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ABSTRACT 

 

YASSMIN CARAM LEE 

 

DISCIPLINARY LITERACY:  THE ROLE OF THE PRINCIPAL AND IMPROVING 

CONTENT AREA KNOWLEDGE THROUGH LITERACY AND THE 

COLLABORATIVE WORK OF TEACHERS 

 

AUGUST 2014 

 

 Current research in secondary literacy suggests students in high school academic 

programs continue to need additional support in major content areas, such as Math, 

Science and English. Apart from solely supporting critical skills in literacy in the 

English/Language Arts classrooms, traditional content area instruction without embedded 

content literacy has not proven to be successful for many students. Many researchers 

argue this is because literacy tasks and texts are more complex than earlier grades.   

The purpose of this research is to examine the implementation of disciplinary 

literacy in the content areas using writing.  This study describes the work that takes place 

involving me, the principal, and the literacy coaches who collaborate with the content 

area teachers to improve content knowledge.  This study examines the principal‟s point of 

view and the literacy coaches‟ reflections on beliefs and process in a reflective 

methodological approach. 

 The study involves five participants; the data collection includes meeting agendas, 

work-related notes on professional development, notes on meetings with literacy coaches, 

interviews with participants, and my research journal.  Interviews with participants are 
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audio-recorded and transcribed.  In addition to this my advisor, as well as the qualitative 

lab assistants, contribute to the data analysis. 

The study reveals my beliefs about improving student performance through 

disciplinary literacy by 1) shared responsibility, 2) collaboration, and 3) teamwork.  My 

findings also reveal that the structures support the school-wide vision through 1) 

professional development, 2) infrastructure and process, and 3) reflection and discussion.  

This study offers one perspective on the how-to steps of the implementation of school-

wide disciplinary literacy from the ground up and five lessons learned. 
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CHAPTER I 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Many students in secondary schools are disengaged learners and disconnected 

within content area instruction. Research in adolescent literacy suggests that high school 

students continue to need support in content areas largely due to the fact that literacy 

tasks and texts are more complex than earlier grades which is coupled with students 

lacking strong foundations in content areas as well as the critical thinking skills needed to 

be successful (Fang, 2012; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).  This research is consistent 

with what teachers report as obstacles to student success in secondary education: 1) lack 

of understanding in the content (Beers, Probst, & Rief, 2007; Lee & Spradley, 2012; 

Wilson, 2011), 2) varying levels of engagement (Alvermann, 2007;  Lee & Spradley, 

2012), and 3) students requiring a lot of guidance from teachers in order to produce 

critical thinking-level work (Allington, 2007; Lee & Spradley, 2012; Shagoury, 2007). 

Secondary education teachers are left searching for solutions to bridge this gap and help 

students achieve critical understanding of content area instruction (Draper, Broomhead, 

Jenson, Nokes, & Siebert, 2010; Fang 2012; Moje, 2010).  

Content area literacy development studies demonstrate literacy experts and 

content area teachers communicating about common objectives of literacy instruction in 

the disciplines (Draper et al., 2010; Schoenbach & Greenleaf, 2009; Shanahan & 

Shanahan, 2008).  These studies position literacy experts  with content area teachers to 
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explore specific language, practices, and texts of the content and literacy method to help 

students deepen understanding in the content (Draper et al., 2010; Moje, 2010; 

Schoenbach & Greenleaf, 2009).  Additionally, these studies explore the theory that 

disciplinary literacy may offer a far-reaching benefit for students at every level. 

One process that is dominating the disciplinary literacy studies discussions is 

writing.  Writing research is extensive and consistently demonstrates that 1) transactions 

with expository text is expanded over a continuum (Kucer, 2005; Rosenblatt, 1994; 

Wilson, 2012), 2) when a  teacher responds to a student‟s written work the student‟s work 

is improved (Beck & Jeffery, 2009; Lee & Spratley, 2010), and 3) because writing is 

socially and culturally constructed it is connected to the student and is more meaningful - 

thus engaging the student at a higher level (Draper et al., 2010; Fang & Coatoam, 2013; 

Freeman & Freeman, 2009) . 

Principal leadership is strongly correlated with improving student performance 

(Lashway, 2002; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005).  The principal who wants to see 

students be successful strives to collaborate with and organize the teachers to create the 

school vision especially when it involves plans for improving instruction (Fullan, 2008; 

Heck & Hallinger, 1999; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004). As school 

improvement goals are grounded in instructional theory and research; the school‟s 

improvement priorities are thereby tied to suggested practices and methods to obtain 

desired results, which in this study involves implementing school-wide disciplinary 

literacy (Ellis, 2004; Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005; Resnick & Glennan, 2002).  
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Currently there are few studies available that discuss the principal‟s priorities for 

initiating and implementing disciplinary literacy (Draper et al., 2010; Moje, 2007, 2008).   

In this study, teams consisting of a literacy coach (English language arts teachers 

or teachers strong in literacy instruction) and content area teachers worked closely with 

me, the principal, in order to help students perform strongly in the discipline and improve 

literacy skills.  We journeyed through this year-long process to implement disciplinary 

literacy school-wide.  This study tells the story of my beliefs and my role in leading 

practices to improve student performance through disciplinary literacy practices, 

structures and processes; and, to provide a narrative of my role in leading literacy 

coaches in their work with content area teams in disciplinary literacy. 

Statement of the Problem 

Historically, traditional content area instruction without embedded content area 

literacy has not proven to be successful for many students (Moje, 2008; O'Brien et al., 

2009; Wilson, 2011).  General literacy strategies provided to content area teachers also 

did not work (Fang, 2012; Moje, 2008; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).  Recently, 

conversations between literacy experts and content area teachers have begun to explore 

disciplinary literacy as a means of helping students deepen content knowledge through 

the use of complex literacy tasks (Fang, 2012; Moje, 2008; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).   

Disciplinary literacy studies spotlighting literacy process development may offer 

a catalyst to improving understanding and developing literacy in all disciplines (Harklau 

& Pinnow, 2009;Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008; Wilson, 2011).  In schools where the 
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principal collaborates with teachers and develops the common mission, the school 

community can transform their practices and successfully impact student achievement 

(Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom, 2004).  One 

way to do this is through school-wide disciplinary literacy using writing.  Because little is 

known about executing a school-wide approach to disciplinary literacy, the school leader 

must provide time to the literacy coach and content area teachers to have dialogues about 

1) instruction, 2) student work, 3) the literacy for their own discipline,  and 4) questions 

about disciplinary literacy.      

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to examine the implementation of a school-wide 

disciplinary literacy as reflected upon by me, the principal, and literacy coaches.  This 

study spotlights the formation of the first steps towards disciplinary literacy using writing 

(and other literacy methods) as an effective school improvement strategy for improving 

student achievement in the disciplines.  The study describes, through my story of my 

beliefs and structures, the activities of the 2012-2013 school year starting with the 

construction of a common vision for learning in the disciplines and the creation of 

literacy coaches, who were teachers, and content area teacher teams.   

Methodological Approach 

 As the primary informant in this study, I tell the story of my beliefs and role in 

collaborating with literacy coaches to establish a process and structure for disciplinary 

literacy.  My action research and narrative fall under the category of Analytic 
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Autoethnography, a first-person narrative where the researcher is the primary informant 

in the research study,  analytic autoethnography is a facet of naturalistic inquiry 

(Anderson, 2006, Erlandson, Harris, Skipper & Allen, 1993; McNiff, 2000). I describe 

the events engaging literacy coaches and content area teachers at the secondary level in 

developing our disciplinary literacy processes. I also explore thematic elements, informed 

by the literacy coaches as they too reflected on my beliefs, as well as the roles and 

insights gained about the new learning in disciplinary literacy and the “take-aways” from 

the team reflection and discussion process. Content area teachers also informed our 

process by providing feedback at various points through the study. 

Research Questions 

1. What are my beliefs about improving student performance through disciplinary     

literacy(ies) practices? 

2. What are the structures the principal and literacy teachers collaboratively created 

to carry out the vision of school-wide disciplinary literacy? 

Significance of the Study 

  My role, as the school principal, in collaboratively constructing the vision and 

plan for instruction through dialogues with teachers is important (Hargreaves & Fullan, 

2012; Leithwood et al., 2004).  There are few studies on how a principal‟s beliefs 

influence the structures that are created to support school-wide instructional change. This 

study does this, as well as, provides a perspective on how this school culture collaborated 
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with me to implement school-wide disciplinary literacy. A study of the principal‟s role in 

disciplinary literacy is unique.   

The possibilities and potential of this approach are just being explored; and it is 

not yet known which practices in the field could obtain the promising results in 

disciplinary literacy approaches.  Thus this reflective and recursive practice serves to 

inform subsequent and progressive activities in the disciplines as well as provide 

guidance to principals, literacy coaches and content area teams (Beck & Jeffery, 2009; 

Fang, 2012; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). 

Definition of Terms 

 In this study there are terms defined through the research, method, or literature 

review and their meaning and application are consistent with the research, method and 

theory.  This alphabetical definition of terms refers to how certain terms were used as a 

part of this study and it is provided so that the audience has a clear understanding.  

Complete Member Researcher:  The CMR is the primary informant in the 

research who is also a participating member of the study.  The CMR is the 

autoethnographer whose responsibility is also to record the events and conversations of 

the study (Anderson, 2006). 

Content knowledge:  Refers to the body of information that is taught in a 

discipline and that students are expected to learn.  The most common content areas or 

disciplines are English, Science, Social Studies, and Mathematics; but in secondary 

settings this will include other co-curriculum disciplines. 
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Content area literacy:  Draper et al. (2010) define content area literacy as literacy 

that prepares adolescents to negotiate and create texts central to the disciplines and enable 

them to address the problems they confront. (p. 4). 

Disciplinary Discourse:  Moje (2010) defines as discourses and practices that an 

historian or chemist or mathematician might engage in when “producing, representing, 

and critiquing knowledge in her or his everyday work…[and] overlap with academic 

identities and practices, in large part because disciplinary knowledge and practice is 

typically learned in formal academic settings,” (p. 8). 

 Disciplinary Literacy:  Shanahan & Shanahan (2008) define as literacy skills 

specialized to history, science, mathematics, literature, or other subject matter. (p. 44). 

Informant:  A member of the community that is in dialogue with the 

member/researcher and provides insights, discourses, and deliberations to inform the 

relational activity within the study (Anderson, 2006). 

Learning Walk:  A scheduled observation of implemented instructional practices; 

the primary focus of the learning walk is to inform professional development and next 

steps of a campus instructional method. 

Literacy Coach:  In this study, a certified teacher who has been identified to be a 

strong literacy instruction teacher; who also leads the disciplinary discourses with content 

area teachers.  

Literacy Coach/Content Team:  A team comprised of teacher who has a strong 

literacy background and two to three content area teachers.  This team will work together 
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through the course of a school year.  Their common aims, in accordance with Draper et 

al. (2010), are to help students “acquire knowledge and skills…engage in authentic 

activities…use what they have learned in legitimate and useful ways…and use what they 

learn to generate knowledge.” (p. 5-6). 

Limitations 

 The limitations of analytic ethnography involve the method and complete member 

researcher (CMR).  Anderson (2006) posits that CMRs may become involved in 

multitasking because of their unique position to the research and advantages with time.  

Anderson also warns that shifts in focus are possible due to “pressing and enticing” 

engagements in the field (p. 389).  Specifically he states that “the autoethnographer must 

not allow herself or himself to be drawn into participating heavily in activities in the field 

at the expense of writing field notes,” (p. 389). 

 In terms of the Complete Member Researcher, a detrimental limitation can be a 

result of the research not being deeply “intertwined with our personal lives as 

autoethnography requires,” (p. 390); which would disengage analytic autoethnography 

into another form of ethnography with another purpose.  With this in mind the CMR must 

be involved in the action and with the individuals they are studying as well as the impact 

on self. In this study the application of the pattern of the method for analytical 

autoethnography should prove productive as it ties back to the primary advantages and 

focus of the study as the “resulting analysis recursively draws upon our [shared] personal 
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experiences and perceptions to inform our broader social understandings…to enrich our 

self-understandings,” (p. 390). 

Summary 

 The unique nature of this study contributes to the field because of the limited 

research on the role of principal as the complete member researcher in a disciplinary 

literacy study involving literacy teachers and content area teachers at a campus level 

(Fang, 2012; Moje, 2010; Shanahan & Shanahan,2008).  The methodological approach of 

this study is also unique because analytic autoethnography studies as Anderson (2006) 

states, directs data toward theory development, refinement, and extension (p. 387); and 

utilizes (1) the complete member researcher (CMR), (2) analytic reflexivity, (3) narrative 

visibility of the researcher‟s self, (4) dialogue with informants beyond the self, and (5) 

commitment to theoretical analysis,” (p. 378) as a part of the study.   

 The following chapter includes the review of literature available in the following 

areas: 1) the role of the principal, 2) adolescent writing, and 3) disciplinary literacy.  It 

provides the theoretical stance from which the study was comprised and attempts to 

establish the springboard of this research. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this literature review is to narrow the focus in the areas of research 

so that the reader may gain insight into the principal‟s perspective about improving 

student performance through disciplinary literacy and the principal‟s role in leading 

literacy and content area teams.  The first section of this chapter discusses the research on 

the role of the principal in establishing the school vision, mission and focus.  The second 

section discusses the research on adolescent writing.  The third section discusses 

disciplinary literacy.  This chapter concludes with recapturing the need to extend the 

body of research in the field of disciplinary literacy and the collaborative and 

constructivist work of principal, literacy coaches and content area teams. 

Research on the Role of the Principal 

 In this study it is critical to demonstrate the importance of the role of the principal 

in collaborating with different teacher groups in order to construct a shared objective 

leading towards school improvement.  To do this, one must understand the roles in the 

school setting and the perspective from the inside.  Understanding is essential if one 

wants to delve deeper and analytically study action research (Anderson, 2006; Ellis, 

2004; Erlandson et al., 1993).  
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The Role of the Principal 

The role of the principal is to begin the collaborative work in the school.  Studies 

that show the deliberate application of the principal‟s beliefs and the work of 

collaboration with others for the purpose of constructing and executing a movement 

during the course of a full school year are uncommon (Fullan, 1982; Schlechty, 1990; 

Wolcott, 1973).  For some principals this role is defined by how that leader views self 

(Heck & Hallinger, 1999; Louis et al., 1999) and values the construction of a shared 

vision for school improvement while also seeking valuable insights during the journey 

(Firestone & Louis, 1999; Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005).  Other research has shown 

that principals who work with the members of a school to create a shared set of beliefs, 

values, and vision make an impact (Heck & Hallinger, 1999; Marzano et al., 2005; 

Fullan, 2008).  And yet there is other research on the kinds of school principals and styles 

of leadership (Duke, 1986; Heck & Hallinger, 1999; Marzano et al., 2005).  There are not 

many studies on the role of the principal, from his/her perspective, in context with full 

description and application of methods in order to construct, improve, and learn from the 

principal‟s valuable role (Firestone & Louis, 1999; Heck & Hallinger, 1999; Wolcott, 

1973). 

Everhart (1988) and other researchers (Heck & Hallinger, 1999; Leithwood & 

Duke, 1999; Slater, 1995) have focused their studies on role theory and how the roles in 

schools (the principal and teachers) affect what happens in school improvement efforts.  

By and large the school leader sets the tone for what will be improved.  But by working 



12 
 

together with teachers and other individuals, the principal who wants to make an impact 

will first seek to collaborate and construct a shared belief, value, and vision for where 

efforts will be cultivated (Everhart, 1988).  In essence, effective principals invest upfront 

time with teachers and school community members to determine what is valued, set 

goals, and develop improvement strategies and execution plans while attending to the 

important roles each member retains (Everhart, 1988; Heck & Hallinger, 1999; 

Leithwood & Stager, 1989).  Role Theory (Everhart, 1988) then plays an important part 

in analytic authoethnography because the role of principal, literacy coach or content area 

teacher in the school setting provide data to gain insight to the phenomenon that is 

desired to be observed and to answer questions directed towards developing, refining and 

extending current theory and research in the field (Anderson, 2006). 

The Principal as Instructional Leader 

 The styles of leadership are defined by what leaders do and the challenges they 

face (Chapman, Sackney, & Aspin, 1999; Resnick & Glennan, 2002).  How a leader 

responds to school climate plays a significant part on what leadership style is used; and if 

the leader has that capacity, whether the school improvement will be obtained (Cibulka, 

1999; McNamee, 1990). The effective schools research characterizes instructional 

leadership as principals who establish school goals, work with school cultures, and align 

curricular and instructional practices (Heck & Hallinger, 1999).   

An effective principal leader makes adjustments based on what is derived through 

the data that is provided in order to determine the course of action (Kelder, 1996; Louis et 
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al., 1999; Marzan et al., 2005).  The principal alone does not affect change.  Principals 

must collaborate with their school communities to create the systems where meaningful 

work may take place (Firestone & Louis, 1999; Fullan, 1993).  By establishing a common 

goal they develop systems, execute a cohesive plan, and align curriculum to the 

instructional focus (Fullan, 2008; Leithwood et al., 2004).  These improvement efforts set 

the stage for change (Alinsky, 1971; Fullan, 2008).   

 Leithwood and Duke (1999) propose six categories of leaders, one type is 

instructional leadership.  Fullan (1982, 1993, 2008) also extends the theory instructional 

leadership to emphasize that instructional leaders improve student performance (Fullan, 

2008).  The principal instructional leader improves student achievement through 

understanding the changes that need to be made in order to impact the classroom 

(Marzano et al., 2005) and leading the school culture towards successful school 

performance (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012).  This research is consistent with Marzano et 

al. (2005) who illustrate the role of the principal as one that makes a difference in 

schools. 

How does the Principal’s use of Theory Impact School Practice 

 Beliefs, in addition to morals and values, underpin the principal‟s role.  The 

principal‟s role is strengthened when, in addition to core beliefs, he/she also possesses a 

strong theoretical knowledge about school improvement, curriculum and data.   In 

working with a faculty, the principal‟s role then must mediate the power structure that is 

in place in order to obtain buy-in from teachers and students to lead the effort that will 
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result in school improvement (Cibulka, 1999; Firestone & Louis, 1999; Marshall, 2009; 

O'Brien et al., 2009).  Principals who understand these complexities and know how to 

apply them work with stakeholders to improve the social and cultural outcomes of all 

students and doing what is best for kids (Marzano et al., 2005).  These types of principals 

also intuitively know the right time to act and importance of doing so. 

 King (2002) points out that the principal needs to have a strong curriculum and 

instruction background and possess the skill to unite all efforts and change schools.  

Likewise, unifying the roles of effective teacher leaders transforms individual and great 

instructional practices into a great instructional program through a unified and focused 

effort.  The principal now impacts student performance through collaboration with 

teachers on the most effective practices (Lashway, 2002).    

The principal leader‟s actions are supported through the use of data, application of 

research-based and supported practices, and a systemic approach to implementation 

(Leithwood et al., 2004).  School improvement research denotes the leader to be 

grounded in theory about how to create successful school environments (Adams & Kirst, 

1999; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012;  O'Brien et al., 2009).  There is research on 

characteristics of leadership but less research about how leadership appears in the natural 

setting and the role theory it is derived from (Heck & Hallinger, 1999; Marzano et al., 

2005; Wolcott, 1973). 

It is greatly advantageous for a school setting to have an instructionally strong 

leader who also has transformational qualities (Leithwood & Duke, 1999; Leithwood & 
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Stager, 1989).  In their study about leadership, Leithwood & Duke (1999) describe the 

instructional leader as one who focuses on the behaviors of teachers as they engage in 

activities affecting the growth of students.  The instructional leader must be 

knowledgeably strong in principles of teaching and learning in order to make an impact 

in the classrooms.  When the principal knows and understands the classroom setting, 

conversations between principal and teachers connect them to purpose (Fullan, 2008).  

The principal‟s beliefs in certain methods; such as applying data-driven design, 

instituting scientifically-based research methods, or implementing effective change, 

drives targeted change into school practice.  The first teachers that partner with the 

principal have the greatest influence over the collaborative construction of the major 

themes in the school improvement purpose and efforts (Fullan, 2008; Heck & Hallinger, 

1999).  Therefore, it is essential that the principal leader obtain all the data on a situation, 

collaborate with teachers, and construct a common belief, values, and vision for the 

school improvement effort (Heck & Hallinger, 1999; Louis et al., 1999; Marzano et al., 

2005). 

Why the Principal’s Role is Important as a Change Agent 

 The leadership role is tied to vision and mission (Heck & Hallinger, 1999; 

Leithwood & Duke, 1999) and in school cultures that are highly motivated to improve 

student performance, the leadership matters (Marzano et al., 2005).  After the principal 

allocates sufficient time to study and analyze the campus priorities he/she has the 

authority to empower the individuals who assist in driving change.  The investment in 
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collaborating renders great benefits:  a sense of mission, trust, and empowerment 

(Leithwood & Duke, 1999).  In Leithwood‟s Model of Transformational Leadership 

(1999), the principal that engages faculties in these types of activities is achieving “higher 

levels of personal commitment to the organizational goals and greater capacities for 

accomplishing [the] goals are assumed to result in extra effort and greater productivity,” 

(p. 49).  Heck & Hallinger (1999) state that school leadership contributes to student 

achievement; and the role of the principal is to obtain buy-in from faculty and work 

towards the established vision. 

Instructional leaders who are transformative and effective need to have a high 

level of personal commitment to the vision as well as to the faculty they lead (Fullan, 

2008).  Leithwood & Duke (1999) state that the result of the high level of personal 

commitment results in the extra effort that is needed to go the extra mile.  In schools 

wanting to embark on the instruction and innovation journey; for example, disciplinary 

literacy, that kind of extra effort is needed to see the promising partnerships within the 

school community reach the desired goal.   

Leithwood & Duke (1999) also state that leadership collaborations result in higher 

productivity.  In innovative campuses the first priority is student achievement.  

Depending on the principal‟s perspective about the purpose of individual student‟s 

mission for education (ideological vs. autonomous), the vision for higher productivity 

may either be to pass state exams or to obtain college and career readiness.  Effective 

principals have the power to impact student achievement (Leithwood et al., 2004). 



17 
 

Adolescent Writing 

 In accordance with the principal‟s role, one of the most crucial activities is to 

analyze and interpret the school‟s data to identify school-wide strengths, areas in need of 

improvement, and priorities. As a part of the general practice, school leadership 

determines a research-based and scientifically effective school improvement strategy.  

Instructional principals select practices that have a far-reaching benefit for the school as a 

whole (Allington, 2007; Heck & Hallinger, 1999; Leithwood et al., 2004). One effective 

strategy for academic improvement, with high yield and relevance across disciplines, is 

writing (Christenbury, Bomer, & Smagorinsky, 2009;Graham & Perin, 2007; Schoenbach 

& Greenleaf, 2009).   

According to Kucer (2005), writing builds on, extends spoken language, and 

concretely provides insight into the mind of the student.  Text type, structure, and genre 

provide a variety of written systems of language and lend themselves cohesively to the 

disciplines and content area instruction.  Teachers play an important role in developing 

both language and literacy, specifically writing,  because they help to “determine what 

form of language used and the text type in which it is displayed, the role they play is 

significant in developing language use and function,” (p 26).  Teachers who provide 

students with writing strategies make a powerful impact on students, in particularly when 

the instruction connects to an explicit writing process (Graham & Perin, 2007). 
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Comprehensive Features of Adolescent Writing 

Designing a school-wide writing program that leads literacy teachers and content 

area teachers towards disciplinary literacy starts by understanding the comprehensive 

features of adolescent‟s writing.  In their study, Graham and Perin (2007) conduct a meta-

analysis of writing instruction; the comprehensive analysis of writing was extensive.  

Their study suggests that, “it is advantageous to systematically teach adolescents the 

processes and strategies involved in writing (including planning, sentence construction, 

summarizing, and revising),” (p. 467). 

 Writing strengthens the cognitive process.  It is a difficult task to assess how 

much a student knows by listening to their reading or their articulation of ideas verbally; 

but writing gives insight to both the academic and cognitive language that the student 

uses to express his/her ideas.  Flowers and Hayes (1981) propose a cognitive process 

theory of writing which suggests that writing is a mental process and even tasks that 

initiate production of writing are not truly linear or completed in stages.  They present a 

model writing method which demonstrates the major thinking processes (p. 370).  They 

propose that “the act of writing [causes students] to regenerate or create their own goals 

in the light of what they learn,” (p. 381). Through writing, an English or content area 

teacher knows to what degree a student understands the content by examining the 

student‟s complexity of thought, choice of words, sentence structure and mechanics 

(Freeman & Freeman, 2009; Harklau & Pinnow, 2009). 
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 At the secondary level, departments are silos of discipline specific content and 

demand from students a certain level of ability and reciprocate their participation through 

the acquisition of knowledge on the part of the student.  A process like writing (in 

response to reading, cognitive, and discussion processes) builds and extends academic 

language and literacy which a disciplinary teacher may develop (Christenbury et al., 

2009; Rief, 2007; Schoenbach & Greenleaf, 2009).  Although this shift from product to  

process has been explored for many years, beginning with the Janet Emig study (1971), 

teachers in the various disciplines are coming to realize and understand how the writing 

process serves to strengthen the students‟ cognitive processing in all their content areas 

(Graham & Perin, 2007). 

Writing Builds on and Extends Language and Literacy 

Emig (1971) introduces the shift from writing product to writing process by 

pointing out that adolescent writers follow an extensive process in composing a response.  

She suggests that the teacher influences the outcome by what he/she assigns (p. 39).  

Content area teachers impact a student‟s ability to form complex thought, use vocabulary, 

and communicate understanding.  Teachers must have skill to move his/her student‟s 

writing towards progressively higher levels.  Writing in the disciplines is a means of 

“extending and deepening students‟ knowledge; it acts as a tool for learning subject 

matter,” (Graham & Perin, 2007, p. 9).  Therefore, content area teachers and English 

teachers at the secondary level must look for methods to build on and extend language 

and literacy in ways that are concrete and relevant to secondary learners.  The one 
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literacy strategy that supports this is writing as it is a tool for expressing complex thought 

(Emig, 1971; Freeman & Freeman, 2009; Freeman, Mercuri, & Freeman, 2001). 

Secondary writing emphasizes sentence structure and mechanics of writing; and also 

underscores textual evidence, which requires the prerequisite of reading, engaging in 

discussion, activating knowledge followed by responsiveness.     

Schoenbach and Greenleaf (2009) describe the changing secondary classrooms as 

“the kind of learning environments in which students work actively…to understand 

challenging texts in ways that have meaning for them and that build their knowledge, 

experience, creativity, and questions,” (p. 100).  Although content area teachers are able 

to identify what a student may not have in their literacy (or writing),  skills, they often 

find they cannot help the student address these deficiencies because they themselves 

rarely have the skills needed to do anything about it (Brozo, Moorman, Meyer, & 

Stewart, 2013; Fang & Coatoam, 2013; Moje, 2008).  Writing in the disciplines enhances 

the student‟s knowledge of the content (Graham & Perin, 2007).   

Graham & Perin (2007) recommend all teachers incorporate writing into their 

instruction, by utilizing varies methodologies such as writing strategies, summarization of 

texts, and specific product goals (p. 15-17).  In addition it is important for content area 

teachers to understand that a student with poor writing skills may not necessarily have a 

low cognitive ability (Emig, 1971; Freeman & Freeman, 2009).  So, discussion tied to 

text and expressed in writing is of great benefit when content area teachers are guided in 

their own knowledge and skills in developing adolescent writers. As a result, 
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incorporating academic language in writing leading to disciplinary literacy is a process 

that involves consistent use and continuous practice (Beck & Jeffery, 2009; O'Brien et 

al., 2009; Schoenbach & Greenleaf, 2009); attention to writing as a cognitive process 

(Emig, 1971; Flowers & Hayes, 1981); and very specific, systemic use of writing 

strategies (Graham & Perin, 2007). 

 In order to improve language and literacy in adolescents at the secondary level 

teachers in the disciplines need to reflect on their own level of expert literacy.  A new 

solution or potential for better method is seen when content area teachers identify 

shortfalls in student work and they themselves are unable to resolve the issues (Brozo et 

al., 2013; Fang & Coatoam, 2013; Wilson, 2011).  The proposed middle ground suggests 

content area teachers and literacy experts collaborate to discuss content goals and literacy 

strategies such as writing to improve literacy skills in all disciplines at the secondary 

level (Brozo et al., 2013; Pytash, 2012). The goal is to improve the content knowledge 

and increase student success in the discipline.  The following section spotlights the 

research in disciplinary literacy partnerships and how to apply literacy strategies as a tool 

to obtain deeper content knowledge, language, and depth in discipline programs. 

Disciplinary Literacy 

Disciplinary literacy is content that is supported by its own literacy practices; and 

when disciplinary literacy is a part of content area instruction, it can lead to deep content 

knowledge and cognitive processing (Moje, 2007).  This section discusses disciplinary 

literacy from the viewpoint of the relevant research spotlighting the 1) differences 
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between content literacy and disciplinary literacy, 2) theoretical arguments about why the 

disciplinary perspective is needed, 3) various literary processes and content area 

instruction, 4) collaboration between literacy coaches and content area teachers, and 5) 

available instructional models.  The research presented in this section demonstrates the 

technical nature of the discipline literacy and how it is implemented (Draper, 2008; 

Draper, Nokes, Siebert, 2010; Jetton & Lee, 2012).   This section structure is inspired by 

Fang and Coatoam (2013) who discuss the details pertaining to disciplinary literacy as 

“what you want to know.” 

Differences between Content Literacy and Disciplinary Literacy 

 Reading and writing are the most identifiable features of literacy (Fang & 

Coatoam, 2013).  The exercise of reading and writing strongly and regularly is the 

process by which we strengthen our understanding of a topic and this is lacking in 

disciplines at the secondary level (Moje, 2008).  Teachers know how much students 

know about a topic when they can explain it or write about it in their own words (Kucer, 

2005; McLane, 1990; Rosenblatt, 1994).  The three variables that determine the type of 

literacy occurring in the classroom are, 1) the method of the content area teacher (Fang, 

2012; Fang & Coatoam, 2013; Moje, 2010), 2) the ability of the student (Freeman & 

Freeman, 2009; Schoenbach & Greenleaf, 2009), and 3) the technical aspects of the 

literacy method (Draper, 2002, 2008; Draper & Siebert, 2010).  These variables also 

distinguish disciplinary literacy from content literacy. 
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One of the key features of disciplinary literacy is to transform students into 

discipline experts; and the content area teacher mediates this transformation through 

his/her instructional methodology.  In disciplinary literacy a content area teacher 

understands the literacy of the discipline and adjusts literacy approaches in accordance 

with the students‟ abilities.  This is widely seen in elementary grades where most teachers 

teach English Language Arts, Math, Science, and Social Studies; but at the secondary 

level teachers are teachers of a single content.  So it is necessary to combine a literacy 

expert or coach with a content area teacher to talk about and develop literacy within a 

discipline (Draper et al., 2010). 

The instructional level of each student at the secondary level is also a crucial 

factor that separates disciplinary literacy from content literacy.  Brozo, Moorman, Meyer, 

and Stewart (2013) say that generic literacy strategies are inadequate tools to support 

reading and writing in content areas for students who struggle because the goal of 

disciplinary literacy is to develop experts with the capacity to think, read and write in the 

discipline (p. 355).  That is why the content area teacher‟s method is so crucial to 

implementing disciplinary literacy and engaging all students in deep learning.  Gee (in 

Moje, 2008) states, “all deep learning requires a commitment of time, effort, and 

engagement,” (p. 101).  So we should consider what instructional method, discipline-

specific language and literacy, and activities will engage all students.   

The third variable is the technical aspects of disciplinary literacy and the 

progression of literacy activity that leads to “expert” level knowledge.  As stated, it is 
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difficult for secondary content area teachers to be literacy experts.  The research in 

disciplinary literacy discusses the importance of collaborative conversations between 

literacy experts and discipline experts and the technical literacy in the content area 

(Draper & Siebert, 2010; Fang & Coatoam, 2013).  What is the purpose of this 

collaboration?  It is to delve into the content area to discover the discipline-specific 

language and literacy and how to make it relevant to students (Fang, 2012; Wilson, 

2011).  A content area expert who works with a literacy expert results in discipline-

specific literacy; then disciplinary literacy is learned by applying the literacy 

methodology (Draper et al., 2010; Moje, 2010; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). 

In Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) the discussion of the literacy progression 

between basic literacy, intermediate literacy, and disciplinary literacy outlines the 

progression towards disciplinary literacy as, “given the common belief that literacy skills 

are fully developed in the early grades, we would expect less literacy instruction in the 

upper grades…however there are many barriers that prevent effective [literacy] 

instruction,” (p. 46). That is to say, teaching students the beginning of the reading and 

writing process should not be necessary in the secondary level; but this is not the case.  

The most prominent barriers are still 1) organization of instruction, 2) student learning, 

and 3) teacher literacy preparation.   

Theoretical Arguments about Disciplinary Perspective 

 The work in disciplinary literacy is conceptual but there are some studies that 

explore the theory underpinning discipline specific literacy ( Moje, 2008; Shanahan & 
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Shanahan, 2008; Wilson, 2011).  The studies that do exist are not longitudinal.  They are 

only involve few teachers in English, Math, Science, or History and they are not school-

wide; thus it is difficult to perceive if disciplinary literacy works.  Researchers are calling 

for more studies in the field, and since the Common Core State Standards (National 

Governors Association for Best Practices, Council of Chief of State School Officers, 

2010) require depth of knowledge from students,  there is a dramatic call for changing the 

practices of purely teaching content to include literacy instructional methodology to 

deepen, extend, and reach expert levels of content knowledge (Fang & Coatoam, 2013; 

Moje, 2008). 

 Moje (2008) discusses the type of knowledge building that is related to 

disciplinary learning and literacy.  She demonstrates a scenario in which students were 

progressing well in a unit of study while following a literacy-rich and objectively focused 

two-week plan.  At one point, the historians, students, reached a place where they did not 

have the core knowledge to move forward.  Her suggestion in this scenario was to advise 

the teacher to build the requisite knowledge right then and there; and concludes, “We 

provided them a meaningful space to make use of the knowledge they were building [by] 

knowledge-in-practice.” (p. 15). 

 Other arguments call into question whether disciplinary literacy is able to be 

intended for the secondary school even if there are students in that population that could 

never be considered “experts,” (Brozo et al., 2013).  This argument about disciplinary 

literacy is that these students cannot participate in the expert notion of it because they 
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struggle with the generic literacy strategies.  Moje (2007) asserts that disciplinary literacy 

is not for gifted and talented students; but it is for all students.  Disciplinary literacy is a 

part of the mainstream content area instructional method (Draper & Siebert, 2010; 

Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).  So all students benefit from deeper content practices, such 

as reading in the content, vocabulary development, discussion and writing to name a few.  

All students should be included in core instruction and alongside their peers should 

receive disciplinary literacy and other literacy practices as a part of the instructional 

method (Brozo et al., 2013; Fang & Coatoam, 2013).   

Wilson (2011) rebuts the argument that some students will never be “experts” by 

focusing on how meaning is made in the discipline in the first place.  She reminds us that 

generic literacy strategies are limited and that each discipline has its own framework for 

disciplinary literacy.  She argues that each discipline has its own literacy and, “an 

understanding of these differences not only may lead [students] to more responsive 

literacy instruction within each content area, but it also helps teachers to support 

adolescents in thinking meta-discursively about discipline-specific characteristics of texts 

as they read…,” (p. 435). 

Another argument about disciplinary literacy is if disciplinary literacy is to 

develop in students a capacity to think, read, and write like an expert then how does a 

content area teacher improve reading and writing for all students?  The research is clear 

about pointing out that literacy experts and content experts must study the objective of 

the lesson and determine the literary method that will support the literacy need of all 
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students while reaching the objective for the content (Fang, 2012; Moje, 2010).  Still the 

argument remains that even on-level students cannot be experts because their own 

literacy skills are inadequate for obtaining the goal of becoming an expert because time 

and effort are needed.  

C. Shanahan (2012) concurs with Wilson‟s (2011) assertion that each discipline 

has its own literacy.  She states that if students are to become experts in the discipline 

they need to approach the text with that particular lens and understanding of how that 

discipline organizes knowledge.  And as Moje (2008) directs, if the student does not have 

the requisite knowledge, the knowledge is built right then.  So, C. Shanahan (2012) 

concludes, “and because of this, discipline experts approach text with sets of 

expectations, reading strategies, and understandings that are firmly grounded in 

disciplinary knowledge,” (p. 71).   

Lastly, Brozo et al (2013), deliberates that disciplinary literacy really is not for all 

students.  At the high school level students‟ skills are insufficient whether that student is 

one who struggles or on-level; and that such students truly are not a part of the discipline 

– that this attribute comes later, (p. 354). Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) note, however, 

that disciplinary literacy is a part of a progression of literacy learning building on solid 

foundations from basic and intermediate levels.  At the disciplinary level, given that the 

foundation in the basic and intermediate levels are established, the discipline now 

emphasizes the critical knowledge through discipline-specific literacy actions at the 

critical and analytical levels.  Each discipline has its own literacy and identifying what 
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literacy instructional tool to use still requires the collaborative work between a literacy 

expert and content expert, the goal for the content knowledge, and what the technical 

content product looks like in order to be considered “a content-expert.” 

Literacy Processes in Various Disciplines 

 The research consistently suggests that instructional practices that best develop 

disciplinary literacy are established by a literacy coach or expert (like an ELAR teacher) 

working collaboratively with a content area teacher (science, math, history, or other 

discipline) to study intently the technical aspects of the discipline in order to define that 

content‟s own literacy (Draper & Siebert, 2010).  How do we engage in discipline-

specific practices?  The current research spotlights the observation of content area 

teachers to identify the technical aspects of the reading process by content area in order to 

“look for” the important literacy strategies for the discipline (Draper et al., 2010; Fang & 

Coatoam, 2013; Schoenbach & Greenleaf, 2009).  Since all the content areas are unique 

in purpose and challenge the disciplinary literacy for each depends on the text selection, 

purpose for the lesson, and desired objective for the activity taking place (Wilson, 2011). 

 The research that is available discusses the work of research teams conducting 

studies on disciplinary literacy.  Discipline-specific literacy takes into account the method 

a discipline requires to achieve the depth of knowledge to analyze, interpret, understand, 

compare, content (Fang, 2012; Freeman et al., 2001; O‟Brien et al., 2009).  Shanahan and 

Shanahan (2008) illustrate a research team working for two years at the high school level 

while providing disciplinary literacy in science, history and math; the focus was 
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comprehension in the content area.  Draper, Nokes, & Siebert (2010) discuss the 

collaboration between literacy experts and content area teachers at the college level.  

Fang (2012) offers to educators research that focuses on language patterns and literacy.   

 Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) demonstrate disciplinary literacy as a continuum 

illustrated in their Model of Literacy Progression; the model shows basic, intermediate, 

and disciplinary litearcies.  They point out how disciplinary literacy becomes increasingly 

specialized (p. 44).   At the disciplinary stage, which they apply starting at the high 

school level, they suggest that rudimentary literacy skills become strained as disciplines 

require more technical and challenging literacy and language.  They applied their model 

in a study spanning two years and focused on math, science, and social studies.  In 

working with the teachers in these contents, the disciplines experts worked with literacy 

teams on reading processes for each discipline.  In math, the emphasis was on precision 

meaning.  In science, the focus was on relating text to visual representations.  And in 

social studies, the literacy process relied on document analysis.  The goal of disciplinary 

literacy in this study was to create knowledge and comprehension in the content area. 

 Draper et al. (2010) also offers a “how-to” description of what disciplinary 

literacy looks like in the content areas, and offer what disciplinary literacy looks like 

from the university level.  They discuss the importance of literacy experts and content 

specialist identifying a shared purpose towards the work.  Their work involves the 

emphasis that disciplines apply three principles:  1) what is the meaning that leads to 
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understanding, 2) what is the activity that engages students authentically, and 3) what is 

the literacy that suggests students are becoming fluent in the text (p. 42). 

 Lastly, Fang (2012) points out that disciplinary literacy in each discipline has its 

own distinct language and literacy.  In science language patterns are technical and dense.  

In history the language and literacy are abstract.  In math the meaning is derived by 

visual and numerical symbols.  She concludes that these aspects of language “delineate 

curriculum literacies” and “It is no longer appropriate to talk about literacy across the 

curriculum” for this reason (p. 35), as literacy across the curriculum is a general literacy 

strategy. 

 The common underlying principle in all three studies is that the content objective 

in the discipline is the focus of disciplinary literacy.  The disciplinary literacy practice 

identifies the learning activity focus prior to aligning a literacy task.  Each discipline has 

its own literacy and language which implies that the literacy strategy has to be adapted to 

the content objective learning goal.   

Collaboration between Literacy Specialist and Content Specialist 

One feature of disciplinary literacy is the need for a literacy expert, sometimes 

called coach or specialist and sometimes the person is an ELAR teacher, and a content 

area teacher collaborating on strategies that strengthen the discipline (Beck & Jeffery, 

2009; Schoenbach & Greenleaf, 2009).  The teamwork between the literacy expert and 

the content area teacher in disciplinary literacy makes it different from literacy across the 

curriculum which only imposes a strategy without the valuable collaborative work (Moje, 
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2008).  The collaborative work in disciplinary literacy develops literacy instructional 

practice in the content that enhances learning because collaborating requires the 

collaborators to share the commitment to work together. 

 In disciplinary literacy studies, the collaborative work between literacy coaches 

and content area teams are described as teachers starting the partnership through 

conversations about the content area (Draper, 2002, 2008).  The teams discuss the text of 

the content, vocabulary, technical aspects of the text, desired outcomes.  Literacy coaches 

and content area teachers explore the literacy strategies that support the discipline.  The 

collaboration is critical although long term effects have yet to be known (Draper et al., 

2010). 

 Collaboration requires the content area teachers to become experts in their field so 

that they may contemplate the aforementioned outcomes.  The collaboration is important 

because that is where the distinguishing work of content and literacy evolves into the 

technical and expert level of thought, process, and product (Fang, 2012).  So how do we 

prepare content area teachers and literacy coaches to teach disciplinary literacy? 

 Fang and Coatoam (2013) discuss methods of preparation to include formal 

teacher education programs, additional studies, and trainings that offer the standards for 

reading and literacy instruction.  In some cases, the decision to move forward to the 

collaboration piece prior to this form of “advance” work takes place.  In a few studies 

researchers or universities work with classroom teachers to facilitate the disciplinary 

literacy work (Beck & Jeffery, 2009; Draper et al., 2010; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008); 



32 
 

and this is a way to offer expert facilitation while a teachers transform literacy methods 

into disciplinary practices. 

Instructional Models in Disciplinary Literacy 

 Moving forward, equipping teachers to teach disciplinary literacy is another area 

that impacts implementation and sustainability.  There is no particular course or 

preparation program for disciplinary literacy or the “experts” as they are named in the 

research.  Whatever the environment, it is important to maintain high expectations and 

decide the major goals for the campus focus that takes place.  Reading relative research 

and becoming very informed about disciplinary literacy is important for schools that 

decide to move towards disciplinary literacy implementation.  Fang and Coatoam (2013) 

warn that the role of the literacy teacher not be marginalized and ensure that the literacy 

expert is viewed as a partner (p. 630).  There is some discussion about how to establish a 

disciplinary literacy program in a content area or campus where studies involve 

researchers or universities working with a particular school to conduct research on 

disciplinary practices to the degree of beginning the conversation.  Fang and Coatoam 

(2013) disagree with that practice stating that engaging in the deeply committed practices 

cannot be “forced, standardized, or prescriptive,” (p. 631). 

 Forerunners in the field of disciplinary literacy, such as Roni Jo Draper, Jeffrey 

Nokes, and Daniel Siebert (2010) and Elizabeth Moje (2008), offer guidance for all 

disciplines but the work of moving forward depends on 1) the “how-to” approaches to 

implementing disciplinary literacy, 2) the collaborative work between literacy and 
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content area teachers, and 3) accepting that school-wide efforts could be circumvented by 

individual pockets of resistance.  That being said, disciplinary literacy is a different 

approach that requires collaborative and long-term work between literacy experts and 

content area teachers working together to develop what Brozo et al. (2013) calls 

“transcending literacy-content dualism.”  They suggests that these experts need to find 

out how to overlay adaptable literacy practices and discipline to meet the learning needs 

of all students, (p. 356). 

 Fang and Coatoam (2013) summarize a list of the leading research in disciplinary 

literacy that calls for 1) theory and arguments in the field (Moje, 2008) and 2) studies that 

have been conducted on the implementation in secondary settings (Shanahan & 

Shanahan, 2012).  Educators may gather insight between the theory, research and studies 

to generalize the practices on their own campuses should this journey become a part of 

their school design.  Draper et al., in their work (2010) in disciplinary literacy describe 

these conversations and the look-for‟s in the discussions about content goals, deep 

content knowledge, and the products generated by students. 

 Draper and Siebert (2010) state what counts as text and literacy is determined by 

the historians, artists, scientists, actors, etc. (p. 32).  They point out that textbooks are 

written in accordance with what the goals of the learning the individuals in the discipline 

hope to achieve.  Siebert & Hendrickson (2010) suggest disciplinary literacy in math 

instruction; for example, emphasize sense-making and understanding authentic math 
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activities (p. 42).  The literacy principle for math then requires that mathematical text be 

read accurately and in every lesson.   

 In science, Draper and Adair (2010) suggest that disciplinary literacy in these 

classrooms develop instruction in a way that leads to “understanding and enhanced 

capacity to participate in science,” (p. 135).  They offer a 5E learning cycle to engage, 

explore, explain, extend, and evaluate literacy instruction.  They recommend science to 

be based on appropriate text that can be used by students to participate in learning 

activities:  instructional videos, textbooks, instruments, equipment, observation notes, or 

inquiry reports. 

 Getting “on-board” with the idea of disciplinary literacy may be the greatest 

obstacle.  Individual secondary teacher‟s own limits in reading and writing can 

circumvent implementation efforts.  Notwithstanding, the organization structure in 

secondary schools (like universities) is in departments with the expectation that each 

department accomplishes their own content-specific standards.  A considerable 

investment in relevant professional development, training, coaching and studying updated 

methods for literacy instruction as a part of the discipline is necessary for change but a 

challenge (Fang, 2012; Fang & Coatoam, 2013). 

 Finally, students who struggle with literacy, English language learners, and 

students served through Special Education programs are expected to participate in 

inclusionary disciplinary literacy content just as any other member of the class.  The 

premise of disciplinary literacy is for students to cognitively engage with the content and 
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deepen their knowledge – like an expert – while using literacy strategies specific to the 

discipline (Freeman & Freeman, 2009).  For special populations these expectations often 

require specialized assistance (and educators are required to provide assistance), yet from 

some perspectives the idea appears to be lofty and unattainable (Brozo et al., 2013) and 

requires teachers to become specialized in literacy practices that support high need 

students (Draper et al., 2010; Fang & Coatoam, 2013; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).   

 The instructional model support depends on on-going professional development, 

preparation, and collaboration.  For content area teachers to maintain the focus and 

purpose of disciplinary literacy, literary methodology and content methodology will have 

to become skillful as content area teachers traverse the analytic substance in the 

discipline concentrating on cognitive development and looking for strengthening 

activities to foster disciplinary literacy (Fang & Coatoam, 2013; Moje, 2010; Shanahan & 

Shanahan, 2008). 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, there is a need to extend the body of research in the area of the 

enhancement of content area instruction through the collaborative work of literacy coach 

and content area teams.  Led by the school principal, his/her role of the leader contributes 

to the implementation of disciplinary literacy because there are so many facets of the 

operational mechanisms within schools that require administrative focus and change.  

When secondary schools look for starting place, targeting the root problem for both 
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disciplines and literacy narrows the focus.  There is no argument as to where to start with 

disciplinary literacy strategy:  all literacies have merit and focused efforts draw benefits.   

Secondary schools need teachers to work collaboratively if disciplinary literacy is 

going to be a school-wide focus.  It is for that reason that both an instructional and 

transformational method needs to impact change in content area classrooms and the 

overall literacy of young adults.  Since there is limited research in this field, and limited 

studies that show a school-wide effort, one must rely on the theory and method in order 

to, as Anderson (2006) suggests, refine, elaborate, extend, and revise the theory available 

in field (p. 388).  

Lastly, disciplinary literacy is a new theory and way of thinking about content 

area instructional purpose.  Since there are wonderings and questions about how to move 

forward and what is required to meet the needs of all students, conversations are called 

for to ensure buy-in from school communities wanting to increase cognitive demand and 

“expert-level” practices from both teachers and students.  Moving forward, the present 

study offers one perspective. 
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CHAPTER III 

 

DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 This study tells the story of a collaborative work among literacy coaches, content 

area teachers, and me, the principal, as we worked together in order to reach a common 

goal – to improve student learning in content knowledge through disciplinary literacy.  

This qualitative study is both analytical and autoethnographic in nature.  The analytical 

objective of this study is to examine data to draw insights into my role as principal and 

my beliefs about improving student performance.  The second objective of this study is to 

describe and illuminate the processes I tailor based on the input provided by literacy 

coaches and content area teachers in order to facilitate and foster the collaborative work 

between literacy coaches and content area teams as a means to attain disciplinary literacy.  

The autoethnographic objective of this study tells the story of my beliefs, values, and 

vision.  The literacy coaches and the content area teachers provide their own reflections 

and insights throughout the journey and share these gleanings with me as I construct the 

vision I have for disciplinary literacy.  This study endeavors to explore and understand 

disciplinary literacy through my eyes in collaboration with the literacy coaches. 

 This chapter includes the following sections:  (a) the theory and method of the 

study, (b) research questions, (c) research setting, (d) data collection procedures, (e) data 

analysis, (f) identification of the primary informant, (g) identification of the respondents, 

(h) trustworthiness, (i) ethical and political considerations of the study of the study. 
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Theory and Method of the Study 

 The analytic autoethnography (Anderson, 2006), unlike an autobiography or 

ethnography, has become “a popular form of qualitative research;” and refers to research 

in which the researcher “is (1) a full member in the research group or setting, (2) visible 

as such a member in published texts, and (3) committed to developing theoretical 

understandings of broader social phenomena,” (p. 373).  According to Anderson (2006) 

there are five key features of the analytic autoethnography, and they are the guiding 

principles applied to this study. 

 To begin, the primary informant is a complete member researcher (CMR) in the 

setting where the research takes place (Anderson, 2006).  From my literature review I 

make the case for the role of the principal in working with the school community to 

collaborate and construct a common set of beliefs, values and vision for school 

improvement.  During the 2012-2013 school year, I entered into the campus as the newly 

appointed principal who immediately proceeded with information gathering in order to 

determine what steps needed to be taken to set the course for the incoming school year.  

In this study I communicate the context of the early meetings with teachers; I determine 

to find out what the school holds close to their hearts and what is highly valued among 

the people.  I also endeavor to find out what they want to accomplish.  Early on, teachers 

who demonstrated leadership and courage voiced their points of view about the school‟s 

past climate.   These reputed “leaders” at the campus seek an audience with me in order 
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to convey important information that helps to establish the early steps towards the effort 

that takes place in the first days of school. 

 Secondly, Anderson (2006) suggests that the CMR has a reciprocal influence 

between themselves and their settings and respondents.  This analytical reflexivity entails 

“self-conscious introspection guided by a desire to better understand both self and others 

through examining one‟s actions and perceptions in reference to and dialogue with those 

of others” (p. 382).  The conversations and interviews in my study are critical in 

unfolding the actions and activities between the literacy coaches and me and between the 

literacy coach and content area teams.  These ongoing conversations help to scaffold the 

project in disciplinary literacy towards an undetermined end.  To this day, the evidence of 

student performance in writing, coaching conversations between literacy coaches and 

content teachers, and the classroom observations on discourses between students, 

suggests an impact on improved content knowledge.  Although we know what is reported 

here is crucial to student success, it is not yet known what impact will be achieved in 

future years as the campus continues building our constructed purpose on behalf of 

improving outcomes for students in disciplinary literacy.   

 Thirdly, the CMR is a “visible and active researcher in the text,” (Anderson, 

2006).  In my study I am the complete member researcher (CMR) and the principal 

whose beliefs and role are studied.  During the course of this study, I present numerous 

artifacts of my own personal reflection and details pertaining to this work.  There are 

accounts about my beliefs, worries, and concerns with taking bold steps in an unknown 
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direction, which are alleviated by the competent and caring individuals who serve as 

literacy coaches during the implementation of disciplinary literacy.  Even so, the efforts 

of the CMR and literacy coaches alone cannot determine the result or impact of the 

collaboration.  The preliminary work in disciplinary literacy is interpreted by the literacy 

coaches and the content area teachers while reflecting on student performance in order to 

determine the impact in our school.  One assurance is this, I, the CMR, am an active 

member of the research and I am involved in actively working the school improvement 

effort alongside the key members of the research study. 

 Fourthly, the CMR dialogues with other participants, beyond the self. (Anderson, 

2006).  In coming to the reality that the work I am involved in is remarkably analytic 

autoethnographic, I reflect on the preliminary conversations that first establish my 

“principal” work with literacy coaches.  The dialogues that take place, especially 

conversations with key members of the literacy coach group, help to frame and design the 

course of action I take to create the structures to support the disciplinary literacy work.  

The subsequent dialogues with other members of the teacher leadership team, which is 

comprised of the content department heads, helps to keep the conversations active tense 

and in the present set of circumstances that are studied:  literacy coaches and content area 

teams discussing disciplinary literacy.  In-depth and open-ended questions during 

interviews with respondents help me conduct a thematic narrative analysis to explore 

more closely the research questions and guide the action plan for the continuation of a 

disciplinary literacy focus for the subsequent year. 
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 Lastly, I eagerly explore and discuss the outcome of this study to find a new 

development, refinement, or extension in the theory of disciplinary literacy.  The final 

feature of the analytic autoethnography is commitment to theoretical analysis and the 

analytic agenda (Anderson, 2006).  During the review of the timeline and preliminary 

work of this study, I help the reader understand the formative steps that lead towards the 

actual study, other data that describe the structures and processes, and my own reflections 

on collaboration and work with the literacy coaches.  It is an enlightening experience for 

me, the CMR, to study and apply the theory underpinning the work in disciplinary 

literacy.  The study provides insight into the next steps and the subsequent work in the 

field.  

The regular and on-going campus work I engage in as principal, the important 

contribution of the literacy coaches, and the limited research in the field of disciplinary 

literacy establish the foreground of the story being told from my point of view.  Since 

there is not substantial research to establish a model for disciplinary literacy, this study 

contributes to the field in the area of leadership (principal) and the area of literacy 

(disciplinary literacy).  These explorations make an impact in the next generation 

research which seeks solutions in the standard-driven research. 
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Research Questions 

1. What are my beliefs about improving student performance through disciplinary  

literacy(ies) practices? 

2. What are the structures the principal and literacy teachers collaboratively created 

to carry out the vision of school-wide disciplinary literacy?  

Research Setting 

The beginnings of this research takes place during a time of leadership change, 

school-wide concerns about astoundingly low performance, and an overall sense of 

needed change. As I enter into this campus, I am aware that school-wide needs are going 

unmet and it is my sincere desire to try to support the needs of the campus with diligence 

– even though the overall picture is not clear at the onset. 

The setting of this research is my high school campus after approximately six 

months of intensive work has taken place starting in early August 2012 and continuing 

until July 2013.  At this campus, I serve as the principal and the story I tell is about my 

on-going work with teachers as together we look for solutions to problems impacting 

student achievement.  As a full member of the school environment (Anderson, 2006), I 

work with this group of teachers to find out the common core beliefs of the school, the 

resources that are available and the time we need to make the impact we are seeking.  A 

pseudonym is used for the name of the high school where this study takes place. 

 The campus is located in a large urban city situated in a low-income 

neighborhood.  The demography of the student body is 98% Hispanic, immigrant and 
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non-immigrant students whose primary home language is Spanish.  Although two-thirds 

of the school is enrolled in an Advance Placement (AP) or Pre-AP course, student 

performance is average.  In 2011-2012 the State of Texas Assessments of Academic 

Readiness (STAAR) testing, 79% of ninth grade students failed the ELA Writing test.  

There are fifty classroom teachers, twenty-five core teachers and twenty-five elective 

teachers.  All of the administrative team is new to this campus and many personnel in key 

positions are also new.  At the beginning of the 2012-2013 school year there is a school-

wide concern about the dangerously low performance of the incoming ninth and tenth 

grade classes.  Additionally there was another concern for poor performance of college-

bound students in AP classes scoring “1” on the AP Exams.  

 In addition to performance concerns, there are concerns with the structural 

composition of the campus.  This description was the scenario in August, 2012:  I 

reviewed the master schedule to find out when teachers in the same content had the 

opportunity to plan together – called common planning times, there were none.  The 

schedule seemed to be put together without reviewing the common planning times, 

important department head planning times, and campus teams (ninth grade or others), and 

there were vacant positions for the leadership team.  Professional development and 

planning for the opening of school had not taken place.  The campus improvement plan 

was formatively written.  I was grateful, however, that a master calendar had been put 

together.  The calendar included monthly faculty meetings and monthly learning walks – 

which later I customized to suit the purposeful work we would venture.  I used faculty 
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meetings and learning walks to help me to conduct the embedded professional 

development and follow-up classroom visits that become an important part of the 

disciplinary literacy work.  There were early meetings with the English/Reading teachers 

where we discussed a collaboration plan with the content area teachers.  As an 

experienced principal, I moved forward with explicit changes such as the common 

planning times for the contents, changes to the master schedule and established a meeting 

schedule. I did this before the school year started with the intent of building a structure to 

support the efforts that evolved. 

 The data collection for the study takes place during 2012-2013 academic school 

year.  Data collection is organized into phases and the first phase is identified as existing 

data, including a collection of artifacts. 

The Background of the Researcher 

I have been an educator for eighteen years and I started my career as a first grade 

teacher with additional specialized training in Reading Recovery (Clay, 1993, 2002).  

One of my strengths as a teacher and principal involves working with small groups in 

reading and writing.  Over the course of 18 years I continued my studies in the area of 

Reading and Educational Leadership obtaining a Masters of Education. 

Educational Background 

 The frequent moves in leadership assignments have helped to promote my 

personal/educational focus over the last 18 years.  During this entire journey I have 

learned the issues related to each age group and have been enrolled in courses that 
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furthered my own instructional leadership background.  This is unique, too, because most 

individuals who are in leadership obtain educational leadership coursework; I did not.  

My coursework has been in Reading Education for most of my career.  It was after I 

became an administrator that I supplemented my graduate level work to include 

leadership studies.  The schoolhouse has been a canvas for me to practice my skills and 

apply the knowledge I have obtained in coursework.  Taking a building down the 

reading/writing/literacy path has been difficult work and teachers possess varying levels 

of skill in teaching literacy process.  Lastly, I have learned this:  professional 

development and training is an essential part of process development work.  The new 

development must be applied and the results need to be studied if we hoped to improve. 

Professional Career 

 My first career before becoming an educator was Human Resources Management.  

I was an HR Generalist and spent a considerable amount of time writing policy 

handbooks, auditing, marketing, and recruiting.  I did this work for five years while 

raising a young son.  He was the reason I became a teacher. 

 I taught for three years at my son‟s elementary school.  When he moved to middle 

school there was an opportunity for me to return to Human Resources in my school 

district.  There was a Recruiter/Coordinator position available and I took the job for two 

years while I was completing my Mid-Management Certification.  Then I returned to the 

campus as an assistant principal at the elementary level.  After three years I was hired to 

be an elementary principal, and in this assignment, I learned how to develop a campus-
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wide core program based on research-based literacy practices.  It was during this time 

that I became an active research practitioner based on data-driven design and I was 

heavily involved in the Texas Reading First Initiative.  The elementary campus where I 

served as principal was very successful and became a TEA Recognized School all three 

years I was a principal there.   

 After three years, I was asked to move up to the middle school level as principal.  

During this time, I replicated similar literacy practices and data-driven designs for the 

middle level and this campus went from underperforming in reading, writing, math and 

science into a building that performed above 80% passing on standardized testing.  This 

campus also became a TEA Recognized School.  After three more years I was again 

asked to move up to the high school level as principal.   

 The high school assignment has been the most challenging and complex 

assignments, and this was where I began to refocus my educational training on adolescent 

literacy.  The first high school assignment resulted in tremendous performance gains for 

minority students, students served in Special Education, and economically disadvantaged 

subgroups.  These gains ranged from 30 to 51% over the course of the three years I 

served as principal.  Although this campus did not obtain the TEA Recognized Report 

Card, it did receive a number of Gold Star Acknowledgements in the four tested areas.  

At the end of three years I was asked to move to the current location, Northwest High 

School.  This high school is a comprehensive high school and in my first year there we 

chartered an early college high school academy.  This campus has also been a part of the 
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Texas Title I Priority Schools (TTIPS) which means that the campus was identified as a 

low achieving school in Texas.  As a challenging assignment the campus has been able to 

receive additional professional development and training to help improve student 

performance. 

 As expected this high school assignment was even more challenging and complex 

than the first high school where I served.  The first high school had a distributed ethnic 

group and less than 50% low SES.  In second assignment over 90% of the school was 

both Hispanic and low SES.  In addition, the learning community was dominated by 

Spanish-only or Spanish-dominant students.  When I arrived at the campus I devoted 

much time in studying the areas of the program that seemed to have the greatest need:  

Special Education, Advanced Academics, and Core Instruction. My priority focus was to 

apply high-yield strategies that were introduced during my tenure; and these research-

based strategies included reading comprehension, critical writing, and school-wide 

literacy practices.   

Lessons Learned and the Assumptions of the Researcher 

 My background is unique because I have been a reading teacher for most of my 

career and I have been a principal for over ten years.  I have studied the continuum in all 

three settings and I note that literacy is the underlying cause of success or failure in each 

campus.  Even so, I recognize that I have some general assumptions to bring forward.   

The first assumption is my perspective of the reading and writing process.  I 

believe the more intently we strive to use these processes – they will improve.  If we 
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neglect them the Matthew Effect (Stanovich, 1980) will occur whereby struggling 

students will fall further behind.  The second assumption is my perspective about 

secondary teachers.  I believe that many teachers at the secondary level are reluctant to 

apply new things, only in that they struggle to see the connection between their content 

and literacy processes because they are rarely a part of the beginnings of processes, such 

as the beginnings of early literacy.  The third assumption is my perspective about 

principals.  I believe that the real struggle principals have at the secondary level is to 

know how to get started.  In this I am unique as well because my background starts in 

early childhood and reading.  I have been able to journey the entire PK-12 and early 

college in my leadership role.  

The lesson I learned is that these perspectives, along with my diagnostic 

background, helped me in implementing school-wide disciplinary literacy. 

Disciplinary Literacy 

At the onset of my new campus assignment I did not declare: “we shall do 

„disciplinary literacy‟ this year!”  No, the work did not start like that.  During the summer 

of 2012 I had completed a full year of study in adolescent research.  As I was transferring 

from one high school to the other I was preparing for the doctoral qualifying exams.  As 

such, I was saturated with research on different literacies, models, and studies on my 

topic.  

Coda:  Heuristic is a word that best describes the paradoxical blends of leadership 

and literacy.  The schools where I have been principal have been characteristically weak 
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in the reading and writing method.  As a “rule of thumb,” the heuristic, I can see the 

opportunity for improvement through literacy practices when I study “all subjects” data 

performance summaries – the lack of performance is linked to literacy.  Over the last 

decade, all my campus improvement efforts have emphasized various literacy-based 

strategies tailored to the needs of the campus.  The irony here is that principals are most 

often good managers but not always strong instructional leaders – especially not reading 

and writing.  But with me, that was not the case.  My strength is instructional practices 

and data-driven design.  I completed a year-long study in adolescent literacy and 

naturally applied the new learning into practice at my current school. 

Data Collection Procedures 

 In this section I review the data collection procedures used in this study.  There 

are three sections.  The first section describes the primary informant and the second 

section describes the respondents.  The last section provides the overview of the phase of 

the study (three phases), the number of weeks of each phase, and the data collection 

during each phase.  

Primary Informant 

In accordance with Anderson (2006), I am the primary informant for this study 

and I am a complete member researcher.  In my literature review I make a case for the 

role of the principal in working with the school community to collaborate and construct a 

common set of beliefs, values and vision for school improvement.  As the primary 

informant, I have a reciprocating influence between me and the setting and the 
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participants.  Anderson (2006) states that this analytical reflexivity entails “self-conscious 

introspection guided by a desire to better understand both self and others through 

examining one‟s actions and perceptions in reference to and dialogue with those of 

others,” (p. 382).  Lastly, as the primary informant I am a “visible and active researcher 

in the text.”  In my study I am the CMR and the principal whose beliefs and role are 

studied through the data in order to tell the story of what take place in the field of 

disciplinary literacy. 

Respondents 

 An analytic autoethnography involves informants beyond self (Anderson, 2006).  

Participants in this study are comprised of those literacy coaches who guide and interact 

with the principal and content area teachers.  The participants are involved in the 

disciplinary literacy work with the principal and content area teams since the onset of the 

school year.  The respondents are interviewed during the second and third phases of the 

study and their responses during the interviews reflect the work that take place as a result 

of a school-wide effort.   

There are different occasions where discussion and reflection occurs, especially 

with the key members of the literacy coach group; and those discussions help to frame 

and design the course of action the principal, literacy coaches, and content area teachers 

undertake in disciplinary literacy.  The discussion and reflection occurrences are monthly 

and they include time allocations at faculty meetings, literacy coaches and principal 

meetings, and literacy coach and content area team meetings.  Their conversation 
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provides the substance of the research that evolves:  literacy coaches and content area 

teams discuss disciplinary literacy.  In-depth and open-ended questions during interviews 

with respondents result in a thematic narrative analysis to explore more closely my 

research questions and guide the school‟s intermediate steps within a structure that are 

created to propel the variety of disciplinary practices.  Since there is not substantial 

research to establish a model for disciplinary literacy, participant insights contribute to 

the field in the area of leadership (principal) and the area of literacy (disciplinary 

literacy). 

Recording My Data 

 The methodological approach is an Analytic Autoethnography (Anderson, 2006), 

a narrative analysis that tells my story of the collaborative work that takes place at my 

high school.  Table 1 displays the data collection and organization of the study.  The 

study is divided into three phases.  During these phases the existing data and data 

collected during active research includes information, materials, notes, observations and 

emails that are a normal part of my role as principal in leading professional development 

and training.  
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Table 1  

Data Collection and Organization 

Phase Data Data 

Collection 

Artifacts 

Primary 

Investigator 

(me) 

Method 

Time 

Analysis Existing Data and Data Collected  

by the Primary Investigator 

I 

 

Aug 

3, 

2012  

to 

May 

3, 

2013 

Use of 

Exist-

ing 

Data 

Written 

documents  

selected 

from 

existing 

data and 

used as 

normal part 

of school 

processes 

 

Research 

Journal of 

Existing Data 

1 entry of my 

reflection 

after each 

event that has 

been a part of 

what has 

already been 

occurring:  

meetings, 

professional 

development, 

working on a 

school-wide 

process 

Audio 

Transcrib

-ed 

(10 

hours) 

 

Narra-

tive 

If materials, information, observations or 

emails are used from Existing Data or 

during Data Collection in which identifiable 

information could be contained then the 

following protocol will be followed: 

1. Determine if the data is pertinent 

to the study 

2. If the data is pertinent to the study, 

then it will be printed out 

3. If a non-participant is named then 

the name will be blacked out 

4. If a participant‟s name is listed 

then the participant‟s pseudonym 

will be used. 

Respondents  

(Literacy Coaches) 

Method 

Time 

Analysis 

II 

 

May 

6, 

2013 

to 

June 

7, 

2013 

Data 

Collect

-ed 

During 

Active 

Re-

search 

Data to be 

collected 

from 

observation

s and 

meetings as 

of the 

starting 

point of the 

active data 

collection 

Research 

Journal of 

Active Data  

-  current 

process and 

structure that 

is used to 

become a 

school-wide 

disciplinary 

literacy 

campus and is 

a normal part 

of what is 

taking place  

 

-  Research 

Memo 

Audio 

Transcrib

-ed 

(10 

hours) 

Narra-

tive 

Interview #1 

-  Informal 

Interview Protocol 

4 respondents 

interviewed 

individually 

Audio-

record-

ed 

Tran-

scribed 

-1 hour 

each 

respond

ent 

Thematic 

Narrative 

Analysis 

 

Research 

Journal 

Research 

Memo 

Interview #2 

-  Informal 

Interview Protocol 

4 respondents 

interviewed 

individually 

III 

 

June 

10, 

2013 

to  

July 

12, 

2013  

Data to be 

collected at 

the end of 

the study in 

the form of 

participant 

reflection 

Research 

Journal on the 

collaboration 

with  

-  Literacy 

Coaches and 

work with 

them and the 

content-area 

teams 

 

-  Research 

Memo 

Audio 

Transcrib

-ed 

(10 

hours) 

Narra-

tive 

Interview #3 

-  Informal 

Interview Protocol 

4 respondents 

interviewed 

individually 

Audio-

recorde

d 

Tran-

scribed 

-1 hour 

each 

respond

ent 

Thematic 

Narrative 

Analysis 

Research 

Journal 

Research 

Memo 
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 Phase one – 38 weeks of existing data. In the beginning of the school year I set 

up my systems to manage the professional development, meeting agendas, and other 

notes related to my work as a principal.  These documents are normally filed in binders or 

files.  These documents comprise the bulk of the artifacts I call “existing data.”  I utilize 

these documents as parts of my own reflections which are written after each event.  After 

each meeting or event, I collect the documents that are used and my own hand-written 

notes to help me reflect on the disciplinary literacy process.  I also maintain a chronology 

of events and detailed agendas of the professional development activities that take place.  

Lastly, I keep notes and agendas from my meetings with the literacy coaches as we 

discuss and reflect on the next steps activities for the school-wide change in a journal. I 

received permission from the Institutional Review Board to use this existing data in my 

study.  

Phase two – five weeks of the active school year.  The IRB Committee 

approved the use of existing data.  During Phase Two I move forward and obtain consent 

from literacy coaches to participate in the study.  I also continue collecting items that are 

a part of existing data:  agendas, observation notes, informal surveys and feedback, and 

other materials utilized during the active school year related to the campus work taking 

place between myself and literacy coaches and literacy coaches and content area teachers.  

I continued to audio-record and transcribe my own reflections after these meetings in the 

research journal and summarize the activities in a research memo. 
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 In addition to this, I notify four participants from among the literacy coaches 

group that they are selected to be informants beyond self (Anderson, 2006) for this study.  

These four are selected from seven literacy coaches who volunteered.  They are selected 

based on their years of experience (someone from the 20‟s, 30‟s, 40‟s and 50‟s), their 

point of view (divergent, challenging, supportive), and the rich information (based on 

their active participation in literacy coaches meetings) that their perspective contributes 

to the study.   The participant dialogues are interviews that are audio-recorded and 

transcribed.  I also maintain my reflections in the research journal and I summarize the 

interactions and activities that occur in the research memo.  The primary interest of phase 

two is to capture real-time transactions between the activity that takes place at the school, 

reflections by both the literacy coaches and me as events occur in the short term context. 

 There are two interviews during this stage.  The first interview is at the onset of 

the study just after participants give consent.  The first interview asks participants 

questions about my beliefs and role as the principal (see Appendix E).  The second 

interview is in transition between the end of the school year and beginning of summer 

break and I ask participants about the current processes and structures that we use during 

the school year. 

Phase three - five weeks after school year end. During the year end stage of the 

school year I ask the content area teacher teams and literacy coaches to reflect on the 

work that takes place during the school year.  At the literacy coaches meeting with me, 

literacy coaches are provided with teacher feedback that has been collected.  The literacy 
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coaches are asked to reflect back on past discussions and planning that occur during the 

overall school year.  A third interview is conducted with participants that explore the 

reflective responses to questions pertaining to the collaborative work of the principal and 

literacy coaches.  These interviews are audio-recorded in private and individual sessions.  

The recordings are transcribed and I also respond to the questions in my research journal.  

I also summarize the data collection activity in a research memo.   

Data Sources 

The data is collected to assist with expanding the theoretical analysis I develop by 

being a full, visible, and committed member of the research.  The sources of data include 

existing data, my reflections recorded in the research journal, and interviews with literacy 

coaches who are participants in this study. 

The existing data are comprised of artifacts from meetings with teachers, literacy 

coaches, faculty meetings, professional development in waiver days, observations, 

informal surveys, feedback, and meeting notes with literacy coaches. Learning walks are 

an informal observation involving myself and teachers; they are conducted monthly and 

the feedback to the teachers is based on what is observed as the focus of the walk.   

Professional articles and other materials are provided to teachers to help them learn more 

about literacy and all of these are a part of existing data. 

Lastly, my journal of reflections is recorded from the first meeting on August 10, 

2012 through my response to the interview questions on July 1, 2013.  The final data I 

collect are the interviews with literacy coaches who participate as respondents to the 

study.  These interviews are audio-recorded, transcribed and placed into three categories. 
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Existing Data on Professional Development and Learning 

The first type of data source are files of existing data which include materials I 

use for professional development, teaching tools, meeting notes, and other artifacts that 

are a part of implementing a school-wide disciplinary literacy process.  This data are 

considered because it provides rich descriptions of the process that occurs during the 

study. 

Existing Data on Structured Meetings and Learning Walks 

The second type of data source are files that contain meeting agendas from the 

various types of meetings as well as learning walk feedback letters to the faculty and 

staff.  This data are included because it provides examples of the structures that are 

created to support the school-wide learning. 

Existing Data of Informal Surveys and Feedback 

The third type of data source is feedback responses from the faculty about 

disciplinary literacy.  This data are considered because it provides a divergent point of 

view to the overall support of the process, content area teachers own beliefs and values; 

as well as a sense of climate and how they feel about being coached.  It also describes to 

some degree their thoughts about the pre-planned professional development focus 

through the use of deadlines for using disciplinary literacy at certain checkpoints in the 

year and the reporting to the team in the pre-scheduled meetings that are planned; and 

describes the feelings and attitudes of the teachers. 
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Interviews with Literacy Coaches 

The fourth type of data source is three rounds of interviews with the four 

participants in a one-to-one format.  Weiss (1994) states that research aims should dictate 

the research method (p. 9).  In this narrative research study I develop interview questions 

that help participants describe what has taken place over the course of the school year.  

The interview questioning is flexible; at times I ask follow-up questions to obtain 

clarification or extension to an idea.  I also modify the questions as is appropriate to 

capture another aspect of the responses.  The focus of the first interview is for the 

respondents to recall information and to describe the beliefs and role of the principal.  

Based on the selection of the respondents I had hope that I am able to obtain a full and 

detailed description of what has taken place (Weiss, 1994).  I use the responses from the 

first interview to inform and create the questions for second interview.  As I ponder on 

the responses the respondents provide, I discover that the second interview needs to 

integrate multiple perspectives (Weiss, 1994) beyond my own viewpoint.   

The second interview seeks to describe the level of understanding of the current 

structures and processes.  The third set of interview questions are developed in response 

to the second interview responses.  I want respondents to analyze their own work as 

literacy coaches and collaboration with the principal and how we worked (Weiss, 1994).  

Interview three gives the study an insider‟s description of the collaborative work and the 

thoughtful implementation and follow-up work in campus wide disciplinary literacy.   
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My Research Journal 

The last data source is my own research journal of reflections about the events 

that occur during the 2012-2013 school year.  This data source is included because it 

reflects my role as the principal, collaboration with a campus culture on a mutually 

important goal, and how the work in disciplinary literacy starts and its result.  It is 

important to 1) collaborate with campus stakeholders, 2) receive feedback from teachers, 

3) enact in the recursive nature of a learning process for adults and 4) ultimately, learning 

disciplinary literacy by “doing” the process.   

Data Analysis 

 At the beginning of this process I consolidate the data sources and research the 

appropriate method to code and analyze the data.  Bazely (2009) suggests reading and 

interpreting data is the starting point for meaningful analysis.  After reviewing the data by 

hand and understanding the focus of the research questions, I develop the broad 

categories that are evident from the sources of data that I review.  QSR NVivo 10 

software is used to systematically review the data sources and build the categories. 

 The data sources are processed through layers of analysis and coding (Richards, 

2005).  The first coding is based on the descriptive analysis.  The analysis that takes place 

is based on the relationships among data and generates new categories.  The new 

categorical data are studied and results in related themes.  These themes are studied, 

interpreted, and analyzed for an interpretive and explanative theoretical analysis  (Bazely, 

2009). 
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In this section I describe the processing of the data sources, the use of QSR 

NVivo 10 software for coding data, and the coding processing according to Bazely 

(2009) and Richards (2005).  This section describes the (a) methods or data analysis, (b) 

descriptive coding, (c) categorical coding, (d) thematic coding and analysis, and (e) 

theoretical analysis. 

Method of Data Analysis 

 In this section the procedure for data analysis is discussed by describing the steps 

that took place. The data sources were uploaded from the original Microsoft Word 

documents, scanned into NVivo, or typed from transcribed interviews.  As the data 

sources were being uploaded descriptions were created.  

 The existing data, interviews and my research journal of reflections provides 

substantial reference material to relate data to the focus of the study.  The onset of 

processing the vast amounts of data sources is to deconstruct the data in order to 

construct the descriptive code (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).  As I read and interpreted the 

nuances of the data I named the broad categories and sub-categories (Bazely, 2009; 

Richards, 2005).  After the broad categories and sub-categories were created I 

deconstructed the data sources further so that I could discover the relevant and 

descriptive nature of the phenomenon being studied (Richards, 2005).   

Richards (2005) calls for types of codes to evolve from the function the data 

source played in the process.  Bazely (2009) furthers that starting with descriptive coding 

is important because it provides the detail of the data sources.  The next level that the data 
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was processed was into categorical codes (Bazely, 2009; Richards, 2005).  At this level 

the data was deconstructed further, described, and studied (Bazely, 2009).   

 The final layer of coding is thematic coding and analysis where categories are 

studied in order to find the relationships that are interrelated themes (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2000).  The last process of the data analysis is the thematic analysis level which Richards 

(2005) called the analytic layer.  At this level I interpreted the data and attempted to 

analyze and explain the result.  Following these layers of analysis I organized the data to 

tell the story in accordance with the theoretical analysis (Anderson, 2006). 

Descriptive Coding 

The data were first reviewed by hand in order to begin coding and get a feel for 

information that could be helpful in establishing categories (Bazely, 2009).  The data 

were imported into the QSR NVivo 10 software. The initial data review prompted me to 

establish the overarching categories related to the role of the principal.  As I was 

manually sorting data and conducting a cursory review of it, the categories that emerged 

included belief, structures, and disciplinary literacy.   

Categorical Coding 

The second round of coding involves:  organizing the sources in the Beliefs, 

Disciplinary Literacy, the Role of the Literacy Coaches, My Role as Principal, and 

Structures categories.  These data were studied with the assistance of the Qualitative Lab 

Manager in order to ensure the integrity of the process, obtain feedback from another set 
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of eyes, and to ask additional questions on the technical method of conducting the 

thematic coding and analysis. 

Thematic Coding and Analysis 

The third round of coding studies the primary focus of this study which is the 

Role of the Principal, Beliefs, and Structure themes.  Next I interpreted the data in these 

prominent themes in order to analyze the underlying ideas related to the beliefs and 

structures.   

Theoretical Analysis 

As a full member in the research group or setting, I am a visible member in 

published sources and references presented in the data.  My work involves developing a 

school-wide literacy practice, studying results to inform next practices, and collaborating 

with the broader environment to understand a social phenomenon.  The data sources and 

references in my data collection demonstrate the five key features of the analytic 

autoethnography as well as the correlation between my role as it relates to belief, 

disciplinary literacy, literacy coaches, my role, and structures. 

In Anderson (2006), I am the primary informant and a complete member 

researcher (CMR) in the setting where the research takes place.  The collaboration 

between me and the literacy coaches suggests that the CMR has a reciprocal influence 

between me and the setting and our desire to better understand and examine our actions 

and perceptions in dialogues with other members of the faculty.  Next, the CMR is a 

“visible and active researcher in the text.”  My own reflections pertaining to this work is 
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well-documented in the sources and references in the data.  Since I am the CMR as well 

as the principal of the school, it is important to represent the dialogues with others 

beyond my own reflections in the data; especially since their collaboration helps to 

construct a shared vision for the work.   

The final feature of the analytic authoethnography is the commitment to 

theoretical analysis and the analytic agenda (Anderson, 2006).  As I review themes and 

the governing questions related to this study I learn the tremendous value and untapped 

strength of collaboration in its many forms.  This insight is a surprising realization and 

theme that travels across all the categories.  In the next section I discuss the findings 

relevant to this study. I expand on the development, refinement, and extension in the 

theory. 

Trustworthiness 

 This analytic autoethnography study extends beyond my own experiences as the 

principal by including interviews with participants as well as data that demonstrate 

structures, processes, feedback, collaboration, and discussion.  Because the data are 

extensive, including existing data, the interviews, and my research journal, it represents 

multiple perspectives that relates to the common experiences that occur at the campus 

level.  These voices help to provide a rich representation of data to tell the story of my 

beliefs, disciplinary literacy, structures, collaboration and carrying out the vision assigned 

to my role as principal.  



63 
 

 In an effort to deeply understand the phenomenon that occurs, the data are 

processed beyond the preliminary interpretation and analysis by using the NVivo 

software and multiple discussions with my advisor.  Additionally, I work closely with the 

qualitative lab manager so that data coding at the descriptive, categorical, and analytic 

levels are credible.  As an added assurance, I record my steps and insights in a research 

memo and share my analysis through conference with my advisor.  Working with my 

advisor also ensures that my approach is consistent and extensive. 

 My method is a very structured and disciplined review of all the data collection 

features.  The existing data are classified by months and the contents of the data are 

classified by types.  The research memo is also chronological and ties to campus events 

by date making the cross-referencing of event and journal cohesive.  My method for 

selecting the participants in the study follows a protocol that supports a deep and broad 

view of the perspectives that contribute to the study.  Lastly, the method in which I 

engage in the three rounds of interviews as well as my reflections after each interview is 

conducted systematically.   

In all instances throughout the entire study, I confer with my advisor who edifies 

my own thoughts, processes, and activities to ensure that my study remains unbiased.  

This includes creating a protocol for selecting participants, discussing how to collect the 

data, and working with other colleagues on the data analysis and coding that leads to the 

unfolding of the story.  
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Ethical and Political Considerations of the Study 

 The work taking place during this journey began prior to the decision to study the 

collaborative work between myself and the literacy coaches and content area teacher 

teams.  Since meetings, professional developments, observations, and other data existed, 

maintaining confidentiality was a primary concern.  A protocol was developed and 

applied to data.  If the existing data were used, then identifiable information was blacked-

out.  If a participant‟s name was on the existing data, then the participant‟s pseudonym 

was used.  Participants were interviewed as a part of this study.  Interviews were audio-

recorded on a digital device and transcribed by me.  The data were stored in a locked 

storage during this study and any material transcribed from an audio-recording digital 

device was protected through a password access on my computer and also maintained in 

a locked storage. 

 The potential participants for this study were given an opportunity to decide if 

they wanted to be involved in the study.  Since I am the principal of the school and the 

primary informant for the study, I was sensitive to the participants‟ decision to participate 

and careful to not make them feel coerced.  I explained that they may choose to not 

participate at any time and that their decision would not impact their position in the 

school.  All data will be destroyed by July 1, 2018.   

  



65 
 

CHAPTER IV 

 

FINDINGS 

 

 The purpose of this study is to examine the implementation of a disciplinary 

literacy approach as a school-wide practice through my story as the principal.  The data in 

this section presents the findings pertinent to my research questions which include  

1) What are my beliefs about improving student performance through disciplinary 

literacy(ies) practices; and 2) What are the structures the principal and literacy coaches 

collaboratively created to carry out the vision of school-wide disciplinary literacy?  This 

chapter is organized to first give an explanation of the school year activities followed by 

the context of the study; then the findings are presented related to beliefs and structures. 

The beliefs section of this chapter discusses the data that support my beliefs in literacy as 

demonstrated in my beliefs, shared beliefs, belief in collaboration, and a belief in the 

school-wide approach.  The structures section of this chapter discusses the data in the 

created structures demonstrated in my role, planning for professional development, 

campus infrastructure, processes, and reflection and discussion processes.  

Context of the Study 

 The following details provide the reader a guide which serves to help him/her 

understand the activities and how they were structured.  These activities take place each 

month are a part of an infrastructure where these recurring events are recorded:   

1) literacy coaches meetings, 2) literacy coach and content area teacher team meetings,  

3) learning walks (classroom observations), and 4) faculty meetings.  In addition to these 
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activities, ongoing professional development (sometimes designated within waiver days), 

department head and ELAR department meetings extend disciplinary literacy learning, 

collaboration, and discussion.  Figure 1 visually outlines the implementation in literacy 

that occurs at Northwest High School.  Early August 2012 through August 23, 2012 

outlines the events that initiated the first writing activities.  

 

Figure 1.  Timeline of early implementation from writing to disciplinary literacy 

Background in Disciplinary Literacy – Starting Point 

 In early August 2012 three teachers who were members of the 2011-2012 faculty 

came to see me; they had many ideas about changes for the next school year at Northwest 

High School.  Simultaneously, I was the newly appointed principal of the school which 

had exceedingly poor performance on the End of Course (EOC) exams in English I, 

Writing Across the 

Curriculum 
Content Area Writing Disciplinary Literacy 

August 22, 23, 2012 Waiver 

Day (PD) Writing in the 

Curriculum introduced as a 

possible solution to writing 

shortfall of 19% in prior year. 

 

August 10, 2012 Meeting with 

department heads to discuss 

data, performance, and 

collective vision for 2012-

2013. Proposal for literacy 

practices in contents to support 

the urgency of the concern 

with performance and 

 

August 2012 Early meeting 

with three teachers - wanted a 

change in climate and high 

expectations for students and  

teachers 

September 26, 2012 Faculty Meeting - 

ELAR/Contents groups - study student work, 

reflect, discuss, and contemplate disciplinary 

literacy 

                             

September 19, 2012 First Learning Walk observe 

content literacy(ies) strategies in use with 

students in 

content area classrooms 

 

September 14, 2012 Waiver Day- Shift in focus 

to Content-specific literacy ELAR /Content 

groups established 

to focus on content area goals  

 

September 4, 2012 ELAR Department Meeting. - 

discussed ELAR teacher for each content and 

moving to content 

a more content-specific literacy strategy rather 

than just writing 

October 8, 2012 Literacy 

Coach pull-out with me – we 

discussed a more formalized 

plan for disciplinary literacy 

and collaborations with content 

teacher teams for the remainder 

of the year 

                                              

October 4, 2012 One to Three 

Teams - I teach/ you  teach day 

– literacy coach modeled a DL 

lesson, the content teacher 

taught it in the next class 

                                         

October 1, 2012 ELAR Dept 

Meeting created one literacy 

coach for every three Content 

teacher teams - proposed I 

teach/you teach daylong PD 
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Reading and Writing.  In response to their request to discuss changes, I organized a 

meeting with the new administration, coordinators, and all the content area department 

heads to discuss the data and the possible solutions. 

Initial focus on writing across the curriculum.  During the August 10, 2012 

leadership meeting we discussed the serious concerns.  The data demonstrated a real need 

for improvement in reading and writing.  

We drew the conclusion that the need for writing was an area that we could 

improve.  We also knew that the school-wide efforts needed to focus on deep 

content knowledge, reading proficiency, and places where literacy within the 

content area could be explored.  I had provided an article by Wilson (2011) that 

we could read and discuss on conceptualizing content area literacies, (Research 

Journal). 

Department heads and I designed the August 22-23, 2012 waiver day plan and 

time was devoted to discuss the early August meetings where concerns with literacy were 

first identified.  

Setting the tone with content area teachers.  The first article I shared with the 

content area teachers at the August 22-23, 2012 Waiver Days was one on rethinking the 

content area literacies (Shanahan and Shanahan, 2008).  I continued the practice of 

providing research in subsequent meetings with my staff.  I not only wanted teachers to 

understand the need for literacy in the disciplines, but I also wanted then to know 

possible strategies that could help improve adolescent literacy in the disciplines. 
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Establishing the literacy coach and content area teams.  The first department 

meeting with the English Language Arts and Reading teachers was September 4, 2012 

and we began to discuss how we were going to get started.  The ELAR department and I 

discussed: 

The way we would break the departments up into smaller groups and identify key 

players who could help the ELA department in [the collaborative work with] the 

content area teachers about writing and [the] literacy processes. We discussed the 

different types of writing that the teachers were going to need. (Research Journal). 

Figure 2 shows notes taken on the agenda from the September 4
th

 English department 

meeting.  The idea was introduced that we would have content area teams and an English 

teacher work with each.  Writing genres were proposed in areas identified where students 

were struggling:  the expository, analytic essay and short answer responses.   
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Figure 2.  English department meeting minutes September 4, 2012.  (Data Files of OCR 

Folders of Campus Activities, September File). 

 

I proposed the following waiver day agenda during the September 10, 2012 Core 

Department Meeting (which was the Department Head meeting).  Figure 3 demonstrates 

the collaboration between the campus stakeholders and me.  
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Figure 3.  Core department meeting minutes September 10, 2012. (Data Files of OCR 

Folders of Campus Activities, September File). 
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Ongoing professional development on disciplinary literacy and the 

literacy coaches’ role.  Members that were not ELAR teachers but had a strong literacy 

background came forward to help the ELAR department with literacy.  These teachers 

were from the CTE, Social Studies, Special Education, AVID and PE departments.  At 

the September 14, 2012 Waiver Day (professional development), the whole professional 

development was focused on the different literacy strategies that could extend and 

support deep content knowledge (see Figure 4).  The ELAR and non-ELAR teachers 

facilitated the waiver day activities and worked with content area teachers.   
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Time PD Topic Description of PD Learning Pres. Outcome Follow-up 

8:30 – 

8:45 

Celebrations 

Credit Card – Organization of Grades, 

Major Assignments  to keep up with 

grades 

Demonstration for teachers to use 

with students so that they can learn 

to know their grades at all times 

Carr 

Cashio
n 

To obtain artifacts 

that teachers can 

take from training 

to the classroom 

Learning Walk 

Rubric 

8:45 – 

9:30 

 

What does our data say 

What do we hear from teachers? 

What’s our plan:  Disciplinary 

Literacy 

Extended Thinking Activity 

“Adolescent Literacy in the 

Academic Disciplines” 

Overview of the 9th and 10th grade 

STAAR data 

Review of Disciplinary Literacy in 

the Content Disciplines 

Y. Lee will also walk the staff 

through an article about 

disciplinary literacy in science, 

math, and social studies 

Y. Lee To address critical 

writing issues in 

the content; 

develop rigorous 

content deepening 

approaches in 

disciplinary 

literacy 

Learning 

Walks 

September 19th  

Studying 

Student Work 

at the 

September 26th  

9:30-

10:15 

Your own writing 

Quick Write Exercise:   

 STAAR Written 

Composition 

 Characteristics of a 

Literary Essay 

Next Steps for DHJ writing project 

Teachers will be given a prompt and 

instructions and asked to write 

according to the instructions for a 26 

lined short story essay 

Kinney To reveal our own 

writing practices 

in a topic and 

obtain new insight 

about how learners 

write and think 

Teachers 

writing every 

month prior to 

new writing 

focus 

10:15

-

10:45 

Literacy in Content Area 

 Content specific issues 

 Vocabulary, Text types 

ELAR and the Content will discuss 

content specific dilemmas.  ELAR 

teacher will work with the 

department to start deep content 

work that could be improved 

through extended thinking activities 

like writing  

 

CTE – Briese & Cross 

Math – Driscoll 

Science – Young & Long 

SS – Carr 

Spanish – Simmerman & Mullins 

Y. Lee 

&  

K. 

Kinney 

To work ELAR 

& Content in 

order to develop 

content specific 

literacy approach  

Expected to 

see improved 

performance 

in content 

CBAs 

10:45

-

11:30 

Department Meeting Time Department Heads communicated 

more time to meet and address 

department items 

Depart

ment 

Heads 

To plan and 

address 

department issues 

Departments 

need common 

planning time 

1:00-

2:00 

Sub-Department Common Planning 

Time 

Department Heads will orchestrate 

so that sub-departments have 

common lesson planning 

Depart

ment 

Heads 

To plan common 

lessons and 

methods for 

instruction 

Sub 

departments 

need a common 

planning time 

2:00-

2:45 

Philosophical Chairs – AVID  Using Philosophical Chairs to 

introduce persuasive writing 

Carr 

Langst

on 

To provide student 

led prewriting 

strategy 

Lesson Plans 

3:00-

3:30 

Ah-ha‟s from personal writing and 

discussions from Department Time 

Discussion and Obstacles ELAR  

Kinney 

Obstacles in 

content literacy 

Literacy 

concerns  

3:30-

3:45 

DHJ‟s Writing Project –  

Return to the Adolescent Literacy 

Article 

Content Deepening via a 

Disciplinary Literacy Approach 

Goal:  Have 1 piece written by the 1st 

Faculty Meeting -Start using the 

Disciplinary Literacy that can be 

observed during the Learning Walk 

Y. Lee To revisit major 

points and 

recommendations 

for next steps 

Practices will 

be observable 

in learning 

walks and in 

student 

products 

3:45-

4:00 

Monthly Timeline and Action Plan Research recommends writing 1-3 

pieces a month.  Bring  student work 

to September 26th faculty meeting 

Y. Lee Systemic approach 

in implementation 

and monitoring 

Discussions 

student work 

products 

Figure 4.  Waiver day agenda September 14, 2012. (Data Files of OCR Folders of Campus 

Activities, September File). 
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The literacy concerns of the teaching faculty included students using incomplete 

sentences, run-ons, clauses, or disregarding the teacher‟s requirements for a grade.  

Content area teachers also shared their frustrations with students‟ work ethics insomuch 

as that they did not seem to work hard or meet their expectations for quality work.  The 

September 14, 2012 waiver day did not only emphasize writing; it was planned to 

introduce other literacy strategies alongside content-specific instruction.   

Setting goals for disciplinary literacy expectations.  The plan had been 

introduced to begin a disciplinary literacy approach at the September 14, 2012 waiver day 

(professional development). In order to advance in our practices, the teachers were given 

the goal to have one piece of student writing (see sample in Figure 5) by the first faculty 

meeting on September 26, 2012.  The teachers were also encouraged to participate in a 

learning walk (a walkthrough) where disciplinary literacy could be observed.  The 

learning walk was scheduled for September 19, 2012.   
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Figure 5.  Sample of student writing in Algebra I.  (Data Files of Literacy in the 

Disciplines, Algebra I) 

The tentative plan for the September 26
th

 faculty meeting was for the teachers to 

be able to reflect and discuss their observations about the application of the disciplinary 

focus for the month.  Time was provided so content area teams could collaborate on new 
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discipline-specific strategies.  After the learning walk on September 19
th

 and the faculty 

meeting on September 26
th

 the literacy coaches discussed observations they had made 

over the month, the quality of the student work, and the needs of the content area 

teachers. 

At the October 1, 2012 ELAR Department meeting we thought it would be 

helpful for content area teachers to have a model to follow.  We decided to divide the 

ELAR teachers and other members who had volunteered to coach into even smaller 

groups for a ratio of one literacy coach for every three teachers in the content area.  The 

literacy coach was to plan a discipline-specific lesson with the content area teachers and 

model for the teacher how literacy for their discipline could be taught with students.  The 

plan was set and on October 4, 2012 we set aside a day to invest in the school-wide 

disciplinary literacy “I teach/you teach” effort (see Figure 6).   
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Figure 6.  I teach/you teach October 4, 2012. Data Files of OCR Folders of Campus 

Activities, October Set 1 File) 
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The disciplinary literacy process.  The October 8, 2012 meeting with coaches 

was a half-day retreat for the literacy coaches and me to study the activities to date and to 

plan disciplinary literacy.  At this meeting we reflected on the classrooms, how teachers 

were incorporating literacy, struggles, and comments made by content area teachers.  We 

discussed these items and collaborated on the next steps.    

Next steps in moving towards disciplinary literacy.  Early on I reflected on 

what needed to be done.  I designed a structure that served as a framework where the 

infrastructure and the processes could function.  The structure was the recurring campus 

activities that were planned.  The infrastructure was the function of each type of activity.  

The processes were the interpersonal action that occurred.  We followed this model for 

the rest of the year. 

Through the model outlined below in Figure 7, each discipline worked at its own 

pace to transform the initial writing across the curriculum into disciplinary literacy and 

learning.  Critical reading, Socratic seminar, and classroom discussions followed by 

written response were some of the disciplinary literacy strategies that were attempted.  

Figure 7 below demonstrates the model of school-wide disciplinary literacy by 

articulating the procedure that occurred each month.  Each action aligned with the 

infrastructure (activities) and the processes (collaboration, reflection, discussion) which 

all together resulted in an adaptive learning experience. 

 



78 
 

 

Figure 7. Model of school-wide disciplinary literacy 

 The following section elaborates on the findings for each theme. 

Beliefs in Literacy 

I believe it is my responsibility to lead the school to find solutions to address the 

areas in which it is struggling to produce successful students. I also believe it is my 

responsibility to initiate the relationship between principal and staff.  As I have had the 

opportunity to lead campuses, I now adopt a more “servant-leader” method (Greenleaf, 

1998) merging my belief with my faculties‟ in order to render “our” beliefs.  I work with 

my campus community to collaborate on our shared vision and mission.   

In Figure 8 below I illustrate how my core beliefs are a part of the foundation of 

the school-wide work I lead.  Through the process of collaborating with different teacher 

Literacy Coach and 
Content Teacher 

Team Meetings to 
collaborate on 

how to do 
disciplinary literacy 

Campus Learning 
Walk  to see 

examples of literacy 
activity and inform 

professional 
development 

Faculty Meetings 
to study student 

work, discuss, 
reflect and 
collaborate 

Waiver Days devoted 
to studying research 

and exploring 
disciplinary practices 

to strengthen 
content knowledge 

Principal and 
Literacy Coaches 

Meetings to 
collaborate on 

what we will do 

Infrastructures: 

Core Department Meetings 

Waiver Days 

ELAR Department Meetings 

Learning Walks 

Faculty Meetings 

Literacy Coach Meetings 

LC & Content Team Mtgs. 

Processes: 

Collaboration 

Reflection 

Discussion 
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groups, I acknowledge that we share many of the same core beliefs.  As our beliefs are in 

action, we extend our beliefs, grounded in theory and put into practice.  We did not 

necessarily reach our goal in the implementation year, but we continue to strive towards 

the goal and stretch our efforts to reach more students. 

 
Figure 8. Core Beliefs, Shared Beliefs, Our Beliefs in Action 

My beliefs unite with the beliefs that many teachers hold; and this facilitates our 

work.  We were able to implement our practices quickly and buy-in was obtained through 

the processes of collaboration, reflection, and discussion.  My beliefs were extended in 

the areas I describe below.   

We did not reach the praxis level of our work in only the first year.  As an 

experienced principal, I know that it takes approximately three years to transform school-

wide practices from implementation to standardization.  Once the practices are 

standardized they may become praxis and institutionalize as long as the theory continues 

                          

Praxis 

     (Our Beliefs      
        in Action) 

Extended 

(Our Shared Beliefs) 

Core Beliefs 

(My Beliefs) 
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in practice.  Therefore, my beliefs look like the pyramid in Figure 8.  My beliefs are 

extended by the shared beliefs held by most of the members of the faculty. 

I hold these core beliefs: 

 Literacy is the most important process we provide students.   

 Literacy is a threshold that separates students from rigorous instruction and 

opportunities for advancement.   

 Teachers have the power to influence successful literacy activity. 

 It is the teacher‟s choice to emphasize literacy in his/her discipline.   

 Literacy ability and cognitive ability are not fixed; and the classroom 

environment, which is controlled by the teacher, can create an effort-based 

growing for students. 

Literacy is strongly connected to student performance; as such I have a high 

expectation and believe that all students can be literate.  I also believe that the teachers 

are an important catalyst for school-wide change.  

This section will discuss my findings in regards to my beliefs and four belief 

principles that emerged.  The belief principles are:  1) my beliefs in literacy, 2) a shared 

belief in literacy, 3) a belief in collaboration to achieve goals, and 4) the belief that 

teamwork and school-wide approaches are effective.  Together these four belief 

principles are grounded in my beliefs; and they guide the action and the activities that 

extend our shared beliefs which were derived from the structures and processes that will 

be discussed in the “Structures” section. 
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My Belief in Literacy 

 When I first arrived to this campus I saw that my responsibility was to lead 

campus improvement efforts.  I did not explicitly speak or write about my beliefs – 

neither in my reflection journal nor with literacy coaches.  Instead my attention was 

focused on what I was going to do, what I did, or how it went. I established my beliefs 

early in my leadership journey though they were never written down.  Now, more than 

ten years have passed, and I still hold firm to them even though I do not speak of them 

explicitly.  Perhaps my actions speak for my beliefs, and as an experienced principal I 

now walk the talk.  Lavonne shared the following:  

And I think the only reason we got to this point is because you believed 

that we would so you had a plan for the year and you never let up on it.  And even 

if it didn‟t seem like maybe everything was going the way you wanted, you didn‟t 

let up because you knew we had a lot we had to do, 

(Interview I, June 4, 2013). 

In my case, I know my beliefs about the need of higher expectations for students 

in all content areas and I realize in this study that I worked to join my beliefs with the 

teachers through the activities that took place and the processes occurring during those 

activities.  I wanted to provoke the content area teachers to think about literacy and 

school-wide change.  I used literacy research to start the conversation about disciplinary 

literacy. 
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I gave the teachers the article on conceptualizing the content area literacies and I 

asked them to read it.  The teachers do not yet know me and it was important for 

them to feel that they could trust the things that had been discussed as focusing on 

the best interest of the school and students.  Different members of the leadership 

group shared their thoughts with the departments.  Time was set aside for the 

departments to start talking about their issues and long term plans and goals as 

they were looking forward to the school year, (Research Journal, August 22-23, 

2013). 

 Teachers are a powerful change agent to accomplish the goal of literacy; my early 

meetings with several teachers informed me that this campus environment was ready for 

powerful change.  The subject of “change” was in every conversation and I noted that the 

teachers were instructionally strong and yet had this literacy issue that they could not 

solve.  Wow!  What a wonderful endeavor and their desires were parallel to my own 

belief in literacy.  In Interview I had with Sarah she said,  

I think you value students, you value teachers, just as a general rule that drives 

your vision…I saw the principal role as someone to articulate a vision and goals 

for the year – to articulate the expectations for the literacy coaches and primarily 

outside of the vision piece was the accountability piece, (Interview I, Sarah, June 

5, 2013). 

 The vision for this campus was tied to my beliefs as principal, and the vision for 

this campus was also a part of my deep belief in the need for literacy which would 
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depend on students and teachers; my vision and beliefs were noted by the faculty.  A 

principal has to have the courage to lead, plan, and envision what we can become. My 

beliefs about reaching a new level in literacy focused on what the teachers were capable 

of doing.   

 We had quite a lot of teachers that jumped on board because they do believe in the 

kids and they believe in what the kids are capable of.  And since you addressed it, 

gave time to do it, and stayed on top of it – that told everyone that you actually 

believed in it and not just the literacy but that you believe that students could do 

more and that we needed to have high expectations from them.  And that‟s not all, 

but that the teachers could also get them there.  You were positive about it and 

you made light of the demands that were taking place related to the work that 

teachers were going to need to do.  But you were always positive and always 

encouraging and always showing that you believed in them.  I think that helped 

the teachers stay positive about it as well.  And values are things that are 

important to us.  It was important for me to know that you actually knew this kind 

of student and that you were from this area and your values were more than 

making high scores on the EOC test but you wanted more for them – you wanted 

them to be successful outside of school, (Interview I, Vicky, June 6, 2013). 

 I also believe literacy leads to successful performance in all content areas.   It is 

for that reason that I steered the campus efforts towards disciplinary literacy via the 

recursive process.  Communicating my belief about literacy leading to high performance 
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in the content areas was done through research and articles; this action underscores the 

importance and relevance of the school-wide efforts.  I worked through the department 

heads to review the research that was available about literacy leading to better 

performance and allowed them to judge this against their own beliefs.  At the September 

5, 2012 Department Head Meeting I presented the research and it was discussed: 

At this meeting we looked over the research-based instruction.  We talked about 

high yield and research-based strategies that could get us a quick performance 

increase. In this model we were able to see that extending thinking strategies such 

as writing or discussion or Socratic seminar, would have been very good and 

strong and effective in achieving a greater percentile gain. We also discussed how 

important it would be to get a common planning time so that the departments and 

the literacy coaches would be able to meet so that they could discuss the different 

types of literacy that we were hoping to achieve. In planning the professional 

development that was about to take place, I talked with these coaches in the 

department about how they could help in teaching teachers how to understand [the 

disciplinary literacy(ies)]. (Research Journal, Department Head Meeting, 

September 5, 2012). 

My argument for disciplinary literacy is connected with beliefs in the importance of 

literacy; not only is literacy essential to each discipline but teachers have the power to 

produce deeper content knowledge.  My lone belief became a shared belief as the voices 
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of many began to confirm that literacy is a crucial aspect in the school-wide work that we 

would accomplish.   

A Shared Belief in Literacy  

When I first arrived at my campus, I studied the school-wide data and noted 

several problem areas.  These problem areas showed that the campus had been investing 

large amounts of time and energy in intervention supports at the cost of core instruction.  

The performance data suggested that standardized testing, which encourages pull-out 

tutoring to drill students on skill-building, could have been responsible for the price that 

was paid; the performance gap was also seen in Advanced Placement (AP) tests.   

 I value literacy and understand how difficult it is to reach the analytic and critical 

areas in text.  Thus, when I noted that students were falling behind and unprepared for the 

next steps, I was saddened to learn, from the group of teachers who came to see me, that 

the campus had lowered expectations for our students.  In an interview with Lady Jane, 

who was a part of the early implementation planning, she said this but she also offered 

hope for the desire of change,  

 [There was a group of teachers that put together the survey and checked out the 

school climate of the level of achievement of our students and across the broad 

teacher beliefs].  So I believe that there were more [teachers] that wanted to 

believe what the students could do and that teachers wanted to push students to do 

more – we wanted to expect more from the students and we did not want for the 
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students to just settle [for what they were receiving], (Interview I, Lady Jane, June 

6, 2013).   

 Therefore, some members of the faculty share the belief that teachers believed 

students were capable of more.  Literacy had to become a part of the climate for change 

and therein is the notion that school environments impact belief.  The whole school needs 

to support literacy as a crucial aspect of learning and we need to believe that it is 

attainable for all students.  Sarah stated: 

 My belief in literacy is a difficult concept to think to define and I‟m still grappling 

with it as that kind of work as a literacy coach I do believe in something that‟s 

achievable by all students.  I‟m recognizing more and more how much 

environment plays a role in literacy.  How much rigor and expectations play a role 

in how far students can achieve.  I realize how it‟s less and less about a certain 

population.  I think there is an idea out there that certain populations are 

predisposed to be more literate and others for whatever reason – that I guess I had 

permeated our culture and seeing more how that‟s really just a farce – that idea, 

(Interview I, Sarah, June 5, 2013). 

As a part of our process we asked the faculty for feedback on our disciplinary 

literacy practices at the end of the year (see Table 2).  Although there was a belief that 

literacy was crucial, about eight members of faculty provided negative or neutral 

feedback on the survey.  The majority of the faculty shares the belief that our efforts 

make a difference (13 literacy coaches, 18 teachers who were ready for the next step and 



87 
 

12 teachers who thought disciplinary literacy worked). Table 2 summarized the feedback 

from the teachers. 

Table 2 

Results of Survey from Teachers on May 29, 2013 

Positive 

 

33 comments 

Ready for Next 

Step 

18 

Thought it worked 

 

12 

Surprised at the 

result 

3 

Negative 

 

5 comments 

Wait for the Result 

then decide 

1 

Too much time 

 

2 

Struggled 

 

2 

 

I noted in my research journal: 

 Overall this is the breakdown of the responses (see Table 2) -  

It is evident from the comments that were provided by faculty and staff that 

teachers felt disciplinary literacy was a good investment of their time. There were 

only five comments that demonstrated that teachers felt that the time investment 

would only be proven through the resulting performance, needed to be interesting 

to the content area, or that struggles needed to be worked out before the strategy 

could be proven. Positive comments included suggestions for the future steps. 

There were 18 comments that showed teachers were ready for extending work 

related to reading, discussion, and extensions to the process in literacy. 12 

comments demonstrated an eagerness and enthusiasm for participating in the 

work. Three comments demonstrated a supportive surprise at how much kids were 
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able to do when there were high expectations interwoven in instruction, (Research 

Journal, Faculty Meeting, May 29, 2013). 

The data suggests that both the majority of the faculty and I share the belief that 

being literate includes being able to be successful in their content areas.  The campus 

appears to view disciplinary literacy with mixed and varied views.  Ultimately a majority 

of the faculty did demonstrate their follow-through with the practices by the end of the 

year. 

A Belief in Collaboration to Achieve the Goal 

 A facet of our disciplinary literacy work includes collaboration and the unified 

work of teachers in their respective content areas.  The data demonstrate that the 

collaborative process between the literacy coaches and content area teachers is a 

prominent characteristic in this study as well as a process in which I engaged.  

Collaboration served as vehicle to come together, reflect, and discuss disciplinary literacy 

and the learning taking place throughout the campus.  The literacy coach and content area 

teacher(s) establish a common meeting time to sit down and discuss the goals of the 

lesson and the literacy method draws out a depth of learning.  Together we learn to 

understand the important process of reflecting and discussing the content objective and 

aligning the literacy method in order to plan for the disciplinary activities.  

 There was a focus and a multilevel framework designed to give everyone multiple 

opportunities to improve. It took the burden off of any one individual with the 

writing. Everybody was involved so I think because there was a plan in place and 



89 
 

because the task was very well-defined – writing, writing, writing – and 

everybody was going to do it. And it didn‟t matter in what class the student was in 

– they were expected to write. And there was a coach right next to them, standing 

there to help them. That was good, (Interview II, Lavonne, June 7, 2013). 

 The data reveal that the collaborative process is a challenge for the literacy 

coaches although they support the work and believe in it.  The literacy coach and content 

area team collaborate on how might the literacy for the learning objective look like.  

Combining the expertise of both the literacy coach and content area teacher creates the 

opportunities for disciplinary literacy in the lessons. Lady Jane describes a collaborating 

session with a math teacher below:   

It was very painful for her to stop her lessons in order to implement the literacy 

strategies that we were having her to do. But you could see her growing and so 

are the students and I know she was so surprised at the end when we added the 

Socratic seminar (reading selection, inquiry, discussion).  She was surprised 

because her kids were all involved and on board and doing a great job… It was a 

breakthrough for her, (Interview III, Lady Jane, July 1, 2013). 

The content area teachers use literacy to know the student understands the content 

and can explain it. In addition to this, the belief in collaboration supports achieving the 

goal of improving content area knowledge.  The findings demonstrate that: 

 Overall the comments [from learning walk participants] suggested that core 

content area teachers are working very hard and have wonderfully disciplined 
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learning environments. The data suggests there is a favorable opportunity to 

increase efforts in instructional methods, thinking rigor and focus learning – 

enriched questions. As the principal, I see a need for professional development 

and one-to-one support for teachers and methods and the use of literacy to impact 

rigorous instruction; as well as the need to coach individual teachers towards 

greater demands from students, (Learning Walk Feedback Letter, November 14, 

2012). 

 The collaboration among the groups supports development of literacy practices 

one step at a time as well as allows for the teachers to take a “learning by doing” 

approach (Dufour, Dufour, Eaker, & Many, 2010).  Sarah reflects,  

I think from this experience this year as a literacy coach I was able to recognize 

that we don‟t have to try [to do it all] at the same time, we need to just go for one 

[area] and once we start with one we can work on the others. I think that‟s 

something that maybe a lot of teachers here at Northwest High School have 

recognized, we can‟t just say that there‟s too much to tackle. I don‟t know what to 

do. We‟re going to start with something and we started with writing and the 

writing is what we are going to tackle. The next year there will be something new 

like reading and I imagine the following year [there will be] “the new something” 

we will incorporate. I think my belief changed from thinking this is a complex 

problem and we need to try several things at once to recognize the benefit of 

focusing on one problem area, (Interview I, Sarah, June 5, 2013). 
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 The literacy coaches identify that the work in disciplinary literacy is founded in 

our beliefs and strengthened through multiple processes occurring simultaneously.  As 

literacy coaches reflect on the literacy work that has taken place, new ideas emerge that 

offer ways to improve. 

I wish we had had more time to follow up on all of the writing that we had 

engaged in and I haven‟t yet figured out how we would do that. To make use of it, 

and to have it help guide the next step for students as they are working through 

reading and writing and thinking. [Okay, so you‟re thinking there needs to be a 

„conferencing‟ piece [with students]?] „Yes!‟ We need to add that to the plan and 

the process, (Interview II, Lavonne, June 7, 2013).  

 The evidence suggests that the theory of disciplinary literacy is made concrete 

through the process of learning by doing, allows the results to inform practice, and 

enables plans for the next step in the process. 

A Belief that Teamwork and School-wide Approaches are Effective 

 In this study, teamwork is the spirit of the school-wide team.  Because of this 

prominent disposition, I endeavor to go school-wide with disciplinary literacy.  At 

Northwest High School, the spirit of teamwork is demonstrated at the onset of the school 

year and continues today.  Both students and teachers demonstrate, by what I observe, the 

notion that doing this literacy emphasis is good for kids.   

I value teamwork because together we accomplish more than if we work in 

isolation.  The work of the greater team, that is, all the adults, also facilitates the school-
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wide approach in the way that most teachers try to get on board with disciplinary literacy; 

and that is necessary if the instructional approach is going to lead students to better 

performance in their classes as well as raise expectations for student learning.  Vicky 

states,  

 When we were working with the other disciplines we found that it was sometimes 

hard and that gave opportunity for collaboration to expand our minds in seeing 

how we could tie this into science, or how it would be used in math, and how it 

would be used in other content. And working together we could all sit and 

collaborate, and sometimes with even other coaches. I found myself doing things 

that were across the curriculum as a result of the work with content area teachers, 

and I saw that we became aware of when the kids were starting to make 

connections, (Interview I, Vicky, June 6, 2013). 

Although there are many teams, and each discipline has its own focus, each team is able 

to contribute to the common development of the progressive goal.  This suggests that 

teams are inspired to customize the disciplinary process to suit their content areas; and, 

the ideas and strategies came from their own inventions.  Sarah reflects on the process,  

 They realized that I was not trying to change them, their classroom or their lesson. 

They realized I was just trying to help them incorporate literacy into their content 

area through something like rewording a question or having an extension exercise 

to what they were already doing to help benefit their students…I thought that was 

done well…and then by the end of the year it was pretty much like, “I think I got 
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this, this is the plan I laid out for myself,” and then they were asking, “what do 

you think, is this good?”  And I could see they were going in the right direction, 

(Interview III, Sarah, June 10, 2013).  

 The school-wide approach is intended to move the campus forward incrementally 

and collectively.  This notion is not “discussed” explicitly by me but it is the undercurrent 

of the process that has been implemented early in the 2012-2013 school year as teams 

collaborated, reflected and discussed disciplinary literacy.  The data demonstrates that I 

invest significant amounts of time throughout the year to support the collaborations in its 

many forms; and this demonstrates my belief in teamwork.  Teachers worked with 

literacy coaches on other methodology to delve deeper into their contents. The added 

attention creates a supportive environment where content can improve because of 

teamwork. Lady Jane says this: 

 I didn‟t think there was not any one part that contributed to student performance 

but I do think that there are certain parts. The teacher modeling in the classroom 

alongside the literacy coach - I think that was one step that played an important 

role. I also felt that the individual meetings between the content teachers and the 

literacy coaches was also helpful and played an important role in student 

performance. For me I felt the major one with [the] problem-solving sessions we 

had between principal and literacy coaches because we could talk about what was 

going on with teachers. Especially after we had coaching sessions where we had 

worked with content area teachers – because we could come back and share out. I 
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just felt like the teacher modeling, the individual meetings to help the teachers be 

better teachers in the classroom, to teach the students how to write, and the 

problem-solving sessions – these were the things I thought pointed us towards 

student performance, (Interview III, Lady Jane, July 1, 2013). 

The literacy coach collaborations inform the school-wide approaches in a manner 

that responds to the most recent cycle of observation data.  The data suggests teamwork is 

noted in the responses from coaches to the work that is documented in the disciplines.  

These meetings present the opportunity to ask literacy coaches “where are we” and 

“what‟s our next step,” in order to construct our immediate next move in our work which 

is based on teacher input and student data.  Vicky states: 

 And that helped us in our meetings because [it] gave us information about the 

status of the teachers and we related to the teachers and what they needed for their 

classes, their students, and we were able to use the feedback in order to help 

progress and continue down the path to success. The feedback helped to direct the 

improvement efforts and the work from beginning to the end. And we learned 

through trial and error about what was needed. Having the teachers on board was 

crucial for the success of the whole program; so getting their feedback, listening 

to their concerns, and even the positives helped us to know how to continue, 

(Interview II, Vicky, June 10, 2013). 

The school-wide approach to disciplinary literacy is a theme that continues 

through the school year.  Although there are different teams, the principal and literacy 
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coach team, the literacy coach and content area teacher team, the leadership team, the 

underlying belief is that of teamwork:  a unified belief, mission, and vision for 

disciplinary literacy.  

The campus is growing in its knowledge of disciplinary literacy and the structures 

and processes for the approach develop over time based on these beliefs. The following 

section discusses the structures that support the school-wide practices. 

Structure:  Growing over Time 

 In the “Structures” section I discuss the timeline of the monthly activities which 

comprise the infrastructure of the events that support school-wide disciplinary literacy.  

These monthly activities recur and follow the same pattern outlined in the Context of the 

Study section. These activities parallel the steps I initiate through the first month of 

school that is mentioned and demonstrates how the structures and processes work 

together.   

Structures in this study are organized monthly events under which the school-

wide activities supporting disciplinary literacy are assembled.  In addition to my beliefs, 

these structures are advised either through my own knowledge in the research or from 

input offered by the department heads or literacy coaches.  The structures include: 

planning for professional development, the infrastructures, and the processes. 
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Planning for Professional Development in Faculty Meetings 

After the first month activities, August – September, 2012, literacy coaches and I 

reviewed student work and we realized that the teachers had different literacy 

backgrounds.  Conferences with literacy coaches were held to determine their level of 

comfort with working with content area teachers. I wanted to find ways to embed 

professional development into the school day, and I worked with the calendar that had 

been created. I selected the faculty meetings as the place to embed ongoing professional 

development (see below Table 3). 

The data show that embedded professional development in faculty meetings is a 

major structure I create with seven occurrences throughout 2012-2013.  The work I 

conduct between meetings includes obtaining input through the department head 

meetings and other teacher leader meetings.  In these meetings I often introduce my 

thoughts about next steps for disciplinary literacy.  These sessions involve discussion 

which leads to joint decisions on the next steps that are introduced at the next faculty 

meetings.  For example, “Core Department Meeting” (September 24, 2012) reads: 

Disciplinary Literacy – what do you think is needed next?   First faculty meeting 

– Studying student work (how to get 1-3 pieces monthly).  Expository Writing – 

What does this look like in the department?  Where are we going with this?  What 

do teachers need? (draft of the agenda) 
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Working through various meetings is one strategy I use so that staff members plan 

literacy together, ask questions and receive information.  At the faculty meeting on 

September 26, 2012, I wrote in my research journal: 

As I reflected about the first faculty meeting I realize how important it was going 

to be for me to provide coaches sufficient coaching time for the work with content 

area teachers, (Research Journal, September 26, 2012). 

With the help of literacy coaches and department heads we are able to work through 

the mindsets teachers have about literacy in their content area by studying student work 

and noting the discussions about what content area teachers are discussing. These faculty 

meetings help me to plan for professional development because they provide the 

discussion points that I can bring into my other collaborative meetings between myself 

and department heads and literacy coaches.   
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Figure 9.  Studying student work feedback in the contents from faculty meeting 

November 28, 2012.  (Data Files of OCR Folders of Campus Activities, November Set 3 

File) 

 

It is an important part of my structure to include student work to inform the process 

during professional development sessions. Informal surveys are also a part of the 
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professional development that occurs during faculty meetings, and the teachers share 

their own self-disclosed target areas for improvement.  The information that teachers 

provide is by me and the literacy coaches.  The literacy coaches and I work to develop the 

activities for the faculty based on the teacher survey data.  Vicky states it like this, 

I think that the professional development that was embedded in the faculty 

meetings was critical to the overall success.  And I also think the meetings that we 

[the principal and literacy coach team meetings] had sort of served as professional 

development [for coaches] because we had been so used to the types of initiatives 

that were started but not supported through professional development and 

training.  So as we addressed it during waiver days and faculty meetings and 

meeting with the teachers as literacy coaches we noted a pattern of recurrence that 

didn‟t allow for the initiative to fail.  And it also communicated a strong message 

to the faculty that this initiative was here to stay and the response in January 

demonstrated an acceptance that this was here to stay.  And part of the 

professional development is a consistency in the pacing in which it evolved.  In 

second semester it was revisited strongly with the first waiver day in January and 

then the expectations grew because we had goals that we needed to meet in March 

and in May, (Interview III, Vicky, July 1, 2013). 

 The 2012-2013 feedback obtained through the informal surveys was acquired 

from the faculty three times:  At midyear (December 19, 2012, Faculty Meeting) it is 

solicited to determine where we are in regards to the learning process; in the spring (April 
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10, 2013, Feedback from Content Area Teachers) feedback is also solicited to inform us 

of the support needs by literacy coaches to propel the disciplinary efforts towards a strong 

year-end project;  and the end of the year (May 29, 2013, Disciplinary Literacy Feedback 

for the Year) communicates the overall opinion of whether the teachers feel the 

professional learning in disciplinary literacy makes a difference and to inform our 2013-

2014 practices.   

Although the majority of the teaching faculty seems to be committed to applying the 

disciplinary literacy method in their discipline, there are some who feel it takes away 

from their own content delivery.  By April 2013, literacy coaches feel that the majority of 

teachers, however, are ready for more demanding literacy tasks (see Figure 10).   

Figure 10 is a summary of the comments by literacy coaches about moving forward with 

the professional development in the disciplines as a thrust for the content areas prior to 

the testing season.  Overall embedding the professional development in the faculty 

meetings is noted to be “a good investment of content teachers‟ time,” (Research Journal, 

May 29, 2013).  The year-end data (Table 2) demonstrates that the majority of teachers 

support the work in disciplinary literacy and literacy coaches are committed to continuing 

the disciplinary literacy practices into the 2013-2014 school year.   
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April 9 Meeting with Literacy Coaches – Survey to teachers 

At this meeting we met as principal in literacy coaches to discuss the results of the faculty meeting input. 

Literacy coaches evaluated our steps at this point. And honest conversation with had about the status of the 

writing process overall is the school.  

Overall writing practice:  

It is really evident that writing has improved in the school. 

You can tell that this culture has a new mindset about writing as it relates to the school. 

It doesn‟t seem like writing a scary to our students anymore. 

I think that it made a difference that we did this process school-wide. 

I also feel that we have been changing not just the school culture but also content area teachers mindsets, they 

now realize how little they were teaching related to literacy skills and they realize what they needed to do.  

I think that teachers finally really realize that they did not make the connection between content area 

instruction and the overall literacy for their discipline. 

The writing surprised content area teachers – that the kids actually “did” writing with varying levels of 

success. 

Writing in preparation for testing: 

I have been seeing a lot of testing readiness. 

I have seen students utilizing the resources available to them – dictionaries, thesauruses, and research 

resources. 

I observe students taking writing seriously during the EOC and TAKS testing, students wrote with readiness 

and fluidly. I was shocked to note that kids were done in two and half hours – and they wrote three essays. 

Our struggling students wrote for the entire four hours, and I only notice one or two overall who did not 

finish the third essay. 

While students were doing the reading test, I notice writing in the margins, underlining and other reading 

strategies, and evident processing speed as they read. 

We need to teach other strategies related to testing readiness and core content. 

Next Steps: 

I think that reading needs to be the next big step we take. 

I would agree with that, we need to now make the connection between reading, writing, and thinking. 

We need to be careful about calling text – reading, because core content teachers will have a hard time 

making the connection just like we started the writing process. 

Overall the faculty was surprised by the way we embarked on this process. I think we should start now 

instead of wait till next school year. Especially since many of the teachers have communicated the desire to 

start the next step – whatever that might be. 

Figure 10.  Meeting with literacy coaches to discuss upcoming faculty survey and next 

steps April 9, 2013.  (Research Journal, April 9, 2013). 

 

Infrastructural Designs 

As a part of the data collection process I maintain a research journal of all the 

campus activities related to the school-wide work in disciplinary literacy.  Table 3 

provides the structure in timeline format of the activities that occurred during each month 



102 
 

of the school year.  The recurring types of activities are what construct the infrastructure 

in Table 3 below.  The nature of this work with content area teams was adaptive and 

develops in small increments.  As previously described, the preliminary work introduces 

general literacy practices (which emphasize writing).  By September 2012, the work with 

the disciplines is expanded to include the guidance of a literacy coach working with the 

content area whole group.  By mid-September, facets of disciplinary work are launched 

through the collaborative process between coaches and content area teams.  The 

infrastructure supports the professional development that is still needed and ongoing.  

The disciplinary literacy focus in the disciplines is a campus priority and it is 

strengthened by the infrastructure of activities outlined in Table 3. 

Altogether there are fifty events in 2012-2013 school year that were designed to 

support the disciplinary work in the content areas.  The following subsections are data 

describing how each type of event is organized into the monthly activities across the 

school year.  These monthly activities include 1) Core Department Meetings, 2) Waiver 

Days, 3) English Language Arts/Reading Department Meetings, 4) Learning Walks, 5) 

Faculty Meetings, 6) Literacy Coaches Meetings, 7) Literacy Coach and Content Teacher 

Team Meetings. 
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Table 3:   

Timeline of Disciplinary Literacy Activities by Month 
Month Summary of Activities:  

(6) Core Department Meetings, (5) Waiver Days, (4) ELAR Dept. Meetings, (9) Learning Walks,  

(7) Faculty Meetings, (10) Literacy Coaches Meetings, (9) Literacy Coach & Content Teacher Team Meetings 

August 

2012 

August 10 

Department 

Head Mtg. 

August 22-23 

Waiver Day 

     

September 

2012 

September 4 

ELAR Dept. 

Mtg. 

September 10 

Core Dept. 

Mtg. 

September 

14 

Waiver Day 

September 17 

ELAR Dept. 

Mtg. 

Sept. 19 

Learning 

Walk 

September 26 

Faculty 

Meeting 

 

October 

2012 

October 1 

ELAR Mtg. 

October 29 

ELAR  Mtg. 

October 4 

I teach-you 

teach 

collaborative 

October 8 

Literacy 

Coaches 

Mtg. 

October 9-29 

Lit. Coach & 

Content 

Planning 

October 18 

Lead Coach 

Mtg. 

October 26 

Learning 

Walk 

October 

31 

Faculty 

Meeting 

November 

2012 

November 5 

Waiver Day 

November  

5-13  

Lit. Coach & 

Content 

Planning 

November 7 

Literacy 

Coaches 

Mtg. 

November 

13-14 

Learning 

Walk 

November 

28 

 Literacy 

Coaches 

Mtg. 

  

December 

2012 

December 12 

Learning 

Walk 

December  

1-11 L C 

Content 

Planning 

Dec. 19 

 Faculty 

Meeting 

December 19 

Core 

Department 

Mtg./Survey 

   

January 

2013 

January 7 

Waiver Day 

January 11 

Lead Coach 

Mtg. 

January  

17-18 LC & 

Content 

Planning 

January 23  

Core 

Department 

Mtg. 

January 25 

Learning 

Walk 

January 30 

Faculty 

Meeting 

 

February 

2013 

February 1 

Waiver Day 

February 13 

Content 

Planning 

February 28 

Learning 

Walk 

    

March 

2013 

March 26 

Learning 

Walk 

March 27 

Faculty 

Meeting 

     

April 

2013 

 

April 9 

Literacy 

Coach Mtg. 

April 10 

Core 

Department 

Mtg./Survey 

April 17 

Faculty 

Meeting 

April 17 

Literacy 

Coach Mtg. 

April 16 

Learning 

Walk 

April 18- 

May 17 

Content Planning on 

Culminating Project 

May 

2013 

May 15 

LC and Cont. 

Planning for 

Mastery 

Lesson 

May 21 

 Lit. Coach 

and Content 

Teacher Team 

Lesson 

May 21 

Learning 

Walk 

May 22 

Literacy 

Coach Mtg. 

May 29 

Faculty 

Meeting 

May 29 

Core 

Department 

Mtg./Survey 

 

June 

2013 

June 7 

Literacy 

Coach Mtg. 

June 10 

Literacy 

Coach Mtg. 

Test Results 
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 Core department meetings.  The Core Department Meetings had originally 

started as Department Head Meetings and the terms are used interchangeably in the data.  

These are meetings with the content area department heads as well as members of the 

administrative team.  Because the start of the year Master Schedule did not offer common 

planning times, at mid-year, the entire master schedule is reconstructed in order to offer 

core departments the common time that is needed for planning.   

My primary focus with the department head meetings is to discuss the intermittent 

performance in the content areas during the year and disciplinary literacy; keep in mind, 

during the 2012-2013 school year, the End-of-Course (EOC) exam was administered in 

all four core subjects with English being divided into a Reading and Writing exam. After 

the midyear break, the core departments are able to meet every Wednesday a scheduled 

time.  At least one time per month I discuss literacy expectations, outcomes, and 

performance needs during these meetings as I recorded in my research journal.  There 

were six events I record in my research journal where activities are structured to support 

disciplinary literacy development. 

 Waiver days.  The Waiver Days are whole-day professional development days.  

They extend professional learning involving the faculty in the reading and responding to 

literature available in disciplinary and academic literacy research.  The waiver day 

agendas are developed in collaboration with department heads and literacy coaches.    

The waiver days are also an extended learning time between literacy coaches and content 

teams, and are facilitated by the literacy coaches.  Six waiver days were devoted to 
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disciplinary literacy from August 22, 2012 - February 1, 2013.  This investment 

communicates to the faculty that the disciplinary work is a school-wide focus for the 

campus and that content area teachers are not expected to do this without support.   

Sarah states,   

I think the professional development [was] important for other staff members to 

give input.  You know we work closely with our group and they work closely 

with us but it‟s always great to have someone else who has a different perspective 

on how to approach disciplinary literacy to come in and say, “Hey, [have you] 

thought about this?” Also many of them [content teachers] said it was good for 

them to see what their fellow teachers were doing gave them some ideas too,” 

(Interview II, Sarah, June 10, 2013). 

 The waiver days offers a variety of literacy supports and specific methods 

trainings:  Socratic seminar, philosophical chairs, questioning, model classroom 

instruction, and lesson planning for disciplinary literacy.  Literacy coaches work with 

content area teacher teams to offer general to very specific literacy guidance, for example 

Figure 11 is a general literacy strategy.   
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The Short Answer APE Formula: 

 
Follow this formula to answer short answer questions correctly and efficiently each time.  Be concise but thorough.  Read the selection 

carefully.  

Step 1:   

 Answer the question. 

 The author uses ___(literary/rhetorical device)__ to demonstrate the ____(answer)____. 

 Fill in the blanks with the device YOU think the author uses to express YOUR answer. 

 DO NOT add anything after your answer- “because”, “since”, “so”, “and”, etc. do not belong here!!! 

Step 2: 

 Prove your answer. 

 Your proof for your answer should be a quote directly taken from the text.  Lift the words directly from the story. 

The proof must prove or support your answer. 

 You MUST embed your quote. YOU start this sentence with YOUR explanation, embed the quote to continue your 

explanation, then finish your thought. 

o Ex. Steinbeck revealed “a dread of west and a love of east” in many of his works.  

 Don’t forget to put the quote in quotations marks. 

Step 3: 

 Explain your proof. 

 Explain how your quote successfully proves or supports your answer to the question.   

 Why does the author say this? 

Step 4: 

 + (Plus) 

 Ask yourself:   

 “What does the author apparently want me to think about the subject after reading the work?” 

 “What does the author want me to learn from this?”  

 You must put this into one or two sentences fully expressing a deep, insightful understanding of the work. 

 In the one or two sentences, you must connect your deep, insightful understanding to your answer. 

 

A:_____________________________________________________________ 

P:_____________________________________________________________ 

E:_____________________________________________________________ 

+:_____________________________________________________________ 

Figure 11.  The Short answer APE formula – answer, prove, explain.  (Data Files of 

Literacy in the Disciplines, APE Strategy). 

 

 

Literacy coaches also work with content area teachers to offer more disciplinary guidance 

in content such as Figures 11 and 12.  The rubric below is used by the teachers and 

provides the students the content and literacy objective of the lesson.  It demonstrates to 

students 1) the depth of knowledge needed to satisfy the expectation, 2) what evidence 
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needs to be included to demonstrate the proof, and 3) how to concisely communicate the 

outcome.    

Prompt: 

There are two forms of a Quadratic Function, the Vertex Form  and the Standard 

Form Please explain how the values of  in the Vertex Form of a quadratic 

equation affects the transformation of the function‟s graph. 

Category 3 2 1 0 

Introduction Information is 

restated and 

described using 

mathematical 

knowledge 

Vocabulary is 

defined 

Information is 

restated and 

vocabulary is 

defined, but the 

information is not 

described using 

mathematical 

knowledge 

Information is 

restated only 

Does not describe 

the prompt  at all 

Proof and 

Explanation 

A(3 proofs), h(2 

proofs  and K(2 

proofs)  are stated 

with explanations 

and math 

terminolgy 

A(3 proofs), h(2 

proofs  and K(2 

proofs)  are stated 

with exp lanations 

but without math 

terminology 

A(3 proofs), h(2 

proofs  and K(2 

proofs)  are stated 

with no 

explanations of 

transformations 

a, h and k are not 

stated/ explanation 

does not comply 

with the prompt 

(talked about 

something else) 

Conclusion Answer is stated in 

terms of the 

question and is 

explained 

State answer in 

terms of the 

question but has no 

explanation 

The answer is 

stated but not in 

terms of the 

question 

Answer is not 

stated 

Spelling & 

Grammer  

(CUPS- 

Capitalization, 

Usage, 

Punctuation, 

Spelling) 

Every sentence 

correctly uses 

capitalization, 

punctuation and 

spelling. 

One sentence 

contains a misuse of 

capitalization, 

punctuation, or 

spelling. 

Two sentences 

contain a misuse 

of capitalization, 

punctuation, or 

spelling. 

Three or more 

sentences conatin a 

misuse of 

capitalization, 

punctuation, or 

spelling. 

Figure 12.  Example of content area rubric – Algebra II.  (Data Files of Literacy in the 

Disciplines, Algebra II Short Answer/Essay Rubric). 

 

 English language arts/reading department meetings.  The ELAR Meetings are 

the starting place for disciplinary literacy focus of this study.  The ELAR meetings 

involve the discussion of the performance conditions as a result of the EOC from the 

prior year.  The ELAR meetings is where the one literacy coach to three content area 

teacher ratio was created and developed into the model we are now following. 
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 In 2012-2013, the ELAR meetings informed the larger faculty practice until 

October 4, 2012 when the English/Reading teachers were formally introduced as “literacy 

coaches.”  The ELAR department did continue to meet to discuss the content areas; 

however the focus of the ELAR meetings was not always devoted to disciplinary literacy 

since the literacy coaches group had been created and they had their own meeting times. 

 Learning walks.  The Learning Walks are scheduled monthly classroom 

observations focusing on the professional development implementation at a given time.  

The purpose of the learning walk is to inform practices.  In 2012-2013, there were nine 

learning walks scheduled and all but one walk focuses on five areas of improvement:   

1) disciplinary literacy, 2) instructional rigor, 3) questioning, 4) instructional methods, 

and 5) student engagement.   

 I lead the majority of the learning walks; the reason I do is to obtain first-hand 

knowledge of how disciplinary literacy is being developed.  Due to their own teaching 

schedules the literacy coaches rarely facilitate learning walks.  A feedback letter for the 

learning walk is provided to the faculty and it helps to set the tone at faculty meetings 

where disciplinary literacy collaboration takes place. 

 Faculty meetings.  Faculty meetings are intended for embedded professional 

development in disciplinary literacy.  Teachers are required to bring with them student 

work.  At the faculty meeting time is provided so that the literacy coach has the 

opportunity to study student work and lead the discussion and reflection relating to the 

practices and next steps. 
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 Faculty meetings are an important structure that provides literacy coaches with 

the level of individual development taking place with the content area teachers.  The 

content area teachers also share their comments about the structure of the meetings.  The 

discussion assists contents to broaden ideas on how to reach deeper content knowledge 

utilizing the different literacy methods.  In 2012-2013, there were seven faculty meetings 

that devoted to disciplinary literacy discussion and reflection.  The following figures 

provide examples of discipline specific literacy strategies that were developed.   

 Figure 13 illustrates an analysis that a historian may conduct in order to 

communicate the causes of the settlement patterns in the U.S.  To communicate this 

learning objective, the content area teacher selects the essay format to demonstrate the 

level of knowledge the student may display as well as the critique or analysis based on 

textual evidence.  This example uses multiple literacies in the content and it is rigorously 

tied to a detailed rubric which will be scored by a peer and the teacher. 

 Figure 14 asks the physicist to demonstrate the understanding by explaining the 

difference between traverse and longitudinal waves.  The student may not just explain 

his/her rationale, but he/she is expected to use key vocabulary as well as provide an 

example of each type of wave.  This example follows the answer-prove-explain (APE) 

strategy; and also incorporates expanded paragraphs, critical reading, and explanation of 

the content.   

 Figure 15 illustrates the on-going expectation for students to be fluent in 

mathematical language using critical reading and making meaning-connections in math.  
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The student shows his/her work, which when translated means to demonstrate 

mathematical thinking and meta-cognition expressively.  This example demonstrates the 

mathematical reading, cognitive, and writing processes which go beyond a general drill 

and skill exercise.
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Figure 13.  Sample of U.S. History text analysis and essay rubric. (Data Files of Literacy in the Disciplines, US History) 
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Figure 14. Sample of Physics short answer. (Data Files of Literacy in the Disciplines, Physics.  
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Figure 15.  Sample of Algebra I word problems.  (Data Files of Literacy in the Disciplines, Algebra I). 

 



114 
 

 Literacy coaches meetings.  The Literacy Coaches Meetings are another 

opportunity to collaborate with the literacy coaches regarding the practices that would 

contribute to the continuous improvement model we are following.  At these meetings, 

ten in all, I talk with literacy coaches about their own meetings with the different content 

areas teams and the talking points in disciplinary literacy.  During these meetings, 

opportunities for challenging work in the disciplines, and the overall quality of the 

student work that is being produced are discussed.   

 The literacy coaches meeting is the place where I make an attempt to nurture a 

relationship with the coaches. Since this is a confidential discussion regarding individual 

teachers, I speak to them about confidentiality.  I trust and believe in each literacy coach 

and together they themselves offer each other encouragement and support in their 

difficult tasks.  Some of the 13 literacy coaches are individuals in different disciplines 

who have a strong grasp of the literacy work in the disciplines.  These additional literacy 

coaches are identified by the ELAR department in September 2012 because the ELAR 

department wanted to divide the faculty into smaller content area teams.  Altogether the 

literacy coaches are comprised from the following teaching areas:  six ELAR, one PE, 

CTE, Social Studies, Spanish, Librarian, and two AVID.  Lady Jane stated,  

I felt that [more time was needed] with literacy coaches to teachers. I heard it 

several times and I felt that there was never enough time to sit down and plan 

what needed to be done.  And me, personally, I wanted to help more than I could 

– because of time, (Interview III, Lady Jane, July 1, 2013).   
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Although faculty meeting time and common planning time is provided, the request from 

literacy coaches is to provide for more structured time so that they can plan with their 

content area teams. 

 Literacy coach and content teacher team meetings.  These meetings were first 

formalized in October 2012 as a result of realizing that general professional development 

in disciplinary and academic literacy from August and September was not enough to 

support each content area teacher.  In addition to the ELAR suggestion of the one-to-

three teams, the ELAR group also feels that it is beneficial to provide “I teach, you teach” 

collaboration between the literacy coach and the content area teachers.  The October 4
th

 I 

teach/you teach meeting is favorably received and makes a strong impression on the 

entire campus about improving disciplinary literacy practices.  Vicky reflects:   

We brought in other very talented teachers, writing teachers, and then that‟s when 

you…called [us] literacy coaches. And that‟s where it all just grew and grew. The 

collaboration started growing and the teachers were becoming more and more on 

board because it was becoming personal… one literacy coach and three teachers 

and it was not just the principal doing a little something but it was more about the 

relationship and not just …a little guiding.  I think it was rocky in the beginning 

but when they saw that it was consistent when you as the principal made them 

realize that this [was] here to stay, (especially in second semester when they saw 

that it was still being addressed) and the literacy coaches kept contacting them, 

that‟s when they‟ll really jumped on board and that‟s when I think we got the 
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great success that we had by the end of the year, (Interview I, Vicky, June 6, 

2013). 

Between October 2012 and November 2012 we transferred the literacy across the 

curriculum into the disciplinary literacy.  This transfer is different for each content area 

teacher, but by my observation, it is happening through the collaboration between the 

literacy coach and the content area teams starting off their focus on the content objective, 

followed by creating their authentic representation of content knowledge expressed 

through a recommended literacy strategy.  This transfer over occurs because disciplinary 

literacy now incorporates the large pieces we note as disciplinary:  content-specific 

knowledge, questioning, discussion, rubric, product, and feedback.  The monthly process 

gave us an opportunity to inspect the work we are expecting and make timely adjustments 

to our structured activities to grow our program over time.  Although there were nine 

scheduled collaborative sessions between literacy coach and content teacher teams, the 

literacy coaches met with individuals and teams outside of these scheduled events during 

2012-2013. 

Teachers using the disciplinary literacy methods generate a lot of written student 

work.  The content area teachers are at a loss about how to grade it.  The literacy coaches 

provide the content area teachers with guidance documents so that they do not feel 

unsupported between faculty meetings or one-to-three content meetings.  Table 4 is an 

insert in the November 28, 2012 faculty meeting agenda. 
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Table 4 

Roles of the Literacy Coach and Content Teacher 

Literacy Coach Content Teacher 

Can give content teacher feedback on what they are doing 
in the writing process in use 
 
Can give ideas about how to move to the next step in 
writing in the content 
 
Can comment on student work (but does not grade student 
writing) and can point out places that would strengthen 
content instruction 
 
Does not evaluate content person as a writing teacher yet is 
willing to listen to how the content teacher is moving 
forward with writing in the class 
 
Can meet with the content teacher and touch base on areas 
of support 

Literacy and Writing in the content is a school-wide effective 
strategy.   
 
Core classes should be moving to 1-page, 26 lined piece 
about 1/month starting now 
 
Non-Core may continue to write short answer but more 
writing is always preferred 
 
All Dual Credit/AP/Pre-AP classes need to move towards 
short-essay writing 
 
Content teachers need to focus on content and quality.  All 
students should be writing using correct mechanics and usage 
– but the primary focus is content/quality 

(Faculty Meeting Agenda, November 28, 2012). 

Summary of the Structured Activities 

Altogether Table 3 outlines fifty events informing the school-wide activities in 

disciplinary literacy.  These activities are interconnected and interrelated as an 

infrastructure in which the processes (collaboration, reflection and discussion) were 

informing and adapting the subsequent events within a given infrastructure.  The 

processes repeat again and again and are recursive (see Figure 7, Model of school-wide 

disciplinary literacy).  None of the activities are developed in isolation or by any one 

individual.  The work is sown through the process of collaboration, reflection and 

discussion.  Each action informs the next step in the process all the way up to the end of 

the school year.  And since each cycle informs the subsequent actions, the plan for 

disciplinary literacy adapts and changes on a continuing basis. 
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Processes 

As I study the data I realize I instituted a model for school-wide disciplinary 

literacy through my own procedural commitment to creating structures and processes.  

Figure 7 is the best way to describe the complexity of the structure and the intertwining 

processes.  This self-reflection indicates to me that my thinking is guided through the 

belief principles I discuss:  my beliefs in literacy, a shared belief in literacy, a belief in 

collaboration to achieve the goal, and a belief that teamwork and school-wide approaches 

are effective. 

The structures are the “what” of what we are doing.  The processes are the “how” 

of what we are doing.  The structure model for disciplinary literacy is based on activities 

that work together (see Table 3), through a process, over time.  Within each of those 

activities is a process (collaboration, reflection, discussion) that facilitates the growing in 

our knowledge and work in disciplinary literacy (see Figure 4).  So the processes are the 

practice or procedure I follow to arrive to the end. 

 Collaboration.  No protocol is available to follow to guide the literacy coaches 

and the content area teams.  They do not have prior knowledge about how to work 

collaboratively in order to embark on disciplinary literacy.  I simply applied what I 

believed would work in trying to obtain everyone‟s buy-in through collaboration so that 

we can start the process.  As such, the “Processes” are illustrated through the data as 

evolving through the meetings I structure early on.  
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 Buy-in is essential to kicking off the work in literacy. I do not want teachers 

spending so much time in planning for disciplinary literacy that they feel overly burdened 

by this new expectation.  I attempt to figure out a way to embed the processes during the 

regular school day.  At the onset of the 2012-2013 school year I worried that teachers 

would feel that too much time was taken from them.  This attitude could have 

inadvertently undermined the work and putting an end to the movement.  So, I create the 

opportunity to collaborate as a process within the structure so that the work could 

progress and operate in harmony in a systemic approach. 

 Figure 7 provides a visual of what this process encompasses every month and 

Figure 1 provides the timeline of early implementation steps that lead the campus 

towards disciplinary literacy – which itself is a process.  At the Core Department Meeting 

on October 22, 2012 the meeting agenda reads: 

 Items to discuss from Departments 

Disciplinary Literacy – 1:3 ELAR/Content teacher on 2 writing pieces for the 

October 31
st
 Faculty Meeting. 

Agenda for Faculty Meeting on October 31
st
, (Core Department Meeting, October 

22, 2012) 

 The processes that are created for the literacy coaches enable literacy coaches to 

collaborate with content area teams frequently.  This means that the teams need to be 

small in number so that the coach may be able to make that frequent contact.  Frequent 

contact is enabled through the same planning period as the content area teacher and the 
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opportunity the literacy coach has to establish the relationship – ultimately building 

momentum for our disciplinary literacy work.  In an interview with Lady Jane she states: 

This whole process left a huge impact on me as an educator-coach because it‟s the 

first time I‟ve ever seen something successfully implemented across campus.  In 

the past people came in and out and I could just cover over whatever they were 

expecting.  But this is actually just good teaching that is being implemented.  It‟s 

obvious change and the writing is making a huge mark on me because I realized 

that it‟s possible to change. And it‟s possible to teach even old teachers new 

tricks, (Interview II, Lady Jane, June 10, 2013). 

Sarah also states in her second interview that certain processes, like using the faculty 

meetings, are successful.  She states,  

So I‟m thinking about all the processes...the faculty meetings were important 

because of the expectation of student work.  I think that the literacy coach 

working [collaborating] with a small group was important.  I think the English 

department chair as a secondary resource was absolutely important.  The only 

structure that I wasn‟t sold on was [the day that the coaching] all took place in a 

single day, (Interview II, Sarah, June 10, 2013). 

The literacy coaches contribute to the process by offering input during our meetings 

together.  It is noted that the literacy coaches and content area teams need the opportunity 

during the school day and throughout the school year to invest in professional learning 

through collaboration: 
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The process started early on in September.  The process of connecting one literacy 

coach per three teachers (in order to have the one-on-one guidance for them) was 

so that teachers would feel more at ease in dealing with a teacher who was 

available to them at all times, (Interview II, Vicky, June 10, 2013). 

 I also reflect often about my processes and the effect it is making on teachers in 

regards to their learning in disciplinary literacy and how it is influencing students, too.  

The processes I create add to the structures which are already expectations:  faculty 

meetings, waiver days, or department meetings.   

In my research journal I reflect on the processes after I interviewed the coaches.  

The process for collaborating, reflecting and discussing “what we were doing” seem to be 

how the literacy coaches process the own learning that is taking place.  I recall having 

disciplinary literacy coaches‟ meetings as a place for coaches to collaborate and learn 

from each other.  I write, “The processes emerged as a result of the structure so that those 

practices that were most effective were the ones that the coaches discussed,” (Research 

Journal).   

I recognize that the structures of my design appear to be very clear because the 

events are explicit.  I also recognize that the processes of my design not as clear to 

literacy coaches or content area teachers because collaborating, reflecting, and discussing 

what is being learned is a new way of doing things.  Establishing the processes calls for 

patience and allowing time where it is needed to allow the teachers to manage change 

incrementally.   
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Reflection and discussion.  The data presents a case for reflection and discussion in 

order to inform practice; and reflection and discussion are another process that I created 

to support the developing ideas emerging from the collaboration of literacy coach and 

content area teacher teams.  As informal feedback is provided by the faculty, the literacy 

coaches and I discuss the feedback in our meetings and we decide what more can be 

provided to faculty to encourage continual improvement.  Some comments I wrote during 

our debrief meeting in April, 2013 included: 

First, they now understand and accept that content writing is part of learning.  I 

asked the teacher and getting a better sense of the depth of their learning, critical 

thinking, and holes in their own learning, 

And  

We need clear goals for our content in regard to writing – goals that align very 

well with college level expectations for writing in our academic discipline.  This 

is both an art and a science and we can get a lot deeper and more deliberate with 

it, (Feedback from Content Area Teachers, April 10, 2013). 

 Discussion after receiving feedback also contributes to establishing the structure 

of the professional learning that is taking place.  It is important for teachers to be able to 

discuss and listen to each other‟s concerns in teaching literacy within the disciplines.  In 

the beginning the data suggests that teachers feel uncomfortable because there is the idea 

that I am expecting something that does not pertain to their content area, namely literacy; 

but since there is such a strong support to make an attempt at disciplinary literacy, the 
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few teachers who do not yet support the work do give it a chance and accept the support 

being provided by literacy coaches.  Lavonne states: 

From my perspective, listening to some of the problems that others have faced in 

working with their teams or in the classrooms, I realized it wasn‟t just in my room 

and so we were able to be as a team collaboratively discussing how to improve 

the situation with each other and our classrooms.  Our literacy problem was not 

just one department‟s problem, but a school-wide endeavor and so everybody was 

on the same page.  We had the same direction because of the collaboration which 

happened before during and after [the due date for bringing student work back to 

the faculty meeting], (Interview III, Lavonne, June 28, 2013). 

Discussion and reflection is a recursive process.  Discussion and reflection is also 

a part of the literacy coaches‟ circle training.  I, too, discuss ideas I have about how to 

move forward and I also annotate my own thoughts about what is discussed and points of 

disagreement.  Since discussion and reflection is a cornerstone in the development of 

disciplinary literacy within this campus, a lot of common meeting times are devoted to 

this learning process. 

The literacy coaches meetings are primarily concerned with discussing our own 

observations from what teachers are doing in their disciplines. What I am expecting from 

literacy coaches is really more than what is required in their roles as teachers. The 

literacy coaches are willing to learn.  As long as our staff is willing to try, then we are 

making progress on our goal.  I am patient as they are working through this difficult 
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process and structure.  Vicky is the lead literacy coach and someone whom I feel I can 

confide in my own thoughts and reflections. She states: 

 I delivered a lot of information and helped to guide the literacy coaches. But I also 

did a lot of listening too, especially in the latter meetings as they were discussing 

the occurrences taking place between them and the content area teachers. I also 

think that the collaborative meetings between us and the literacy coaches help me 

to see what were the things that going on and I learn to listen and then come 

together make a decision about the next steps that were going to take place.  In 

my role all teachers were able to come to me as that additional coach, (Interview 

III, Vicky, July 1, 2013). 

 Reflection is such an important process for me and there are some important times 

that I note as pivotal in the evolving work that is taking place.  Initially disciplinary 

literacy is well received in August 2012 by the teacher leaders and the many members of 

the faculty.  At that time I did not know how I was going to continue the professional 

learning process just following the early meetings.  I state in my research journal: 

I talked with teachers in the [ELAR] department about how they could help in 

teaching teachers how to understand the processes I showed them on the agenda 

for the waiver day and I asked them for their support.  They stepped forward and 

offered their support, (Research Journal, September 10, 2013.  See Figure 2). 

I scripted notes to myself about how to create the framework, monitor it through 

learning walks, study student work, establish the writing genres every month, and 
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systematize the processes. The data indicate that discussion and reflections are an 

important practice in growing our vision of what disciplinary literacy looks like and 

informs our process.  Lady Jane provides her insight into the process development, 

I felt like the strong areas were the reflective pieces...the times when we had 

conversations before and after - the meetings - were the strong areas that we 

worked like a team and [they] were problem-solving sessions.  We got to come 

together and really reflect about what we see and make suggestions.  Those were 

key conversations to have…. I remember in October (October 8, 2012 Literacy 

Coaches Meeting) when we coached the teachers, I felt that the meeting that took 

place afterward was powerful, (Interview III, Lady Jane, July 1, 2013). 

Our reflection meetings are often followed up with emails summarizing the next steps.  

Vicky, the lead literacy coach, is instrumental in assisting me with the processes 

developments.  Figure 15 is an excerpt from one of the emails. 
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Figure 16.  Email summary of literacy coach meeting.  (Data Files of OCR Folders of 

Campus Activities, October Set 1 File) 

 

Lastly, my own research journal assists me in maintaining structure and focus 

while developing the disciplinary literacy work.  In my office I have a dry erase board 

where I keep a chronology of all the events related to disciplinary literacy.  Every week I 

reflect on the work that takes place, review the input that has been collected, and plan the 

next steps.   

There are meetings and discussions that are not documented which involve the 

lead literacy coach and me, the administrative team and me, and informal sessions I 

conduct with other members of the faculty.  This part of the structure involving processes 
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like reflection and discussion, are prized by me because it is very important to continue to 

move forward with the faculty‟s support. 

Summary 

 The findings in Chapter IV are based on the themes from the data that explain my 

beliefs and structures.  The context of the study provides help to the reader so that he/she 

may follow the way the data are studied in order to ascertain the disciplinary literacy 

implementation at my campus.  The findings for each theme result in a culmination of the 

lessons that may be derived from this one how-to perspective.  I share five lessons 

learned in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

Introduction 

 In this chapter I derive from the findings in the previous chapter five lessons 

learned in the first year of implementing school-wide disciplinary literacy.  These lessons 

emerge through my own collaboration, reflection and discussion with my dissertation 

committee about my research questions which include: 1) What are my beliefs about 

improving student performance through disciplinary literacy(ies) practices; and 2) What 

are the structures the principal and literacy coaches collaboratively created to carry out 

the vision of school-wide disciplinary literacy? 

Five Lessons Learned 

 My beliefs about improving student performance through disciplinary literacy(ies) 

practices serve as the foundation for every decision I make.  These beliefs are lived out in 

four essential components of our approach to disciplinary literacy:  a shared vision, 

collaboration, a spirit of teamwork and school-wide approach.  There are two lessons 

learned about the significance of my beliefs that are extended by the shared belief with 

members of my teaching staff.  First lesson, the principal leads school-wide change.  

Second lesson, the instructional change and innovations come from within the school 

culture in a grassroots approach. 
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 The structures I create or collaboratively create with literacy coaches to carry out 

the vision of school-wide disciplinary literacy demonstrate a systemic approach to 

implementation.  This systemic approach illustrates an overarching structure of activities, 

infrastructures, and processes.  There are three lessons learned about the systemic nature 

of the structures that are created to support disciplinary literacy – they are the third, 

fourth, and fifth lessons.  Third lesson, the principal inspects what she expects.  Fourth 

lesson, the principal validates the school-wide work through evidence.  Fifth lesson, 

disciplinary literacy is strengthened systematically. 

 From my experience I elaborate on the five lessons learned below.  Based on my 

story, I offer guidance under each lesson.  Lastly, I conclude this study. 

Lesson One: The Principal Leads School-wide Change 

 The principal needs to lead the school-wide change because the principal‟s focus 

is an important factor in school-wide work.  In this lesson I realize that sharing the 

responsibility of leading school-wide disciplinary literacy cannot be delegated to other 

administrators. The principal may have many foci but leading school-wide change means 

the principal is the primary developer and leader in the change.  This view makes sense 

because the principal knows the full scope of the priorities within the school campus 

improvement plans.  As the principal moves the campus improvement plans forward, 

he/she embeds the disciplinary literacy focus into the other goals of the overall plan. 
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 The principal needs to use a systems approach to the school-wide change.  The 

model does not have to be complicated.  A simple design model may be used such as the 

ADDIE Model - analyze, design, develop, implement and evaluate (Branson, Rayner, 

Cox, Furman, King, & Hannum, 1975) .  After analyzing the qualitative and quantitative 

data, a principal listens to feedback from informed members of the staff to better design a 

framework or structure.  The next step is to develop the infrastructure and the processes, 

which is obtained through collaboration with other members of the staff.  Then the 

principal implements the plan.  Evaluation, which is used to adapt the plan, can be 

intermittent throughout the entire year or summative to inform next steps. 

 School-wide change is complex change (Lippitt, 1987), therefore in designing 

change, input from different stakeholders help the principal‟s vision extend to encompass 

the school-wide vision – I call this shared vision.  According to Lippitt (1987), complex 

change involves 1) vision, 2) resources, 3) skills, 4) incentives, and 5) action plan.  As the 

principal designs the school-wide change, knowledge of these five pieces are needed so 

that everyone is 1) clear about the goal, 2) aware of what we have to work with, 3) able to 

use our current skills or develop our skills towards improvement, 4) know the “pay-off” 

for the work involved, and 5) understand the steps that are taken. 

 The principal that leads the school-wide change is knowledgeable about adaptive 

leadership, recursive practice, and continuous improvement.  As the school year moves 

forward and the plans are first implemented, the principal will continue discussions about 

the learning taking place.  These discussions very likely require plans to be adapted in 
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accordance to the level of learning.  As the change is resulting in growing and continuous 

improvement, recursive practice, campus plans either are adjusted or grow as you go. 

 The vision of school-wide change is clear from year to year.  The first year of 

school-wide change is the implementation year.  As the principal moves across year to 

year, it is important to decide which practices to continue.  The second year of school-

wide change is a deliberate attempt to standardize the practices that are initiated the first 

year.  This second year transforms the attitude of compliance, which we see in the first 

year, into a disposition of commitment.  In the second year the principal wants to validate 

the practices being reinforced.  A school community needs to see the student performance 

being impacted by the school-wide change.  This is important because improved student 

performance validates the change in practice.  The goal of the third year is to 

institutionalize the school-wide practice.  This change is now how we do things here.  

The school-wide change is a character trait of the practices that are adopted in the first 

year.  In the institutionalization year, the practices that survive the three year process are 

the practices that are proven for that faculty through the evidence of student performance. 

Lesson Two:  The Instructional Change and Innovations Come from Within the 

School Culture in a Grassroots Approach 

 A principal who subscribes to grassroots approaches is one who understands the 

dynamic occurring inside the classrooms and the teachers‟ perspectives.  Even though a 

principal may want to use a research-based approach to the school-wide change, 
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conversations from the inside are productive, build trust, and increase buy-in if the 

principal first allows the teachers to tell their story.  Aligning relevant theory and 

research-based strategies with the teachers‟ concerns obtains favorable returns and 

demonstrate a principal‟s sensitivity for the classroom environments.   

 The practices for instructional change need to be innovations that come from 

within.  This tip includes opportunities for certain individuals to make greater 

contributions in school-wide change in the form of shared leadership with the principal.  

This initiative may result in naming groups such as “literacy specialist,” “design teams,” 

or “teacher leadership.”  I think this is an important point since individuals who 

contribute to the plan are more likely to adhere to it.  This point is especially true when 

individuals are ignited with a passion towards “specialness” about being a part of the new 

creative work.  They become the school-wide change ambassadors who perpetuate the 

change at the grassroots level.   

 The innovations need to be practical.  If we reflect on theoretical models of 

literacy, which are not especially easy to implement, then we realize how important it is 

to innovate the types of designs that resonate the theory but apply the change in a 

practical way.  Our future practice is informed through input from teachers and through 

what is reflected in student work. 

 Getting started is the usual culprit to why innovations do not get underway.  Since 

there are no quick fixes in process change, this study offers one perspective on how to 
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implement.  This difficulty to implement is true with literacy processes and this is true in 

instructional process.  You just need to use what resources you have in a practical way, 

step back and study what it looks like, and then develop what is needed systematically. 

 Innovation work is very personal and everyone‟s viewpoint needs to be 

acknowledged.  I find that it is important to collaborate with different types of groups.  

Everyone has a strong opinion about what needs to be implemented and how the 

implementation needs to occur.  The discussions can become passionate displays of 

strong convictions.  The conversations are needed because the principal‟s work is to 

obtain buy-in through the input process.  In this one respect, the principal facilitates 

round table discussions to ensure everyone has a voice and everyone‟s voice is heard.  It 

is important to have everyone‟s thumbprint on the final plan.  

Lesson Three:  The Principal Inspects What She Expects 

 I see that the monitoring piece is a powerful structure and we, as principals, do 

not use this tool to the full degree.  Monitoring is lesson three.  Monitoring pieces can 

include 1) student and teacher qualitative date, 2) performance quantitative data,  

3) classroom learning walk data, 4) coaching conferences data, 5) value-added  or 

teaching evaluative data, and/or 6) anecdotal data.  In this study, all monitoring pieces are 

present and I use them to inspect what I expect.  I expect school-wide disciplinary 

literacy to be a part of every teacher‟s instructional plan and I inspect everyone‟s 

instruction to gauge the progress we make on this expectation.   
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 Frequent monitoring of the school-wide implementation is important in order to 

observe growth over time –quickly.  In this study it is evident that disciplinary literacy is 

a part of the school‟s process and plan led by the principal.  Learning walks are one way 

to inspect the work.  Through these walks the principal observes the outcome of the 

coaching that takes place and the observation informs the next steps for professional 

development.  The walkers are also engaging in on-going professional development since 

their observations help them learn by doing.  After each classroom visit the walkers 

engage in a learning walk debrief.  A report to all the campus is also provided so 

stakeholders are informed about the progress being made towards improvements. 

 Inspecting what you expect is helpful for the principal to be just in time to initiate 

the next step changes within the school.  Frequent monitoring allows for smaller 

incremental change over time.  Less, infrequent, or inconsistent monitoring results in a 

less successful implementation of the school-wide change and/or compliance use of the 

school-wide instructional methods by teachers. I suggest a structure for monitoring that 

offers a variety of feedback in small, specific, and internalize-able chunks. 

 The monitoring feedback needs to reflect back towards the professional 

development that has already been provided.  This reflecting back is intended for the 

participant to be able to self-regulate and study his/her own growing.  A literacy coach 

collaborating with a team of teachers within a specific content area will very likely 

discuss what had just been instructionally implemented, what the teacher observes 

students doing, and how well the approach works.  Reflecting and discussing this 
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experience extends the learning towards a specific end – new professional insight about 

the learning taking place. 

Lesson Four:   The Principal Validates the School-wide Work through Evidence 

 In changing schools, a new practice, method, approach has to be validated in 

some compelling way.  Taking a campus across an instructional change journey without 

being able to validate the new way will not change practice in the long run.  A change in 

practice means a change in paradigm.  The fourth lesson relates to validating the school-

wide work through evidence such as studying student work products.   

 In speaking with teachers about problems in their content areas, one issue always 

rises to the top – the quality of student work.  By the student work a teacher decides if the 

students understand what is taught.  Interestingly, the teachers focus on the products 

rather than the process.  In this study, I am concerned with the process but I looked 

towards the student work to demonstrate the final determination if what we did worked.  

Studying student work includes having the knowledge of what the work looks like at the 

onset of the change.  Usually the work is below teacher expectations.  Studying the 

student work frequently and ongoing, little by little, the teachers starts to see 

improvements.  It is especially powerful to keep samples of the student‟s work from the 

beginning and have the student also be a part of the reflection process throughout the 

school year. 
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 Studying student work contributes to the teacher‟s own learning processes.  To 

this end, teachers in the same content area benefit by studying each other‟s student work.  

In this process the literacy coach facilitates the reflecting that the content area teachers 

engage in.  The students‟ work reflects the teacher‟s instruction.  The work itself 

discloses the fidelity with which the teacher implements disciplinary literacy in his/her 

content area.   If the teacher is successfully implementing, then all levels of learners 

improve.  If the teacher is inconsistent or not fully implementing disciplinary literacy, 

then the discussion is labored and the student work will reflect the teacher‟s weak areas.  

When colleagues study one another‟s student work they can make significant and 

dramatic changes in their practice.  Through this approach, discussions and reflections 

between colleagues focus on the quality of the student products and the art of teaching.  It 

is a powerful influence that affects individual teacher‟s convictions to change his/her 

practices.   

 Additionally, teachers who make a significant contribution to school-wide 

implementation continue to grow beyond the initial goal of school improvement change.  

Their contribution or suggestions reflect their application of theory and they learn to test 

theory through practice.  If the test is positive, then the teacher is more likely to take new 

risks.  If the test is negative, the insight from failure affords an opportunity for 

improvement.  The environment that is established by the principal allows for 

experimental designs to be tested and discussed in safe places where all professionals 

have a voice and contribute to the school-wide plan. 
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Lesson Five:  Disciplinary Literacy is Strengthened Systematically 

Laying a foundation in school-wide disciplinary literacy is a call for strengthening 

the school literacy program.  In laying a foundation, there is an essence of a systems 

approach so that what is being built is built to last.  Learning by doing strengthens 

disciplinary literacy because teachers rely on collaboration, reflection, and discussion to 

grow and go forward in development.  This approach is true for literacy coaches who 

describe the learning by doing as “revisiting what was done but at a higher level.”  We 

call this revisiting and going to a higher level recursive.  This practice strengthens the 

confidence of literacy coaches because they see teachers improving over time. 

The school-wide work is grounded in relevant research and yet the 

implementation plan is not a replication of a research study.  Reading relevant research, 

reflecting on what is being said, and responding to the research through personalizing the 

theory into a situated, content-specific practice helps to strengthen school-wide 

disciplinary literacy.  If a teacher is proficient in his/her content area, then working 

disciplinary literacy into his/her program is complimentary.  If the teacher is not 

proficient in his/her content area, then working disciplinary literacy had varying results as 

a consequence of the teacher‟s focus.  It is especially important to have small, content-

specific teams.  In this way, teachers at different proficiency levels benefit from each 

other‟s expertise.  This grouping is helpful in accelerating a new teacher‟s methodology 

while building disciplinary literacy.   
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Small, content-specific teams are a support, and these tiple teams in every 

discipline perpetuate the presence of school-wide disciplinary literacy.  The impact to 

core instruction and core learning denotes an expectation that all students are literate in 

the disciplines – students are participating because every teacher is participating.  In this 

way disciplinary literacy becomes a prominent feature of the school culture and the 

expression, “it‟s just what we do.”   

Doing disciplinary literacy is not just a notion.  Teachers in the disciplines must 

receive specific feedback and professional development on how to provide students with 

constructive feedback in both content and literacy.  Teachers have to learn how to create 

tools like rubrics or writing portfolios, in order to help students grow as the go.  The 

school-wide focus is optimized with a school-wide calendar of activities making the 

emphasis on disciplinary literacy clear.  Teachers need weekly disciplinary literacy 

practice and guidance from a literacy coach to grow as they go – like the students. 

Conclusion 

 I feel that it is important for the principal to be hands-on about school-wide 

disciplinary literacy implementation.  I also feel that being knowledgeable about theory, 

systems approach, and collaboration are important character traits of the principal who 

wants to move forward in this kind of work.  Not enough is underscored about patience in 

the process, patience during planning meetings, patience in trying to transfer the vision to 

stakeholder – patience in general. 
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For the last several years I have had principal colleagues turning to central offices 

and central departments to find solutions to concerns with literacy in the disciplines.  I 

now realize that the solution is in the schools.  The innovations, early adopters, and 

majority in the middle, have the capacity to envision change and to obtain it. 

Understanding this powerful force within each teacher, the principal plays an important 

role in designing and implementing the vision, based on beliefs, and the structures to 

support change.  Therefore more studies and how-to research needs to be offered to guide 

principal-innovators and teams who will collaboratively lead change.   

In closing, this study offers one approach to school-wide improvement in the 

disciplines and literacy in core instruction rather than continuing a traditional pull-out 

approach.  This study offers the how-to steps of implementing disciplinary literacy from 

the ground up.  It outlines the belief principles, visuals, tools, and sample of a school-

wide structure, infrastructure and process from principal‟s perspective. 
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Interview 1 – The Beliefs and Role of the Principal 

1. What do you think has led the school to this point?   

2. What do you perceive to be my beliefs about literacy?   

3. What are your beliefs about disciplinary literacy and how it affected your role as a 

literacy coach?  

4. What do you perceive to be my beliefs about working with Lit coaches/content area 

teams?   

5. How did we get to this point? How did it work out or did not work?  

6.  How does the principal‟s role contribute to the overall beliefs or values tied to 

Disciplinary Literacy? 

7.  Do you think this work was driven by values and beliefs?  Why or Why not? 

8.  What was your opinion about the roles of principal and literacy coaches? 

9.  How were the principal‟s role and the literacy coaches‟ role tied to the disciplinary 

literacy project? 

10. Do you believe these roles were important to the overall project?  Why or why not? 
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Interview 2 – The Current Processes and Structures 

1. How would you describe the current process the principal and literacy coaches have 

developed in getting content-area teachers involved in disciplinary literacy?   

2. What structures exists to support the work in disciplinary literacy? 

3. How do these processes and structures improve student performance?  

4.  How do these processes and structures direct the improvement efforts? 

5. What would need to be addressed if we wanted to continue with this work?   

6. How did this process impact you as a literacy coach? 

7.  Do you think processes and structures were planned or do you think they evolved over 

the course of the work?  Why did you answer in this way? 

8.  Are processes and structures important to the work in disciplinary literacy?  Why or 

why not? 

9.  Was there anything you wanted to do differently related to the process or structure?  

What was it and why would you want to see that change? 

10.  What process or structure would be needed in the next year in order to continue with 

disciplinary literacy work?  Explain 
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Interview 3 – The Collaborative Work of Principal and Literacy Coaches 

1. What do you think about the collaborative process between the principal and literacy 

coaches?   

2. What part of the collaborative work contributed to student performance? 

3.  How would you describe the collaborative work between the literacy coaches and the 

content area teams?   

4.  What were the strong areas of the collaborations and conversations from all roles 

(principal, literacy coaches, content area teachers)? 

5.  What were areas where collaboration could have been improved (from any of the 

roles)? 

6. Why did the short term and on-going professional development play an important part 

in the process development?   

7.  How would you describe your collaboration with the content-area team you guided 

through the disciplinary literacy process? 

8.  Overall, did you feel that you contributed or collaborated in the effort in disciplinary 

literacy?  Why or why not? 

9.  If you could contribute to next year‟s roles and processes in the collaborative work 

between literacy coaches and content area teams – what would that be? 

10.  Do you think we are “doing Disciplinary Literacy” or do you think we are doing 

“Writing across the curriculum?”  Explain your response. 
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