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A Model of Literacy Progression 

Disciplinary Literacy 

 

Intermediate Literacy 

Basic Literacy 

Shanahan, T. & Shanahan, C. (2008). Teaching disciplinary literacy to adolescents. Rethinking 
content-area literacy. Harvard Educational Review, 78(1), 40-59. 

Reading to learn 

Writing to learn 

Speaking to learn 

Literacy Progression 



Subject Literacy 

Buehl, D. 2011. Developing readers in the academic disciplines. Newark, DE: International 
Reading Associates,  p 15. 
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Subject Literacy 

• Understanding how the “big ideas” of the discipline are 
organised and evaluated 
  
• Thinking and reasoning in subject-specific ways 
 

• Language becomes a tool for conceptualizing and linking 
big ideas of the discipline 
 

• Teachers really have to help students need to develop 
subject literacy. 
 



Subject Literacy 

Sense 
making 

in 
Subject 

Language 
purposes 

Subject 
terminology 

Language 
Features 

• Specific subject-

language 

conventions 

 

• Precision and 

accuracy of subject 

language 

 

• Subject literacy 

practices 



Scaffolding Historical Reasoning 

CPDD, History TLG (2014, 81) 



Language Purposes and Reasoning in History 

What are the historical 
concepts in the text? 

What is the evidence to 
support the author’s point 
of view 

What is the purpose of 
the text, its language 
feature and new 
vocabulary? 

Gilbertson, N. (2012). Literacy Acquisition Using Historical Methods and  
 Content: Teaching Cause and Effect in History Text. Social Studies 

Review. P14-22.  



Organisation of the guide: 

 

• Analysis of each segment or 

paragraph of the text and its 

specific language features 

 

• Think-aloud points for teachers to 

direct the student’s focus of text 

 

• Guiding questions to aid in the 

interpretation of the text 

 
• Glossary  

The Lower Secondary History Literacy Guide 
 



• Participants: 40 students, 1 teacher 

 

• Class: Sec 1 N(A)  

 

• Learning Ability: Mid to Low 

 

• Procedures:  

1. Trialled page 320 of the Lower Sec Literacy Guide 

 

2. Evaluate effectiveness through  

    teacher survey and student work 

The Context 



The Problem 

• Nature of Texts in History textbooks: 

1. students have difficulty understanding historical 

meanings that are conveyed through history 

terminologies and long sentences. 

 

2. students find it difficult to evaluate  

     information and hence are unable to  

     analyse and form inferences. 

 



The Intervention 

• Lower Sec History Literacy Guide’s “Scaffolding 

the Focus” of content to facilitate knowledge 

acquisition 

Trialling of the Lower Secondary History Literacy 
Guide 

Knowledge of content frames students’ thinking process 
which builds up inferential skills 



Teaching Content 

• Topic: Singapore’s Connections with the    

       World 

• Historical Content: Trade, Connections 

• Skills: Comprehension, Inference 

• Duration: 60 minutes 

•  Learning Outcomes:  

infer and critically analyse on the   

importance of trade and connections 

 



The Intervention: The Use of the Guide 



The Intervention: The Use of the Guide 

• Deconstruct historical content into bite-sized 

information that is easy to digest 

Framing historical context through Questioning  

1.Teacher Think Aloud Strategy 

2.Questioning Strategy (5Ws 1H) 

• Organise historical understanding in 

chronology 

• Scaffolding focus of text to make inferences 

 



 



Framing Context through Questioning  

• What do they have in common? (Comparison) 

 

• Where can they all be found? (Activating Prior Knowledge) 

 

• What do these items tell you about Singapore? 
(Inference) 

 

• Why is it important to be connected/ to build 
relationships with other countries? (Reasoning) 



Students’ Answers 

“Countries do not exist in isolation and need help 
from other countries to survive.” 

 

“Countries can build economic, political and 
cultural connections.” 

 

“Maintaining international relationships is an 
investment for a country’s progress and survival in 
the world.” 

 



How did these connections begin?? 

• Students were asked to read their history 
textbooks and answer questions on their 
worksheets 

 

• Questions were taken from OPAL and tweaked 
to scaffold the focus of the historical text 

Framing Context through Questioning  



Scaffolding Historical Content 



• Why did people trade with one another? 

• How did the long-distance journey feel like for 
the travellers? 

 

Scaffolding Historical Content 



Students’ Comprehension of Texts 



Students’ Comprehension of Texts 



Students’ Inferencing 



The Teacher Survey 



Challenges 

• Difficulty in understanding terminologies such as 
‘Johor-Riau Sultanate’ and location of places such as 
Indus Valley and Mesopotamia 

 

• Not all was able to infer the importance of trade 

 

Suggested Improvements 

• Introduce maps and familiarise students with 
geographical locations of significant countries  

 



Suggested Improvements 

Text Literal Inference/ Evaluative 

Refer to page 45 
In the past, people went on long, 
dangerous journeys to either visit 
religious places or look for new 
places to buy and sell goods. 
They also travelled to discover 
new lands and unfamiliar people. 
They took ideas and inventions 
with them to the places they 
travelled to. When they 
returned, they took back new 
goods and stories of the new 
lands they had visited and people 
they had met. 

 

1. How did the journey feel 
like for the travellers? 
 
 
 

2. What were they doing? 
 
 
 

3. What benefits did they 
received from their 
journey? 

1. Do you think they 
are willing to go 
through such 
hardships?  
 
 

2. Why were they 
willing? 
 
 

3. Why are these 
benefits useful? 
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