readers to go beyond the use of generic cognitive strategies. Participant 

102 explained that “each discipline has particular ways of addressing content” that one needs to 

know in order to “enter the particular worlds and discourses of each discipline.” Each discipline 

has practices that are unique and “even within a discipline there is a range of skills” (Participant 

105) needed to interact with texts. To understand the how and the why of a discipline, Participant 

105 postulated that “discipline specific thinking” would be required. Similarly, Participant 107 
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felt that “certain disciplines require unique cognitive processes” in order to understand 

discipline-specific texts. 

Another aspect of disciplinary literacy that relates to the uniqueness of a discipline is the 

notion of thinking like an expert in the discipline. Participant 102 posited the value of problem- 

based learning experiences to engage learners in understanding the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of a 

discipline. Having a deeper understanding of a discipline allows a student to live “the life of one 

in the field” (Participant 105). Participant 106 felt strongly that the act of creating needed to be 

included in any definition for disciplinary literacy, stating that “the inclusion of ‘create’ makes” 

the definition valid.” Participant 106 believed that disciplinary literacy is the practice of thinking 

and creating like an expert in the discipline. 

Other participants felt that there are misconceptions about disciplinary literacy. 

 

Participant 108 described disciplinary literacy as more than “knowing what people in a discipline 

know which is often encountered in school settings.” The participant went on to describe 

disciplinary literacy as more than building knowledge. Participant 105 did not agree with the 

notion that there is one set of beliefs for a discipline and explained that a discipline may have 

multiple epistemologies that “guide content consumption.” 

Beliefs about Literacy Instruction 

 

The theme, Beliefs about Literacy Instruction, is comprised of data that reflects a wide 

range of beliefs about content and disciplinary literacy instruction. These beliefs encompassed 

concerns about an existing dichotomy between content literacy and disciplinary literacy, 

instructional practices, and factors that affect beliefs about literacy instruction. 

Two participants felt there was a false dichotomy between content literacy and 

disciplinary literacy. Participant 101 expressed concern that too much emphasis was being 
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placed on the differences between disciplinary literacy and content literacy when the practices 

deriving from both are beneficial to readers. This participant also stated that “disciplinary 

literacy, in addition to focusing on very specific sets of practices developed within a discipline, 

can also benefit from more ‘generic’ cognitive strategies.” Participated 101 elaborated further on 

generic cognitive strategies, explaining that readers “should be able to monitor for 

comprehension, generate inferences, synthesize important gist[s] from texts, whether reading in 

history or biology.” This participant noted that the use of disciplinary-specific practices was 

more evident in “the process and practices in producing” content knowledge. Participant 108 

expressed concern that there is an “interpretation that content literacy and disciplinary literacy 

are somewhat totally separate things rather than integrated.” This participant “sees them [content 

literacy and disciplinary literacy] as melding together in practice.” Participant 104 emphasized 

the similarities between disciplinary literacy and content literacy, noting that “both content and 

disciplinary literacy relate to understanding authentic texts.” This participant explained 

“disciplinary literacy processes and content literacy processes can both be applied to a 

discipline.” 

One participant indicated that there was a contrast between disciplinary literacy and 

content literacy regarding skills. Participant 103 agreed with the notion that content literacy is 

skills applied to understand content while disciplinary literacy is skills created within the 

discipline. The participant described this statement as a “good comparison” in the discussion of 

how content literacy is positioned regarding disciplinary literacy. Conversely, Participant 104 did 

not believe that “in practice, there is a significant differen[ce] between the two terms ‘content 

literacy’ and ‘disciplinary literacy’.” The differences are only based on theory. For Participant 

104, theory and practice do not align. When considering disciplinary literacy processes as 
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created within a discipline and content literacy processes applied to a discipline, Participant 108 

believed the delineation was unclear and “present[ed] a distinction that one does not generally 

encounter in the literature.” Participant 108 posited that discipline literacy processes are also 

applied. 

Participants’ beliefs about instructional practices reflected a continuum ranging from 

disbelief that there is a difference between the instructional practices and functions of content 

literacy and disciplinary literacy to each having its own set of skills. Two participants (102 and 

103) noted differences in how practices are developed and applied to a disciplinary study. These 

participants’ responses indicated an awareness that content literacy and disciplinary literacy 

functioned in different ways during the learning process. Participant 102 commented on how 

some strategies intersect disciplines, seeming “to cut across some fields,” for example, “I-charts 

and other visual representations.” The same participant noted that disciplinary literacy is 

“centered on the particularities of portraying meaning.” The example the participant gave to 

illustrate how knowledge is communicated was the “precision [needed] in chemistry so as not to 

blow up the lab.” Participant 102 considered aspects of content literacy and disciplinary literacy 

as “working in concert where appropriate.” This participant noted that not all content areas are 

focused on text reading. The same participant referenced physical education, commenting on 

how it does not rely on reading texts, yet has its own practices typically focused on performance. 

Participant 103 expressed approval for the idea that both content literacy and disciplinary literacy 

use cognitive strategies as a matter of instructional practice. Like Participant 102, Participant 103 

felt it was “reasonable” to consider disciplinary literacy practices as a reflection of the beliefs of 

the discipline, whereas content literacy practices are used in a variety of ways in the study of a 

discipline. 
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Participant 101 seemed to feel strongly that there was little difference between content 

literacy practices and disciplinary literacy practices. Participant 101 stated, “disciplinary literacy 

practices are both created within a discipline and also learned from the outside.” Participant 101 

referenced the use of comprehension monitoring practices that are utilized throughout the 

reading process. Participant 104, as discussed earlier, believed that it was not as important to 

note that disciplinary practices are created within a discipline because content literacy and 

disciplinary literacy practices use cognitive strategies that can be applied to the study of a 

discipline. Conversely, Participant 106 believed there was a clear distinction between content 

literacy and disciplinary literacy. The participant described content literacy as something to “help 

students understand texts of a discipline, often for the purpose of test-taking.” This participant 

associated the instructional practices of content literacy with comprehension of text and 

disciplinary literacy as the “use of content-specific strategies and practices” presumably used for 

a deeper understanding of the discipline. 

Participants often had conflicting beliefs as indicated by their responses to proposed 

definition statements. These conflicting beliefs were evident in the participants’ rationale 

statements and follow up commentary. The responses indicated conflicting beliefs around 

terminology when defining disciplinary literacy and its relation to content literacy. Six 

participants specifically indicated issues with word choice in discussing disciplinary literacy and 

its comparison to content literacy as well as issues with how disciplinary literacy was described. 

Participant 107 discussed how “content” is not different from discipline, stating “‘content’ 

usually carries the connotation of the ‘content’ of a particular subject/discipline” and was not 

“clear how that would be different from or not contain/reflect ‘the discipline’s texts, discourses, 

and epistemology.’” Similarly, Participant 101 pointed out the juxtaposition of content to 
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discipline, noting there are ongoing discussions “regarding the relations among content, 

discipline, and subject. Participant 107 found issue with the use of “understanding” in 

juxtaposition to “application” in definition statements. When the term “understanding” is placed 

in a dichotomous position to application, Participant 107 explained, 

it places an artificial and perhaps indefensible constraint on the definition of 

‘understanding text’ (content literacy) in that it assumes that ‘understanding’ is somehow 

divorced from application. 

Two participants expressed their concerns with terms, such as “real world” and 

“authentic,” when describing literacy instruction. Both expressed their belief that these terms are 

overused and jargonistic. Participant 107 considered these words “problematic from an academic 

and epistemological perspective” and that the term “real world” is particularly ‘meaningless.” 

Participant 108 noted that the term “real world” “can be interpreted too widely and subjectively.” 

Further, Participant 108 stated that using the term “’real world application’ opens up the 

argument about whether disciplinary experts studying specific topics in their fields are doing 

‘real world applications.’” Participant 102 made the observation that texts can be used 

inauthentically and referred to the use of “canned worksheets for grammar, which is antithetical 

to what we know about writing [instruction].” Participant 102 went on to state the same 

inauthenticity is seen in math classes that consider math instruction “as [a] stand alone subject 

poorly connected to real life practices.”  According to these participants, these terms seem to 

lack precision when discussing disciplinary literacy. 

Participant 102 expressed concern regarding how the term ‘literacy’ is used when 

describing disciplinary literacy as it is not inclusive of all disciplines. Definition statements 

consistently referenced skills and strategies to understand content knowledge. Participant 102 did 
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not feel the term literacy in this context addressed “the broad array of fields spanning 

engineering to the arts.” 

Other participants explicitly expressed conflicting beliefs regarding any perceived 

differences between disciplinary literacy and content literacy. Participant 105 did not consider 

disciplinary literacy as different from content literacy based on the development of and how 

skills are used, explaining that disciplinary skills are not really thought of as being “constructed 

within the discipline.” Participant 106 expressed an opposing view on content literacy processes, 

explaining “strategies used for content literacy in the classroom are often not cognitive; they are, 

instead, rote - used much like worksheets.” Participant 106 went on to describe disciplinary 

literacy as more than cognitive strategies, rather “strategic thinking,” 

Participants noted factors that affected their beliefs when considering disciplinary literacy 

and disciplinary literacy in comparison to content literacy. Participant 101 discussed how 

disciplinary literacy is related to one’s beliefs about literacy learning. Specifically, disciplinary 

literacy is “a construction of notions of literacy related to learning within a discipline.” 

Participant 101 described content literacy as a “set of skills and practices imported from outside 

into discipline.” Participant 101 illustrates this idea with an example of how arguments in 

different disciplines have specific “processes and practices,” contrasting this with the belief that 

content literacy strategies are used whenever reading any text. In the study of a discipline, 

students seek to understand texts using cognitive strategies, such as monitoring comprehension 

when reading. 

Noting the difference between competent and non-competent readers is a consideration 

that affects beliefs about content literacy and disciplinary literacy. From the first iteration, 

Participant 101 expressed concern regarding a false dichotomy being perpetuated throughout the 
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iteration discussions. Participant 101’s final comment indicated a shift in thinking about how 

content literacy and disciplinary literacy function in the act of reading. 

When you think of cognitive strategies, they are often applied without being 

articulated by teachers within disciplines. “Competent” readers can 

simultaneously use both generic and more discipline-specific cognitive strategies, 

monitor, self-regulate, etc. The false dichotomy argument that I bring up 

repeatedly about content literacy versus disciplinary literacy is invalidated by the 

idea that competent readers and writers can shift in and out of disciplines pretty 

well. 

Other participants posited similar ideas about how content literacy and disciplinary literacy 

weave practices together. Participant 106 stated, “Disciplinary literacy doesn’t ‘extend’ content 

literacy; rather, it ‘utilizes’ it so texts, discourses, practices, understandings may be used in the 

practice of the disciplines.” Another participant described disciplinary literacy as a way to 

connect strategies in the process of studying a discipline, stating “disciplinary literacy seeks to 

link strategies to the ways in which authentic texts are approached within particular disciplines” 

(Participant 104). Content knowledge building is noted as a function of both content literacy and 

disciplinary literacy. Participant 108 felt it was important not to emphasize one over the other. 

The participant went on to explain the importance of a “distinction that emphasizes knowledge- 

building as a function of literacy learning within a discipline” and “also recognizes the distinct 

and disciplinary-specific uses of literacy within the study of a discipline.” Conversely, 

Participant 105 did not agree with disciplinary literacy as the specific use of literacy strategies. 

Participant 105 does not see a distinction between content literacy and disciplinary literacy. 
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Participant 108 expressed the belief that disciplinary literacy is connected to discipline 

expertise and discussed that “disciplinary literacy connects to the practices of people who study a 

discipline” and therefore should be included in any definition for disciplinary literacy. Similarly, 

Participant 102 emphasized the importance of the “particularities of portraying meaning in a 

specific field, e.g. precision in chemistry so as not to blow up a lab!” This belief about 

disciplinary literacy positions it as moving beyond building content knowledge, to include how 

one communicates his or her understanding of a discipline. 

Other participants shared factors that affect how they view content literacy and 

disciplinary literacy. Participant 106 related content literacy to the test-taking genre, stating that 

“content literacy is used to help students understand the texts of a discipline, often for the 

purpose of test-taking.” In this, the participant believes that disciplinary literacy is more than a 

collection of strategies applied to texts. Participant 102 shared the belief that disciplinary literacy 

should consider “the multimodal elements that encompass curriculum in various fields.” The 

same participant also emphasized that any consideration of content literacy and disciplinary 

literacy should be research-based. 

Seeking Clarity 

 

For this theme, the data indicated the participants’ need for clarity on how disciplinary 

literacy is defined. Participants’ rationale statements and follow-up comments indicated that 

disciplinary literacy still needs further research and development. 

Based on participants’ responses, any definition of disciplinary literacy needs to consider 

teachers. For example, participant 108 emphasized the importance of having a concise definition 

that is “teacher-friendly.” The same participant also noted that any definition should be one that 

provides a clear idea of how to implement disciplinary literacy practices in the classroom setting 
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and ought to be understandable to those “outside the research community” and “communicate 

well to classroom teachers or the public.” Similarly, Participant 103 called for a definition that is 

practitioner-friendly and less “jargony.” 

Participants’ responses indicated that, when defining disciplinary literacy, how terms and 

phrases are used should be taken into consideration. When discussing a proposed definition for 

disciplinary literacy, Participant 106 noted that disciplinary literacy is more than the use of 

literacy tools (reading, writing, speaking, listening, and reasoning), stating “I would add 

‘understanding of’ in addition to ‘use of.’ In regard to the use of literacy tools when defining 

disciplinary literacy, Participant 107 said the term literacy tools needs to be “clearly described 

and defined in cognitive terms.” Participant 106 discussed the use of other terminology, noting 

that the use of “set of skills” when discussing disciplinary literacy may be “too narrow to fully 

differentiate” between content literacy and disciplinary literacy. Participant 106 argued that with 

disciplinary literacy the “‘set of skills’” is based on disciplinary understanding constructed from 

new knowledge rooted in metacognitive practices.” When reviewing proposed definition 

statements, participants commented on the need for clear, concise definitions. Participant 108 

discussed how “vague wording” should be avoided. Participant 103 proposed that a disciplinary 

literacy definition should not be “too long and complicated.” For participants, specificity is an 

important consideration when developing a clear definition of disciplinary literacy. 

Participants noted the use of “generic” versus “general,” expressing differing opinions 

about which term was more appropriate when describing content literacy. Participant 103 felt 

that the use of “general” was more appropriate when delineating the differences between content 

literacy and disciplinary literacy. Participant 107’s remarks indicated that the use of “generic” 

was acceptable, provided that there was a “clear distinction between ‘generic’ and ‘discipline- 
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specific’ literacy strategies.” Participant 107 questioned “where/when is [a] student using 

‘generic’ vs. ‘discipline specific’ literacy strategies and exactly how are the ‘discipline specific’ 

literacy strategies used?” Further, Participant 107 wondered how “‘discipline specific’ literacy 

strategies used in chemistry were different from those used when reading a novel in English 

class?” Similarly, Participant 102 posited that “we need more specifics regarding those features 

of being grounded in a discipline.” Participant 107 argued, 

the field is still waiting for those who argue for the concept of disciplinary literacy 

to demonstrate which specific ‘metacognitive strategies’ vis-a-vis language-ing 

processes are used differently in, say, science vs. history vs. math. 

Similarly, Participant 108 indicated that any definition would need to make distinctions between 

the disciplines. 

Participant 107 also noted another aspect of defining disciplinary literacy that needs 

clarification. When considering how students construct knowledge, the participant felt that “it is 

likely rare that students (and even many researchers, for that matter) actually construct new 

knowledge in a particular discipline.” The participant proposed that it may be more appropriate 

that students are “participating in the construction of knowledge.” In general, this participant 

believed that when defining disciplinary literacy, terminology needs to be clearly defined, stating 

that 

‘specific literacy strategies and practices of a field of study’ are clearly 

described and defined in cognitive terms and that cognitive literacy processes 

used in the various disciplines are clearly distinguished. 

Another aspect participants noted regarding clarity included concerns with how 

disciplinary literacy is used. Generic strategies are “not enough to truly experience what it means 
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to be ‘literate’ in a discipline” (Participant 102). Participant 105 seemed to agree, noticing that 

“general content area cues aren’t enough.” Further, Participant 105 stated that “disciplinary 

literacy relies on strategic thinking more than cognitive strategies.” Similarly, Participant 103 

thought the strategic use of cognitive strategies was an “important consideration” when defining 

disciplinary literacy. To have clarity when defining disciplinary literacy, Participant 107 

proposed that what constitutes the processes of content literacy and disciplinary literacy needs to 

be addressed. The participant stated that “it is not very clear which literacy processes are specific 

to a particular discipline.” Additionally, Participant 102 believed that due consideration should 

be given to the performing arts, citing research that only considering reading, writing, speaking, 

listening, and reasoning as disciplinary literacy processes “may miss the mark when we are 

talking about the arts where ‘performing’ is paramount, (e.g. music).” 

Participants indicated that how discipline expertise could be implemented in the 

educational setting needed further clarification. Participant 105 agreed that disciplinary literacy 

was the real-world application of a discipline, specifically applying the skills that experts in a 

discipline use. As discussed earlier, the concept of “real world applications” is a point of 

contention among participants; however, it is a consideration when defining disciplinary literacy 

as it relates to discipline expertise. Participant 105 also commented on how disciplinary literacy 

is like “wearing the hat of a specialist.” Another participant (104) remarked that disciplinary 

literacy relates “to how people who work in a discipline approach text in that discipline.” 

Participant 107 posited that disciplinary literacy may be more appropriate for post-secondary 

students and how “there is little empirical evidence” that “an understanding of how and why 

experts in a field study, create, communicate, and share disciplinary knowledge” has any effect 

on “(K-12) students’” ability to “navigate a wide range of disciplinary texts.” While the 
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connection to expertise is noted as an important consideration of disciplinary literacy, further 

clarity is needed as to what this would look like in the classroom. 

Summary of the Chapter 

 

The analysis of the questionnaire data indicated the literacy community does not yet have 

a shared understanding of disciplinary literacy and how it integrates with content literacy 

practices, practices that have been researched for a significant period of time (Alvermann & 

Moore, 1991; Bean, 2000). Participants’ responses regarding how to define disciplinary literacy 

appear to align with the notion that each discipline’s tradition and practices should be honored 

and reflected in the instructional practices used in the classroom. With this belief, the emphasis is 

on experiential knowledge. This is more than the notion of ‘thinking like a…(historian, 

mathematician, etc.).’ The teacher, the content expert, shares knowledge of the disciplinary 

practices and discourses. Students studying a discipline learn how experts in the discipline 

process content information and then produce content knowledge. In doing so, students of a 

discipline appropriately engage with disciplinary materials and are able to communicate using 

the discipline’s unique discourse. 

When comparing content literacy and disciplinary literacy, participants noted the two 

were different. Content literacy is considered for general use and disciplinary literacy is utilized 

to develop a deeper understanding of the content. Content literacy was viewed as the use of 

generic strategies for reading comprehension that do not reflect the specific literacy practices of a 

discipline. While participants discussed their differences, it was noted that both generic strategies 

and discipline-specific practices are a part of learning the content. Participants discussed that 

both content literacy and disciplinary literacy require cognitive processes to develop content 



119  

knowledge; therefore, the attributes of both content literacy and disciplinary literacy are 

necessary when studying any given discipline. 

The list of seminal works for disciplinary literacy was not fully developed during the 

study as originally planned; however, the participants provided information that further 

reinforced their beliefs regarding content literacy and disciplinary literacy. Shanahan and 

Shanahan’s 2008 publication was recognized as having a significant impact on the development 

of Common Core standards. Draper and Broomhead’s (Re)imagining Content-Area Literacy 

Instruction (2010) seems to have had an impact on participants’ beliefs about disciplinary 

literacy. Draper and Broomhead challenged the notion that instruction cannot be both content- 

driven and literacy-driven. In addition, the book’s contributors explored what constitutes literacy 

in a discipline. Five of the nine participants ranked both works in their top ten. Also notable from 

this section of the study is that Herber’s 1978 publication, Teaching Reading in Content Areas, 

was still considered by participants to be relevant to the discussion of disciplinary literacy. The 

lack of or incomplete responses from participants suggest that some literacy experts may not 

have a shared understanding of content literacy and disciplinary literacy, reinforcing the Draper 

and Broomhead discussion of what can be a contentious dynamic between content instruction 

and literacy instruction by content teachers and literacy professionals. 

When considering possible definitions for both disciplinary literacy and content literacy, 

participants again indicated that there is not a shared understanding for either concept. An 

analysis of participants’ ratings of rationale statements and responses to the summarized 

rationale statements provided a better understanding for the ratings of the definition statements. 

Three themes emerged from these responses - Understanding Disciplinary Literacy, Beliefs 

about Literacy Instruction, and Seeking Clarity. In the theme, understanding disciplinary literacy, 
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participants’ responses revealed their beliefs about disciplinary literacy, which leads to their 

understanding of disciplinary literacy. Participants recognized the use of strategies for discipline 

specific purposes while also recognizing the unique discourses inherent in each discipline. For 

the theme, beliefs about literacy instruction, participants’ responses indicated concerns about 

how the literacy community positions content literacy and disciplinary literacy. Participants felt 

that the practices of both content literacy and disciplinary literacy are necessary to student 

learning. Overall, it was evident in participants’ responses that there are conflicting beliefs 

regarding disciplinary literacy. 

The third theme, seeking clarity, revealed the participants’ concerns about how 

disciplinary literacy is defined. Any definition should give due consideration to the teacher’s 

ability to implement disciplinary literacy practices. The definition should carefully consider how 

the definition is constructed, specifically the words and phrases. Specificity seemed to be 

especially important. This included how students in a discipline showed their understanding of 

the content and discipline’s discourses. Finally, participants felt it was important that it was clear 

what literacy processes were aligned with content literacy and the literacy processes that align 

with disciplinary literacy. One participant thought that disciplinary literacy may be more 

appropriate for the post-secondary setting. Consistently, participants called for more research and 

discussion to further delineate content literacy and disciplinary literacy and how the two interact 

with each other in the classroom setting. 
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 
 

The purpose of this Delphi study was to engage literacy experts in a discussion to 

understand what disciplinary literacy is and how it compares to content literacy. Further, the 

researcher asked literacy experts to identify seminal works in the field of disciplinary literacy 

and provide a rationale for the works they identified. As the study progressed, the content 

analysis took a different direction, focusing on the participants’ responses and rationales to 

explain their ratings of definition statements and summary statements. This chapter discusses the 

findings of the study and what implications these findings have for teacher preparation and 

literacy instruction. The chapter concludes with a discussion of areas for future research. 

Discussion 

 

This chapter is a discussion of the research findings and future research possibilities to 

answer the following research questions: 

1. How do experts in the field of content area reading instruction define disciplinary literacy 

and describe it in relation to content area literacy? 

2. What significant works in disciplinary literacy are noted by experts in the field of content 

area reading instruction and why are they noted as significant? 

3. What commonalities emerge in the rationale provided by participants when identifying 

significant works for disciplinary literacy? 

The analysis of the discipline literacy definition statements using Moje’s Disciplinary 

Literacy Theory categories (2007) revealed that participants in this study primarily believed that 

disciplinary literacy is connected to the epistemology of each discipline. Participants’ responses 

emphasized the importance of honoring a discipline’s traditions and utilizing experiential 

knowledge. 
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The emphasis on a discipline’s traditions indicated teachers must consider the traditions 

of the discipline, explicitly incorporating those traditions when designing student learning 

experiences. Elish-Piper, L'Allier, Manderino, & Di Domenico (2016) described these traditions 

as the components of disciplinary literacy – habits of thinking, types of texts used, habits of 

practice, and beliefs about knowledge and how knowledge is produced. Teaching the habits of 

mind, along with teaching how to read texts and write discipline appropriate responses is 

essential in disciplinary literacy instruction (Dobbs, Ippolito, and Charner-Laird, 2017). When 

designing instruction that considers the discipline’s traditions, teachers must consider how to 

provide instruction in content knowledge while explicitly incorporating those traditions in 

students’ learning experiences. 

Participants indicated that experiential knowledge is an important aspect of disciplinary 

literacy. Responses emphasized the notion of thinking like an expert. In Shanahan and 

Shanahan’s (2008) study, they worked with content experts to determine what these experts did 

when reading and then how they produced their content knowledge. After noting the 

conversations and observing the participants in the field, Shanahan and Shanahan concluded that 

the teachers preferred strategies that “mirrored the kinds of thinking and analytic practices 

common to their discipline,” but showed no interest in using general strategies (p. 56). Based on 

her literature review, Moje (2007) noted the importance of learning how to read texts critically 

like those who are experts in a discipline. Lent (2016) discussed providing students with 

opportunities “to do” what experts do in any given discipline while “developing the academic 

habits of those in the field” (p. 2). 

Disciplinary literacy statements were analyzed using Fang’s Approaches to Developing 

Content Literacies categories (2012a). Fang described four approaches to content literacy 
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instruction. The cognitive approach uses generic strategies for reading comprehension that are 

applicable for use in all content areas. The sociocultural approach recognizes the funds of 

knowledge students bring to the academic setting and seeks to connect a student’s home to the 

academic setting. The linguistic approach considers vocabulary and text structure, extends 

students’ understanding of syntax, and builds students’ language toolbox to promote a deeper 

nderstanding of texts. The critical approach asks students to consider the positionality of the text 

in terms of the author’s purpose with the intention of having students critically evaluate the 

nature of the texts they are reading. None of the participants’ responses aligned with the 

sociocultural or critical approaches to content literacy instruction. Fang did not identify 

instructional practices that align specifically with the epistemological processes of a discipline. 

Six of the nine participants’ disciplinary literacy definitions aligned with the belief that there are 

specific ways of processing and communicating content information that relates to the 

discipline’s traditions. Moje noted that there is “very little evidence in the actual writing of 

scholars” to support how epistemological processes function in the classroom (p. 18). Moje went 

on to explain that “these scholars argue for studying and teaching the cognitive processes by 

which members of the discipline produce knowledge” (p. 18). Similarly, Shanahan and Shanahan 

(2008) found that experts in a discipline had very specific ways of thinking, reading, and writing 

about content information. Fang’s (2012a) linguistic approach to content literacy instruction does 

address instructional practices to teach the discourses of a discipline; however, only two 

participants submitted definitions that considered the oral and written conventions of a 

discipline. Therefore, if one believes that disciplinary literacy focuses on the epistemology of a 

discipline, then it is unclear what instructional approach(es) a content teacher would implement. 
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The descriptors indicated that the participants believed there were more differences than 

similarities. When asked to describe disciplinary literacy as it relates to content literacy, 

participants indicated that disciplinary literacy and content literacy were similar in some ways. 

The similarities suggested that disciplinary literacy and content literacy shared the use of 

cognitive strategies; however, participants described these strategies as generic with the intent to 

improve reading comprehension. Regarding the differences between disciplinary literacy and 

content literacy, the descriptors used by participants suggested that the focus of disciplinary 

literacy practices is to cultivate a deeper understanding of how discipline experts communicate 

their knowledge, going beyond comprehension. Participants noted there was a difference 

between the two, each having a place in the development of a student’s content knowledge. 

These findings reflected Shanahan and Shanahan’s (2008) discussion of the different levels of 

literacy instruction that occur – basic literacy, intermediate literacy, and disciplinary literacy. 

Shanahan and Shanahan described the intermediate literacy level as including skills that could be 

applied to many tasks related to comprehension strategies and vocabulary development. This 

level corresponds to the descriptors participants used to describe their perception of content 

literacy. 

Median ratings suggested that participants felt a definition for disciplinary literacy should 

include cognitive practices often associated with content literacy and strategies that are specific 

to a discipline’s literacy practices. The researcher conducted a content analysis of participants’ 

rationale statements and responses to summarized rational statements that resulted in the 

development of three themes: Understanding Disciplinary Literacy, Beliefs about Literacy 

Instruction, and Seeking Clarity. The theme Understanding Disciplinary Literacy described the 

participants’ beliefs about disciplinary literacy. Participants’ responses focused on the 
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importance of teacher expertise and disciplinary traditions. For the theme Beliefs about Literacy 

Instruction, it was important to participants that disciplinary literacy and content literacy not be 

positioned in opposition to each other or presented as one is better than the other. While it was 

recognized that each discipline has a unique discourse, practices, and ways of thinking, the 

practices associated with content literacy should not be abandoned for discipline-specific literacy 

practices. Researchers have proposed that both content literacy strategies and discipline-specific 

strategies be incorporated in classroom instruction (Brozo, Moorman, Meyer, & Stewart, 2013; 

Dunkerly-Bean & Bean, 2016; Moje, 2015; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). 

The largest part of the datum focused on the need for more clarity on disciplinary literacy 

and its role in the classroom. Participants’ responses indicated that there is not a shared 

understanding of disciplinary literacy, nor is there a clear idea of what disciplinary literacy looks 

like in practice. While there was some agreement about disciplinary literacy definitions, each 

definition reflected different aspects of Disciplinary Literacy Theory (Moje, 2007). There was 

not a singular disciplinary literacy definition that emerged. 

As discussed in Chapter 4, the participants did not express an interest in identifying or 

discussing seminal works in the area of disciplinary literacy. One participant expressed that a 

discussion of this nature was not necessary. Of the titles and authors submitted for consideration, 

the work that was ranked five times by participants and had participant commentary was 

Shanahan and Shanahan’s (2008) publication, “Teaching Disciplinary Literacy to Adolescents: 

Rethinking Content Area Literacy.” The work was described by one participant as influential in 

the development of the Common Core State Standards thus having an impact on literacy 

instruction on a national level. It is interesting that Herber’s Teaching Reading in Content Areas 

(1978), a seminal work in the field of content area reading instruction, is still considered to be 



126  

relevant to the disciplinary literacy discussion. This work was ranked in the top ten by four 

participants, with two participants ranking it in their top three. This suggests that the concept of 

functional teaching is still considered relevant by literacy experts. 

Implications 

 

Among literacy experts, there is still discussion on content literacy and how it relates to 

and how it differs from disciplinary literacy. The spectrum of responses from participants in this 

study indicates there are those who do not see a difference to those who consider disciplinary 

literacy to be the next step in literacy instruction in the content areas. This suggests that literacy 

experts are still making determinations about what disciplinary literacy is, what it looks like, and 

how it interacts with the content literacy practices that have been used by content teachers for 

many years. Dobbs, Ippolito, and Charner-Laird (2017) posited that disciplinary literacy is still 

developing, and “there are many strategies still to develop for teachers to implement, tweak, and 

ultimately integrate into their daily practice” (p. 23). 

Teacher Expertise 

 

Based on participants’ responses, both disciplinary literacy and content literacy rely on 

teacher expertise. Herber’s 1978 publication, Teaching Reading in Content Areas, discussed 

functional teaching and cited the importance of the content teacher in determining what reading 

skills are necessary to understand the content. Functional teaching is “teaching the process 

students need if they are to understand what you require them to read, as they actually read it” (p. 

26). A similar emphasis on teacher expertise is evident in disciplinary literacy instruction in 

which teachers ask students to consider the study of a discipline on a deeper level; a level of 

study that intentionally has students consider the “how” and “why” of a discipline’s discourses 

(Lent, 2016). Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) explained that disciplinary literacy is the level of 



127  

understanding a discipline beyond what the authors referred to as “intermediate literacy skills,” 

skills that are applicable for use with many literacy tasks, such as strategies used for 

comprehension. Shanahan and Shanahan described disciplinary literacy as the “literacy skills 

specialized to history, science, mathematics, literature, or other subject matter” (p. 44). The 

teacher serves as the facilitator for understanding not only the content but also the traditions and 

discourses of the discipline. In order to serve as a facilitator, teacher expertise is necessary. 

Teacher Preparation 

 

Providing this type of instruction in the secondary setting requires that teachers are 

adequately prepared in teacher preparation programs. The classroom teacher may understand 

content but may not understand how to explicitly teach the discipline communities’ beliefs. 

Teacher expertise is necessary for successfully teaching in the disciplines; therefore, more 

emphasis should be placed on preparing teachers to have a deeper understanding of the literacies 

and discourses of their discipline. It has been noted that teachers experience frustration when 

asking students to read content materials and that they attribute this frustration to teacher training 

programs (Lent, 2009). Pre-service teachers need to learn more than a series of strategies that can 

be used as part of their instructional practice. Content teachers should determine what constitutes 

being “literate” in a discipline so that teachers can decide what instructional strategies and 

practices are implemented (Draper & Broomhead, 2010). Pre-service teachers need to take a 

metacognitive approach to connect with the traditions and discourses of their discipline. 

Ultimately, teachers should have an awareness that disciplinary literacy is a form of 

apprenticeship where the teacher serves as a guide (Lent, 2016; McConachie & Petrosky, 2010). 

Braunger, Donahue, Evans, and Galguera (2005) asserted that too much emphasis is 

placed on content knowledge and classroom management in teacher preparation programs. Little 
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time is given to learning theory and thus creates an “expert blind spot” where the teacher 

assumes students can complete learning tasks when in fact they are not (p. 6). Herber (1978) 

asserted a similar issue with teachers preparing students for learning independence, assuming 

students come prepared with skills and know how to use those skills independently in each 

content area. Herber explained this assumption is not teaching. 

Their role is testing rather than teaching - testing to see how well students are 

performing with the skills they are assumed to possess, testing to see what 

knowledge they have acquired while exercising the skills in which, it is assumed, 

they have independent power. Teaching consists mainly of daily assignments on 

which students recite the following day in a teacher-led discussion. Teachers and 

texts become information-dispensers, a role for which machines are better suited 

(p. 215). 

Braunger, Donahue, Evans, and Galguera (2005) noted that content teachers need to have 

an understanding of how reading is developmental, and instruction should serve to develop the 

necessary skills that are needed as texts become more complex. 

The instructional implications are clear: teachers must be knowledgeable about all 

of their students’ content area literacy strengths and needs, about the demands 

of particular texts, and about the support necessary for particular students to learn 

from them (p. 13). 

To that end, Braunger, Donahue, Evans, and Galguera expounded on a teacher preparation model 

that apprentices pre-service teachers to reading in their content area. In doing so, pre-service 

teachers maintain a portfolio of reading experiences in their own content area and with a partner 

from another content area. The pre-service teachers read, reflect upon, and discuss their reading 
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experiences to make connections to the different dimensions of reading: social, personal, 

cognitive, and knowledge-building. Pre-service teachers who have participated in this exercise 

noted the importance of creating a safe space for reading content. Additionally, the pre-service 

teachers realized that when discussing material from a content area other than their own, they 

became more confident, seeing the text through the eyes of the content expert. For the pre- 

service teachers, the process made reading content texts seem more attainable and less 

intimidating. Pre-service coursework that engages the individual in the practices of the discipline 

is more valuable than reading about a discipline (Draper & Broomhead, 2010). 

Pre-service teachers made connections to their experiences with the apprentice program 

and their instructional strategies, such as making personal connections to texts, showing and 

sharing what proficient readers do, providing background knowledge and vocabulary, and think- 

alouds. Braunger, Donahue, Evans, and Galguera (2005) concluded this method of preparing 

teachers created a sense of empathy for students studying a discipline. Pre-service teachers were 

more aware of avoiding assumptions of what their students should know and be able to do. 

Further, as teachers, they understood that teaching students how to read discipline-specific texts 

is a necessary part of teaching their discipline. 

University Collaboration with Practicing Teachers 

 

Another aspect of teacher preparation programs that needs further exploration is the 

collaboration between university-based programs and practicing or inservice teachers. Shanahan 

(2012) advocated for content teachers to work in conjunction with literacy experts to determine 

the most effective practices for students to read disciplinary materials. Rainey, Maher, Coupland, 

Franchi, and Moje (2017) presented a model of a teacher preparation program that is based on a 

framework for disciplinary literacy instruction that incorporates all four beliefs represented in 
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Moje’s (2007) Disciplinary Literacy Theory. This framework, used in the teacher preparation 

program, is based on Moje’s (2015) 4-E heuristic that focuses on the beliefs and traditions of a 

discipline, strategies for comprehension, the discipline’s language, and the cultural practices of 

the discipline. The teacher uses the framework as a guide to design student experiences that 

reflect the literacies and discourses of the discipline. Teachers in the field work in collaboration 

with university faculty to continue to refine the application of the framework. Based on the 

outcomes of the collaboration, the overall teacher preparation program is continually improved. 

Pre-service teachers benefit from the program as they have disciplinary teaching models of 

instruction that is current and relevant to the development of their own disciplinary teaching 

experiences. 

Understanding Literacy Processes 

 

In addition to utilizing an apprenticeship model for pre-service teachers, it is necessary 

for the pre-service teacher to understand the reading and writing process (Elish-Piper, L'Allier, 

Manderino, & Di Domenico, 2016). The pre-service teacher can then be guided to make 

connections with those processes as well as what constitutes reading and writing in his or her 

discipline. Draper and Broomhead (2010) discussed how each discipline considers what 

constitutes reading and writing for the discipline and how some disciplines, such as math, have 

literacy elements that do not align with traditional texts. This understanding will enable the pre- 

service teacher to make connections to discipline-specific learning strategies and design the 

appropriate student experiences. 

In-service Teacher Learning 

 

In-service teachers need ongoing support to identify discipline-specific practices and 

opportunities to incorporate those practices into their daily instruction. For in-service teachers, 
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Dobbs, Ippolito, and Charner-Laird (2017) described a professional learning experience that 

provides for collaboration and conversation led by campus leaders, the ability to tailor those 

practices to the students in their classrooms, and opportunities to reflect. They discussed how 

professional learning should be ongoing, systematic, and specific to the team. The authors put 

forth a framework using an action research format for instituting school-wide disciplinary 

literacy professional learning. This framework allows in-service teachers to participate in 

ongoing collaboration regarding literacy instruction, develop disciplinary literacy practices, and 

design ongoing assessment of those practices. Elish-Piper, L'Allier, Manderino, & Di Domenico 

(2016), referencing the Shanahan’s literacy triangle (2008), adapted the disciplinary literacy 

level of the triangle to reflect the different types of teacher knowledge needed to provide 

disciplinary literacy instruction. They proposed the use of a disciplinary literacy coach, a term 

the authors use interchangeably with “literacy coach,” to help teachers identify the specific 

disciplinary literacy practices to incorporate in their instruction, as teachers may not have an 

awareness about the practices they use in their own discipline. 

These approaches develop pre-service teachers’ expertise in literacy instruction and 

disciplinary literacy practices. Further, in-service teachers require continuing support and time to 

develop disciplinary literacy practices. It is important that campus leadership has a sufficient 

understanding of literacy instruction and disciplinary literacy so they can support teachers in 

their professional growth. 

Implications for Research 

 

Participants in this Delphi study called for a concise, teacher friendly disciplinary literacy 

definition. Moje’s (2007) Disciplinary Literacy Theory is comprised of different beliefs of what 

constitutes disciplinary literacy. While the definitions presented to the participants represented 
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each of the beliefs, the participants’ rationale statements indicated that a definition of 

disciplinary literacy needs further clarification. It is important that literacy experts, content 

teachers, and those practicing in the disciplinary field have a shared understanding of 

disciplinary literacy and the practices that result in student experiences for disciplinary learning. 

Fisher and Ivey (2005) discussed how content teachers and even colleagues in other fields of 

study were resistant to the content literacy course offered as part of collegiate teacher training 

programs. As it is literacy experts in the university-based programs who provide pre-service 

teachers with instruction in literacy knowledge and instruction, it is likely content teachers are 

not making connections with literacy practices and discipline-specific traditions disciplinary 

literacy instructional practices to their students’ learning experiences. This may result in content 

teachers not having an awareness of the traditions and discourses of their discipline and 

consequently focus on the content. This lack of awareness leads to the assumption that students 

know how to read, write, speak, and think in the discipline. Based on the median rating from this 

study and the participants’ rationale statements, more studies need to be conducted to clearly 

define disciplinary literacy. 

Participants in this study noted that the discussion around disciplinary literacy does not 

give due consideration to all disciplines. Draper and Broomhead (2010) discussed the importance 

of other disciplines recognizing the literacies that are used in the pursuit of their discipline. This 

pursuit of identifying those literacies can be achieved through the collaboration of literacy 

professionals and teachers in the discipline (Elish-Piper, L'Allier, Manderino, & Di Domenico, 

2016). Heller and Greenleaf (2007) emphasized the benefits of not only defining but clearly 

outlining the specific literacy practices and work products that demonstrate the practices of the 

discipline. The Next Generation Science Standards, based on the framework for K-12 science 
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learning, outlines what practices show a student’s understanding and how these practices 

explicitly connect to the discourses of science (NGSS Lead States). This framework gives 

teachers a clear pathway to designing student experiences that reflect the traditions and 

discourses of science with the intention to lead students to a deeper understanding of the 

content. The work of the NGSS can serve as a template to guide the collaboration between 

literacy experts and discipline experts. 

As this study did not create a list of seminal works in the area of disciplinary literacy as 

intended, more research needs to be conducted in developing a list. Further, the works on the list 

need to be analyzed to determine what commonalities exist within them in order to establish a 

shared understanding of disciplinary literacy. The analysis may also lead to a clearer 

understanding of how disciplinary literacy is positioned with previous literacy instruction in 

content classrooms. This development and analysis will lead to a shared understanding of 

disciplinary literacy and its place in literacy instruction. A clearer understanding of what 

disciplinary literacy is and is not would lead to better implementation in the classroom setting. 

Bean (2000) reported that research on general literacy strategies and study skills had 

proven to be ineffective when done in isolation, as the research did not consider how the 

classroom dynamics, teachers' experiences, and student perspectives may have impacted the 

research results. When other research considered the participants’ perspective, the researchers 

looked for patterns to inform practices. More quantitative studies should be conducted to 

determine how effective discipline-specific strategy instruction is and if there is a difference 

between these strategies and the content literacy strategies that focus on general reading 

comprehension, vocabulary development, and written responses. As one participant noted, there 

are few empirical studies on the effect of discipline-specific instructional strategies to student 
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learning. These researchers need to consider teacher experience and the teachers’ understanding 

of their discipline. Any studies conducted should consider the larger classroom dynamics and 

student perceptions; otherwise, the studies may reflect strategies in isolation, such as the studies 

of content literacy strategies in the 1980s. 

In addition to these studies, more qualitative studies should be conducted to determine 

what barriers still exist to content teachers’ utilization of discipline-specific strategies in their 

practice. Content teachers still resist literacy practices in their classroom, viewing these practices 

as keeping them from teaching content (Lent, 2009). In order to overcome these barriers, 

researchers would need to have a clear understanding of what those obstacles are. The results can 

be utilized to streamline teacher preparation programs as well as to prepare literacy coaches and 

campus leaders in how to coach teachers effectively in the use of disciplinary literacy instruction. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

 

In addition to the limitations of time, resources, and finances, the list of potential 

participants was developed based on predetermined qualifications and reviewed by literacy 

professors at a South Texas university. The researcher did not presume the potential participants’ 

list was a comprehensive list of literacy experts. 

In a Delphi study, the information the researcher provides participants can influence their 

feedback. Hsu and Sandford (2007) asserted that researchers “need to be cognizant, exercise 

caution, and implement proper safeguards in dealing with this issue” (p. 5). Yousaf (2007) noted 

information can be manipulated by the researcher resulting in a “compromise position,” a result 

that is not an actual consensus of the group’s work (p. 4). 

A limitation of content analysis is that it can decontextualize information. When the 

researcher analyzes the data, datum can be misinterpreted by the researcher as it is removed from 
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context and then categorized, possibly changing the participant’s intent (Grbich, 2007). Another 

limitation of content analysis is that the findings rely on the accuracy of the codes and the coder 

(Holsti, 1969). Another researcher may interpret the data differently and draw different 

conclusions. 

While this study did not seek to form a consensus, a compromised position may be the 

result of preconceptions of the researcher or the researcher not acknowledging the input from all 

the panel experts. The researcher chose to do three iterations. A Delphi study can have two or 

more iterations (Thangaratinam, & Redman, 2005). As the original Delphi had more than three 

iterations, the researcher did choose to modify the Delphi technique to do three iterations. 

The researcher chose to use Moje’s (2007) Disciplinary Literacy Theory and Fang’s 

(2012a) Approaches to Developing Content Area Literacies as the theoretical perspective for this 

Delphi study. The theoretical perspective provided the framework for the study. 

The Delphi method can include low participation from the expert panelists due to the 

time involved to adequately analyze and summarize data between iterations. There was no way 

of knowing who would agree to participate and if they would continue with the study through the 

various iterations. In fact, this study began with ten participants who agreed to participate and 

concluded with eight participants. Due to the small sample size, the results of the study cannot be 

generalized to the entire literacy community. The Delphi method is not intended to provide 

solutions to the questions being studied, as the expert panelists are a select group and not 

necessarily representative of an entire community. The findings of this study were contingent on 

the interpretation of the researcher. As this was a qualitative study, another researcher may have 

interpreted the data differently and draw different conclusions. 
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Conclusion 

 

Disciplinary literacy is an area of literacy instruction that is developing. It is a form of 

literacy instruction that literacy experts recognize as having its own distinct components, 

separate from the content literacy instruction that incorporates general cognitive strategies. 

Despite the recognition of the distinctiveness of disciplinary literacy, the literacy experts in this 

Delphi study could not agree on a definition for disciplinary literacy. While each of the 

definitions incorporated one or more of Moje’s (2007) beliefs about disciplinary literacy, most 

participants aligned with the epistemology processes of a discipline. This belief does not have 

clear instructional strategies associated with it. This is an area of development that will rely on 

discipline-based organizations, teacher preparation programs, and teachers in the field to fully 

develop discipline-specific instructional strategies and apprenticeship style models of instruction 

in schools. Although a single definition did not emerge, the participants provided information 

through the Delphi study “discussion” to illustrate concerns about positionality of disciplinary 

literacy in relation to content literacy, areas that need further research, and confirmed previous 

research on the role of the content teacher in designing student literacy learning experiences. 
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Dear Dr.  , 

Appendix C 

Letter Requesting Participant Participation 

 

My name is Kelli Powell and I am a doctoral candidate at Texas A&M University-Corpus 

Christi. I am currently working on my dissertation with the guidance of my committee members, 

Dr. Bethanie Pletcher, Dr. Daniel Pearce, and Dr. Kelli Bippert, for the purpose of defining 

disciplinary literacy and how it compares to content literacy as well as identifying significant 

works in the field of disciplinary literacy. 

Based on the review of the literature, you were identified as an expert in the field of 

secondary literacy, and I believe you will make a significant contribution to my study. I would 

like to invite you to participate as an expert panelist in a Delphi study. As an expert panelist, you 

will provide responses to questionnaires over a short period of time. The first questionnaire will 

consist of a series of open-ended questions asking you to share your thoughts on disciplinary 

literacy and content literacy as well as identify significant works and why you chose those 

works. For the second questionnaire, you will be asked to rank the responses from the first 

iteration using a Likert scale and provide a brief explanation for your ranking. For the final 

iteration, you will be presented the median responses from the second round and a summary of 

each of the reasons for the responses at which time you will be asked to provide a reflection. All 

communication will be via email and responses will be recorded using Google applications 

unless you indicate a preference to respond using a hard copy of the questionnaires. 

I recognize you have a demanding schedule. Would you please consider taking a few 

minutes of your time to participate in my study? I will follow up with you in one week at which 

time I will inquire about your participation or if you prefer you can reply directly to this initial 

email request. 
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If you have any questions, please contact me at 361-510-5424 or email me at 

kpowell2@islander.tamucc.edu. 

Attached, please find an information sheet for you to review. 

Thank you for your consideration. 

Respectfully, 

Kelli Powell 

mailto:kpowell2@islander.tamucc.edu
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Appendix D 

 

Information Sheet Given to Potential Participants 

 

WORKING TITLE: Defining Disciplinary Literacy and the Content Attributes of Texts to 
Support Disciplinary Literacy Instructional Practices: A Delphi Study 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this form is to provide you information that may affect your decision as to 

whether or not to participate in this research study. By providing responses to questions, you are 

consenting to participate in the study. By participating in this study, you are also certifying that 

you are 18 years of age or older. Please do not respond to questions if you do not consent to 

participate in the study. 

 

You have been asked to participate in a research project studying disciplinary literacy. The 

purpose of this study is to define disciplinary literacy, seek to understand how disciplinary 

literacy compares to content literacy, and identify significant works in the field of disciplinary 

literacy. You were selected to be a possible participant because you were identified as an expert 

in the field of secondary literacy based on a review of the literature. 

 
What will I be asked to do? 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in three rounds of 

responses. The first iteration of the study consists of three open ended questions. For the second 

iteration, you will be asked to rank the responses from the first iteration using a Likert scale and 

provide a brief explanation for the ranking. For the third and final iteration, you will be 

presented the median responses from the second round and a summary of each of the reasons for 

the responses. Participants will be asked to reflect on the responses and give a final and possibly 

revised response. Each round of responses will take approximately 30 minutes to complete. 

This study will take place over a three month period. 

 

What are the risks involved in this study? 

The risks associated in this study are minimal and are not greater than risks ordinarily 

encountered in daily life. 

 

What are the possible benefits of this study? 

You will receive no direct benefit from participating in this study; however, your participation 

will contribute to the understanding of disciplinary literacy in the area of secondary literacy 

education. 

 

Do I have to participate? 

No. Your participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate or to withdraw at any 

time without your current or future relations with Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi being 

affected. 

 

Who will know about my participation in this research study? 
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This study is confidential. You will be identified by an ID number. Your ID number will be 

associated with your email address and stored in a password protected log. Only the principal 

investigator (PI) and dissertation supervisor will have access to this information. No identifiers 

linking you to this study will be included in any sort of report that may be published. 

 

Whom do I contact with questions about the research? 

If you have questions regarding this study, you may contact Kelli Powell, PI, at 361-510-5424 or 

kpowell2@islander.tamucc.edu 
 

Whom do I contact about my rights as a research participant? 

This research study has been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board and/or the Office of 

Research Compliance at Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi. To report a problem or for 

questions regarding your rights as a research participant, contact Caroline Lutz, JD, Research 

Compliance and Export Control Officer: (361) 825-2497 or caroline.lutz@tamucc.edu. 

mailto:kpowell2@islander.tamucc.edu
mailto:caroline.lutz@tamucc.edu
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Appendix E 

 

Summaries of Participants’ Rationale Statements for Disciplinary Literacy Definitions 

Disciplinary literacy is the strategic use of cognitive processes required to understand 

discipline-specific texts. 

Summary of rating rationales: 

 

The use of cognitive processes is inherent to reading all texts; however, the definition does not 

fully address the full range of student needs when engaging with disciplinary texts. Nor does the 

definition fully address the discourses and traditions of any given discipline. Additionally, the 

definition may need further development for teachers to fully understand and embrace it for use 

in the classroom. 

Disciplinary literacy moves beyond generic metacognitive strategies to utilize the particular 

approaches needed to be or become literate in a discipline. 

Summary of rating rationales: 

 

The definition is representative of scholarly work done in the area of disciplinary literacy and 

reflects the need for different approaches to understanding disciplinary texts. While this 

statement recognizes the use of metacognitive strategies, thus acknowledging the contribution of 

content literacy to build foundational knowledge, it does not fully address what it means to 

“move beyond” these strategies. The statement raises additional questions - what does it mean to 

be literate in a discipline?; how does the approach to literacy in science differ from that in social 

studies, math, and language arts? With the unanswered questions, there is a concern as to how 

classroom teachers would interpret this definition in the field. 
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Disciplinary literacy moves beyond knowing the ‘what’ of disciplinary knowledge to the 

‘how’ and ‘why’ - an understanding of how and why experts in a field of study create, 

communicate, and share disciplinary knowledge, which enables students to navigate a wide 

range of disciplinary texts. 

Summary of rating rationales: 

 

This definition places more emphasis on disciplinary literacy as an act of building disciplinary 

knowledge often associated with the practices of classroom teachers. Further, this definition 

emphasizes the use of cognitive processes and deliberate strategy selection to create disciplinary 

knowledge. Experts in a field of study do not examine the how and why of their discipline’s 

discourses; therefore, the significance of the ‘how’ and ‘why’ may be more appropriate for 

students in postsecondary settings. The definition is too lengthy and not practitioner friendly, 

specifically for K-12. 

Disciplinary literacy is the intersection of the literacy practices, the utilized language forms, 

and the epistemology of the discipline. 

Summary of rating rationales: 

 

The definition addresses different aspects of disciplinary literacy; however, the definition is not 

practitioner friendly and does not clearly address the discourses of a discipline. The 

epistemology of a discipline would need further clarification. This definition is more reflective of 

content area study and does not reflect the depth of understanding that comes from creating 

knowledge within any given discipline. 
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Disciplinary literacy is the use of discipline-specific literacy tools (reading, writing, 

speaking, listening, and reasoning) used by experts in order to participate in a subject area. 

Summary of rating rationales: 

While the definition is concise, the phrase “literacy tools” does not accurately reflect what 

experts in the field do. Literacy practices would be more appropriate. Additionally, the 

definition is not inclusive of disciplines that have a performance component. 



168  

Appendix F 

 

Summaries of Participants’ Rationale Statements for Content Literacy and Disciplinary Literacy 

Statements 

Content literacy is a set of skills applied to understand content while disciplinary literacy is 

a set of skills constructed within the discipline reflecting the discipline’s texts, discourses, 

and epistemology. 

Summary of rating rationales: 

 

This statement attempts to establish a difference between the two; however, the terms “content” 

here and “set of skills” needs further exploration. As written, the statement may actually convey 

a belief that there may be little difference between content literacy and disciplinary literacy. In 

regard to the term “content,” any discipline consists of a content of knowledge thus positioning 

the two terms, content and disciplinary, in this manner is problematic Additionally, in practice, 

both content literacy and disciplinary literacy apply skills in order for students to fully participate 

in the understanding of and construction of knowledge. Perhaps the discussion should center 

around if content literacy or disciplinary literacy have, or have ever had, a “set of skills” or if 

students are using cognitive and metacognitive strategies in lieu of skills. 

Content literacy refers to general literacy strategies used to support the development of 

background knowledge and content learning. Disciplinary literacy refers to specific literacy 

strategies and practices of a field of study. 

Summary of rating rationales: 

 

Disciplinary literacy does have specific literacy practices that are situated within a discipline; 

however, any engagement with discipline texts would benefit from the use of generic (not 

general) strategies to read texts, e.g. monitoring comprehension. The statement does make a 
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distinction between generic and discipline specific without placing the value of one over the 

other. Disciplinary literacy links strategies, discipline specific and generic, to successfully 

negotiate texts and demonstrate one’s understanding. One concern with the statement is that it is 

not inclusive of all disciplines, specifically the arts where there are performance components. 

Content literacy emphasizes understanding text. Disciplinary literacy extends content 

literacy so that texts may be used authentically for real world application. 

Summary of rating rationales: 

 

In this statement, content literacy is limited to understanding text and does not address how 

students show their understanding. Disciplinary literacy is considered more than an extension of 

content literacy; disciplinary literacy is the use of disciplinary practices by those in the 

discipline. Both content literacy and disciplinary literacy use texts authentically and for real 

world application. 

Both content literacy and disciplinary literacy use cognitive strategies for instruction. 

Disciplinary literacy processes are created within a discipline and content literacy 

processes are applied to a discipline. 

Summary of rating rationales: 

 

There are cognitive strategies that are used when reading any text, e.g. generating inferences or 

using charts and other visual representations that applied in multiple disciplines. Disciplinary 

literacy practices remain an area that needs further research and clarification as to what the 

practices are for each discipline. This statement seems to position disciplinary processes as 

separate when they may overlap with content literacy practices as one works within a 

discipline. 
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Appendix G 

 

First Iteration - Data Disciplinary Literacy Theory Categories (Moje, 2007) 
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Appendix G 

 

First Iteration - Data Disciplinary Literacy Theory Categories (Moje, 2007) 
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Appendix H 

 

First Iteration - Data Approaches to Developing Content Area Literacies Categories 

(Fang, 2012a) 
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Appendix H 

 

First Iteration - Data Approaches to Developing Content Literacies Area Categories 

(Fang, 2012a) 
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Appendix I 

 

First Iteration - Participants’ Responses to Research Question 2 
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Appendix I 

 

First Iteration - Participants’ Responses to Research Question 2 
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Appendix I 

 

First Iteration - Participants’ Responses to Research Question 2 
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Appendix J 

Compare and Contrast Chart – Participants’ Responses to Research Question 2 
 

 

Content Literacy Descriptors Content Literacy and 

Disciplinary Literacy 

Descriptors 

Disciplinary Literacy Descriptors 

Background development (100) “Both use cognitive 

strategies to scaffold 

instruction” (101) 

“Ways of talking and thinking in 

specific disciplines” (100) 

“Imported into the discipline” (101) Both important (102) “Constructed from within” (101) 

Cognitive and metacognitive 

approaches applicable to various 

disciplines (102) 

Functional content area 

reading-Herber (102) 

“Communicate with a specific 

knowledge area” (103) 

Generic (103) Application of generic 

strategies (107) 

“Encourages use of methods aligned 

with academic fields” (104) 

Emphasizes understanding text (104) Growing “students as 
literacy learners” (108) 

Using text authentically to replicate 
real world practices (104) 

Research based learning strategies 

(104) 

 
Learn as an expert in the field (105) 

“Sub-set of skills related to reading 

comprehension” (105) 

 
“Has unique approaches/methods to 

reading text which are unique to that 

discipline” (107) 

Emphasizes the “what” of the 

discipline (106) 

 
“Grammatical/lexical patterns differ 

between disciplines” (107) 

Focuses on reading and writing (106)  Emphasizes the “how” of the 

discipline (106) 

“Relies on teacher understanding of 

universal reading/writing skills and 

associated strategies” (106) 

 More emphasis on student autonomy 

in selecting appropriate tools and 

strategies. (106) 

Focus on comprehension in research 

(108) 

 Requires teacher expertise and 

understanding of discipline (106) 

General strategies used where 

disciplines are similar (108) 

 
Focus on nature of the text, use of 

language, and how communicate 

discipline knowledge (108) 

Emphasizes general literacy 

strategies/practices useful across 

disciplines (108) 
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Appendix K 

First Iteration – Participants’ Responses to Research Question 3 and Question 4 
 

 
What are significant works in the field of 

disciplinary literacy? 

What attributes make these works 

significant to the field of disciplinary 

literacy? 

There are a lot, but the pieces that perhaps most 

foundational in starting an interest in inquiry in 

disciplinary literacy appeared in the Harvard Ed 

Review spring edition, 2008. Ironically, some of 

the key foundational pieces that have informed 

disciplinary literacy are from outside disciplines-- 

most notably history and written by Sam Wineburg 

and colleagues. The Stanford History Education 

Group exerts a lot of influence. I would consider 

multiple pieces by Cynthia and Tim Shanahan very 

influential, although I disagree with some of their 

points. Likewise multiple pieces written by my 

former student, Elizabeth Moje, per have been very 

impactful. 

 

 

 

The most influential pieces tend to define the 

field and explicate theoretical frameworks. 

They are pieces designed to change the way 

we think about disciplinary literacy, 

particularly against the backdrop of content 

literacy and its predecessors. That is it, 

although she of these pieces are data based, 

their main appeal is in their foray into new 

perspective or in their ability to bring 

together multiple theoretical perspectives. 

Shanahan & Shanahan, Harvard Educational 

Review; Sam Weinburg; Jonathan Osborne; 

Brozo's work on balancing disciplinary and content 

area 

 
 

Clearly defined the concept and provided a 

rationale for it 

 
Vicki Zygouris-Coe text; Fisher text 

practical frameworks for classroom teachers 

and clarity of presentation 

For a pretty comprehensive review and an argument 

for the value of interdisciplinary literacy to deal 

with vexing world problems (e.g. climate change), 

see: Dunkerly-Bean, J., & Bean, T. W. (2016). 

Missing the savoir for the connaisance: 

Disciplinary and content area literacy as regimes of 

truth. Journal of Literacy Research, 48 (4), 448- 

475. Also see: Wilson-Lopez, A., & Bean, T. W. 

(in press). Content area and disciplinary literacy: 

Strategies and frameworks. International Literacy 

Association, Dec. 18, 2017, Policy brief available 

at: 

literacyworldwide.org 
 

In the Dunkerly-Bean & Bean JLR article there is a 

detailed history of content area reading and a 

review of disciplinary literacy research. We also 

counter wild claims that "content area reading is 

dead." 

 

 

 

Intellectual rigor, balanced views that do not 

seek to make warrants and claims without 

adequate studies and a significant body of 

work (particularly in disciplinary literacy). 

As we note in our writing, the research in 

disciplinary literacy is still relatively new but 

certainly promising. For example, Moje's 

systematic approach to disciplinary work in 

engineering and science provides a heuristic 

scholars and teachers can adopt (e.g. see 

Moje's Harvard Education Review article, 

2015). That work offers a concrete approach 

Elizabeth and colleagues (e. g. Bain) have 

used working with teachers in Detroit public 

schools. 

1.Brozo, W., Moorman, G., Myer, C. K., & 

Stewart, T. T. (2013). Content-area reading and 

disciplinary literacy: A case for the radical center. 

Works #3-5 are significant because they are 

frequently cited in the literature addressing 

DL. Although these works suggest that 
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Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 56(5), 

353-357. 

 

2. Faggella-Luby, M.N., Graner, P.S., Deschler, 

D.D., & Drew, S.V. (2012). Building a house on 

sand: Why disciplinary literacy is not sufficient to 

replace general strategies for adolescent learners 

who struggle. Topics in Language Disorders, 32(1), 

69–84. doi:10.1097/TLD.0b013e318245618e 

 

3. Fang, Z. (2012). Language correlates of 

disciplinary literacy. Topics in Language Disorders, 

32, 19-34. 

 

4. Shanahan, T., & Shanahan, C. (2008). Teaching 

disciplinary literacy to adolescents: Rethinking 

content area literacy. Harvard Educational Review, 

78(1), 40–59. 

 

5. Shanahan, T., & Shanahan, C. (2012). What is 

disciplinary literacy and why does it matter? Topics 

in Language Disorders, 32(1), 7–18. 

doi:10.1097/TLD.0b013e318244557a 

different approaches are used to read texts in 

different disciplines, they present little 

quantifiable evidence to demonstrate which 

(or even that) textually-specific reading 

processes are engaged when reading a given 

text as opposed to another one. 

 

Work #1 is important in that it posits that CL 

and DL are more alike than different and 

provides suggestions, with examples from 

classrooms, for how to combine ideas from 

both instructional approaches to make 

literacy instruction more effective. 

 

Work #2 is important in that it points out that 

DL approaches to literacy instruction will 

likely be ineffective for struggling readers, 

and that they will benefit more from 

instructional approaches typically associated 

with CL before they can begin to benefit 

from DL approaches. This is important to 

note as the NAEP indicates that 

approximately 65% of nation's students read 

below a level deemed proficient. 

http://hepg.org/her-home/issues/harvard- 

educational-review-volume-78-issue- 

1/herarticle/rethinking-content-area-literacy_640 

http://hepg.org/her-home/issues/summer- 

2015/herarticle/doing-and-teaching-disciplinary- 

literacy-with-adol 

Investigating Disciplinary Literacy: A Framework 

for Collaborative Professional Learning 

Book by Christina L. Dobbs, Jacy Ippolito, and 

Megin Charner-Laird 

Wineburg, Sam. Historical Thinking and Other 
Unnatural Acts 

Charting the Future of Teaching the Past 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
They were among the first to define the 

concept in ways that were accessible to 

practitioners and convincing to researchers in 

the general field of literacy 

development/adolescent literacy 

Fang, Z., & Schleppegrell, M.J. (2010). 

Disciplinary literacies across content areas: 

Supporting secondary reading through functional 

language analysis. Journal of Adolescent & Adult 

Literacy, 53(7), 587–597. 

Fang, Z. (2012). Language correlates of 

disciplinary literacy. Topics in Language Disorders, 

32, 19-34. 

Heller, R., & Greenleaf, C.L. (2007). Literacy 

instruction in the content areas: Getting to the core 

of middle and high school improvement. 
Washington, DC: Alliance for Excellent Education. 

My choices of these particular works focus 

on the impact I perceive that they had on 

developing an understanding of disciplinary 

literacy and arguing for re-envisioning how 

we attend to the literacy development of 

learners as they grapple with the specific 

texts of a discipline. Heller and Greenleaf's 

monograph was a significant and widely 

circulated call for disciplinary literacy 

through the ambitious efforts of the highly 

influential Alliance for Excellent Education. 

Likewise, the Lee and Spratley monograph 

http://hepg.org/her-home/issues/harvard-
http://hepg.org/her-home/issues/summer-
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Lee, C.D., & Spratley, A. (2010). Reading in the 

disciplines: The challenges of adolescent literacy. 

New York: Carnegie Corporation of New York. 

Moje, E.B. (2008). Foregrounding the disciplines in 

secondary literacy teaching and learning: A call for 

change. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 

52(2), 96–107. 

Shanahan, T., & Shanahan, C. (2008). Teaching 

disciplinary literacy to adolescents: Rethinking 

content-area literacy. Harvard Educational Review, 

78(1), 40–59. 

was representative of the important work 

supporting disciplinary literacy by the 

Carnegie Corporation of New York. Both of 

these monographs widely circulated in school 

districts and were influential for policy 

makers in a number of states. The Shanahans 

provided a much admired model for 

understanding disciplinary literacy, and this 

much-cited article developed a persuasive 

case for understanding distinctions between 

disciplines. Moje has long been a voice in 

establishing the foundation for disciplinary 

literacy, and this essay crystallizes her 

perceptions for disciplinary literacy. The 

functional language analysis approach that 

Fang and Schleppegrell explicate offered an 

in-depth examination of the texts of various 

disciplines, suggesting how insights into how 

disciplines develop, organize, and 

communicate their knowledge and practices 

factor into interacting with disciplinary texts. 

Fang's 2012 article is an outstanding 

expansion of that work. 

 
 

Herber 

Vacca 

Alvermann 

Bruehl & Moore 

Moje 

Shannahan 

Bruehl 

Herber, Vacca, and Alverman, established a 

foundation for content area reading upon 

which current work on disciplinary literacy is 

being developed. The others listed above 

have produced important, even ground- 

breaking works in the field of disciplinary 

literacy. The works appear in important 

journals in our field, and are widely read and 

cited. 

This is Disciplinary Literacy - Lent; Anything 

Elizabeth Moje has written on the topic; 

Investigating Disciplinary literacy: A Framework 

for collaborative Professional Learning - Dobbs, 

Ippolito, Charner-Larid; Content Matters: A 

Disciplinary Approach to Improving Student 

Learning - Stephanie M. McConachie and Anthony 

R. Petrosky; Content Area Reading 

and Disciplinary Literacy: A Case for the Racial 

Center (article) 

William G. Brozo, Gary Moorman, Carla Meyer, & 

Trevor Stewart; Shanahan & Shanahan's work on 

DL; Roni J. Draper's work on DL. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Moje, the Shanahans, Draper and Brozo 

come at this from an academic perspective, 

supporting readers' understandings. Lent and 

McConachie/Petrosky take a practitioner's 

stance. All move us toward deeper 

understanding. 
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Appendix L 

Participants’ Responses to Summary Statements for Disciplinary Literacy Definitions 
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Appendix L 

Participants’ Responses to Summary Statements for Disciplinary Literacy Definitions 
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Appendix L 

Participants’ Responses to Summary Statements for Disciplinary Literacy Definitions 
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Appendix M  

Participants’ Responses to Content Literacy and Disciplinary Literacy Summary Statements 
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186  
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Appendix N 

Participants’ Rationales for Significant Works Ratings and Follow up Commentary 
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Participant Follow up Commentary 

 

 

 

101 

This one is one of most cited foundational pieces that bridges content literacy and 

disciplinary literacy. It is old but still current in it theoretical framing. The authors 

are very well known to me: O'Brien, D. G., Stewart, R. A., & Moje, E. B. (1995). 

Why content literacy is difficult to infuse into the secondary school: Complexities of 

curriculum, pedagogy, and school culture. Reading research quarterly, 442-463. 

102  

103  

 
104 

One correction: In Vacca, Vacca, & Mraz, the topic of disciplinary literacy was 
introduced in the 2011 (10th) edition of the text. 

105  

106  

107  

108  



190  

Appendix O 

Inter-rater Directions 

After a personal discussion with the inter-rater (independent rater) about the study and 

the publications used to develop the categories, a summary of the discussion was sent along with 

the documents in Appendix P and Q. 

Dear  , 

 

The a priori codes referenced on the table are based on Moje’s (2007) Disciplinary 

Literacy Theory and Fang’s (2012) Approaches to Developing Content Area Literacies. I have 

provided a brief summary of each category on the table as a reference. Please place the 

numbered statements in the category you feel the definition best aligns. 

My study is a Delphi study with three iterations. 

 

• First iteration - questionnaire with four open ended questions 

 

• Second iteration – questionnaire with definition statements for participants to rate using a 

Likert scale and provide a rationale for the rating 

• Third iteration – questionnaire with median ratings and summarized rationale statements 
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Appendix P 

Inter-rater Response Documents 
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Appendix Q 

Corresponding Statements for Inter-rater Documents 

1. Oral and written production and comprehension of the language forms and the epistemic 

commitments honored within different disciplines. 

2. The intersection of literacy processes and practices and disciplinary thinking with a focus on the 

texts and discourses of disciplines that support student learning. 

3. Research in this area, while still relatively new, explores the particularities of various disciplines 

and the literacy practices relevant to those particularities. For example, sourcing in history to 

evaluate historical accounts requires that historians and students in this discipline consider the 

source and accuracy of information. Thus, disciplinary literacy moves beyond generic 

metacognitive strategies (e.g. summarizing) to encompass the particular approaches to being or 

becoming literate in a discipline. 
4. Reading, writing, speaking, and listening specific to various professions or expert areas 

5. Disciplinary literacy seeks to provide students with the skills and mind-set to think like the people 

in who work in their respective content areas (e.g. historians, mathematicians, scientists). This 

means understanding the shared methods of reading, writing, thinking, and reasoning as they are 

applied in each academic field. 

6. being able to assume the frame of mind or funds of knowledge related to learning as an expert in 

a topical field 

7. Students are able to utilize discipline-specific literacy tools such as reading, writing, thinking, 

reasoning, and speaking to participate in the work of each subject area, much as experts might. 

8. I define disciplinary literacy as the ability to employ those cognitive processes involved in the 

reading act that are required to comprehend discipline specific text to the extent necessary to 

accomplish specific goals; in this definition, the term goal can have a variety of connotations, 

such as pleasure (e.g. reading a spy thriller), studying (e.g. understand the differences between 

mitosis and meiosis), reviewing an article submitted to a research journal, etc. 

9. Disciplinary literacy represents a significant transition from more generalized reading behaviors 

to highly contextualized reading demands—reading, writing, and thinking through different 

disciplinary lenses. Students are called on, certainly in the later elementary grades and most 

definitely during the middle and high school years, to delve into increasingly complex texts that 

reflect the knowledge, processes, and wisdom—the discourses—of a host of academic 

disciplines. Hence, disciplinary literacy is not one compact set of highly skilled behaviors and 

routines but many. Students are expected to grow their capacities to access communications 

through texts as disparate as literary fiction, mathematics, the sciences, the social sciences, 

technical fields, health and fitness, art, music, and others. When people think of being literate in a 

discipline, they tend to focus on being conversant with key information and understandings— 

facts, concepts, explanations, ideas. Students immersed in disciplinary study are certainly 

engaged in expanding their content knowledge, the “what” a literate person knows, in biology, in 

history, in mathematics, and in other subjects. But disciplinary literacy equally involves building 

disciplinary knowledge, the “how” and “why” of a discipline’s approach to knowledge and 

examination of our world. In essence, learners need to appreciate the inner workings of a 

discipline—how experts within a discipline create, communicate, and share disciplinary 

knowledge. Disciplinary literacy instruction is undertaken in the service of acquiring disciplinary 

knowledge, insights, and practices, so that students expand their abilities to successfully interact 

with the wide range of disciplinary texts and communicate their understandings through speaking, 

writing, applying, and creating in ways that conform to disciplinary expectations. 
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Dear Participant, 

Appendix R 

Second Questionnaire Letter to Participants 

 

I hope you had a wonderful holiday season and that this email finds you doing well. Thank you 

for your responses to the first questionnaire. As stated in the participant request and information 

sheet, there are three phases to this study. The second questionnaire contains a summary of the 

information provided by this study’s participants. For this questionnaire, you will rate 

information derived from the first questionnaire and provide a rationale for your rating. 

 

The second questionnaire has three sections. Section one presents you with five proposed 

definitions for disciplinary literacy. Section two presents you with four statements regarding 

content literacy and disciplinary literacy. For these two sections, you are asked to rate each 

statement and then provide a rationale for your rating. Section three presents you with a list of 

proposed significant works in the field of disciplinary literacy. For this section, you are asked to 

rank your top ten (10) works from the list with one (1) being the most significant and then 

provide a rationale for your top three (3) choices. 

 

Please use the link below to access the second questionnaire. If you would like to preview the 

list of proposed significant works prior to starting the questionnaire, there is a link below to that 

document. 

 

Link to second questionnaire - <Google link provided> 

 

Link to proposed significant works - <Google link provided> 

 

If you would prefer a paper copy of the questionnaire, please email me your preferred mailing 

address and I will drop it in the mail today. 

 

I would appreciate your responses to the second questionnaire by January 19. If you have any 

issues with the links or any questions regarding the study, please let me know. I can be reached 

via email or by phone at 361-510-5424. 

Thank you for your continued participation and Happy New Year. 

Sincerely, 

Kelli Powell 
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Appendix S 

 

Third Questionnaire Letter to Participants 
 

Dear Participant, 

 
Thank you for your continued participation in my study. This is the third and final iteration. 

 
Within the Google Form (see below), I have provided you with your responses from each section 

of the previous questionnaire so that you can review them and confirm that they are accurately 

recorded. If you would like to amend your original submission, you are provided space to do so. 

 
The final questionnaire asks to you consider the median rating and a summary of the 

participants’ rating rationale statements. Please consider the median rating and rationale 

summary for each statement in Section 1 and Section 2. After reviewing the information, please 

respond with any additional thoughts or information that you feel needs to be considered in the 

discussion of disciplinary literacy in the space provided. 

 
If the data reveals additional themes that need clarification, please indicate on the Google Form 

if you would be willing to participate in a follow up interview. 

 

<Google link provided> 

 
If you have any questions or the links are not functioning correctly, please do not hesitate to 

contact me at 361-510-5424 or vial email. 

 
Thank you for your participation in my study and most of all for sharing your expertise and time 

with me. 

 
Sincerely, 

Kelli Powell 




