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Best practices to support  
cross-curricular literacy instruction 
By ReLeah Cossett Lent 

Reading has changed significantly in the 
past few decades, especially after the 
National Reading Panel targeted five 

components of reading (phonics, phonemic 
awareness, comprehension, vocabulary, and 
fluency) and started a flurry of reading strate-
gies across all grades in virtually all schools. 
The introduction of the Common Core State 
Standards in 2012–2015 further accelerated 
changes in reading instruction.

Teachers, even those in math and science, 
were required to become “teachers of read-
ing” by learning reading strategies and then 
instructing students on how to use them before, 
during, and after reading. Today, most students 
beyond second grade now know how to “visual-
ize” or “chunk” text and enjoy listening to their 

teachers “think aloud.” Students did, indeed, 
learn the strategies, but two problems arose. 

First, students knew the names of the strate-
gies and what they were to do with them, but 
they didn’t necessarily know how or when to use 
them. They relied on their teachers to give them 
just the right graphic organizer to go with a 
certain text, for example, or to tell them when it 
was time to make a prediction. Students did not 
become flexible, self-regulated readers because 
they had not internalized the strategies and 
learned to use them as proficient readers do. 

The second problem was that generic strate-
gies failed to acknowledge the vast differences 
among the disciplines and the unique ways 
scientists, historians, writers, poets, and math-
ematicians approach text. The strategies didn’t 
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help students understand how texts in vari-
ous disciplines differ. A prediction in science 
(called a hypothesis in scientific vocabulary) 

is not like a prediction in a short story; 
each requires different understandings 

and skills.
What became evident, as is often 

the case with silver-bullet rem-
edies to complex problems, is 
that generic reading strategies 
alone are not sufficient to help 
students read the complex texts 
associated with content-area 
learning in later grades.

Most educators agree: It’s 
time for a shift. But what exactly 
are we to shift toward? And how 
are principals to support and 
encourage still another change 

without making their teachers 
crazy? This time, the answer may 

be easier than we thought. 

A Shift Toward Disciplinary Literacy 
Learning to read fairly similar texts in the 

early grades doesn’t fully prepare students 
to decipher the wide variety of text structures, 
vocabulary, purposes, and visuals unique to 
specific disciplines. Students in social studies 
classes, for example, need to be taught how 
to “read” primary documents such as photo-
graphs, certificates, letters, manifests, diaries, 
opinion pieces, or maps. That’s in addition to 
more traditional texts that describe, analyze, 
explain, or persuade. 

Teachers must help students understand how 
historians approach each of these texts, which 
skills they need to develop to make sense of 
the text (such as understanding bias), and how 
one aspect of the text might be particularly 
important in history but not so important if the 
document supplements a story in an English 
language-arts class. Similarly, a science teacher 
must help students develop the skills required 
to read—and write—lab notes; math teachers 
should teach skills that help students tackle a 
word problem.

Imagine the flexibility and skill with which 
a student might read if she is taught how to 
approach various texts in discipline-specific 
ways instead of reading in only one way. This 
approach, called disciplinary literacy, makes 
sense and can lead to schoolwide comprehen-
sive reading instruction that allows teachers to 
use reading, writing, and thinking as tools to 
help students learn content more deeply. 

How is a principal to support such instruc-
tion? A school district in Union County, North 
Carolina, brought teachers together and asked 
them to brainstorm a list of skills students 
needed in order to read in their content areas. 
Then, teachers looked at some of the content-
area skills I provided in my latest book, This Is 
Disciplinary Literacy: Reading, Writing, Thinking, 
and Doing … Content Area by Content Area as a 
means of comparison. They created a chart that 
looks something like the one below and asked 
teachers to contrast and compare skills students 
might need to become proficient readers across 
the disciplines. 

SCIENCE SOCIAL STUDIES
ENGLISH 
LANGUAGE ARTS MATH P.E.

When scientists read, 
they:

When historians and 
social scientists read, 
they:

When readers and 
writers read, they:

When 
mathematicians 
read, they:

When active 
people read, they:

 � Ask “why” and “how” 
more than “what”

 � Identify bias  � Question the text  � Look for patterns  
and relationships

 � Activate prior 
knowledge

 � Interpret data, charts, 
and illustrations

 � Examine primary and 
secondary sources

 � Use text structure as a 
tool for comprehension

 � Use information 
to piece together 
a solution

 � Search for answers 
to relevant questions

 � Pay attention  
to details

 � Analyze multiple accounts 
and perspectives

 � Understand use and 
effect of literacy devices

 � Seek accuracy  � Interpret and 
analyze data, charts, 
and illustrations
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It’s not enough to simply identify skills, how-
ever. Teachers must know how to teach the 
skills they have identified, not as an add-on, but 
as an integral part of their curriculum, prefer-
ably through communities of learning (grade 
levels, teams, content area teachers, or cross-
curricular cohorts). In order to develop these 
skills, teachers need a time to meet, supported 
risk-taking and decision-making, and tools for 
new learning, perhaps in the form of a book 
study, coach, or consultant. 

A Shift Toward a Schoolwide Culture of Literacy 
Another way principals can support a 
cross-curricular approach to reading is to 
enthusiastically promote a schoolwide culture 
of literacy. When I was recently asked to assess 
a school in terms of its literacy challenges and 
strengths, I noticed a decided lack of texts 
other than textbooks. In meeting with the 
principal of this low-socioeconomic school, I 
discovered that a lot of money had been spent 
on reading programs and test prep, but the 
library was lackluster (and rather lonely)—
and, worse, there were few engaging books for 
students to read independently. Many of the 
school’s literacy issues were eventually solved 
through a concerted effort to place a wide vari-
ety of books in classroom libraries, renew the 
focus on reading for enjoyment, and engage 
teachers in professional learning about how to 
increase reading in every single content area. In 
short, creating a culture of reading schoolwide 
made all the difference. 

The following tips can help principals 
support and sustain a schoolwide culture 
of literacy: 

 � With a literacy leadership team, create a 
literacy plan for the school that sets expecta-
tions for wide and diverse reading for every 
student in every class, every day. 

 � Encourage the use of text sets in place 
of using a textbook as a sole curriculum 
resource. Summer is a great time for teach-
ers to create rich text sets on commonly 
taught units. Librarians can also support 
their efforts. 

 � Find funds or have the leadership team 
write grants for classroom libraries in every 
content area, even art and P.E. Be sure 
and get input from teachers (and students) 
before purchasing books. 

 � Create summer reading programs that 
encourage reading for fun and provide 

ways for all students to gain access to books. 
One school in Illinois wrote a grant that 
provided each student with her choice of a 
top 10 book that she could take home and 
read during the summer. The first day back 
at school, teachers staged a reading celebra-
tion in which students exchanged books and 
engaged in discussions about their reading. 

 � Have a “whole-school read” of a single 
nonfiction article, blog, or commentary 
from various content areas once a week to 
encourage discussion around text. Sources 
such as DOGOnews, Smithsonian’s Tween 
Tribune, and National Geographic Kids are 
full of engaging articles in all content areas. 
Teachers of children in primary grades 
can do read-alouds or even talk about the 
articles so young children also can be a part 
of the school community. 

 � Resist offering incentives for reading. We 
want children to find joy in the act of 
reading, not simply to read for a grade or 
other extrinsic prizes. As such, encourage 
teachers not to test or grade indepen-
dent reading. Children in all grades are 
eager to read and can become absolutely 
addicted if they are encouraged by teach-
ers and peers. 

 � Encourage teachers to read books them-
selves so they can find the best books for 
their students. In a school in Georgia, all 
teachers were asked to choose one book 
to read from the International Literacy 
Association’s Choice Reading Awards and 
share it with colleagues during a faculty 
meeting as a way of promoting a culture of 
schoolwide literacy. 

Encouraging reading across and within the 
curriculum means looking inward to the teach-
ers who best know their content, providing the 
necessary literacy learning in a collaborative 
setting, and supporting all of this work with a 
strong schoolwide culture of literacy.   

ReLeah Cossett Lent is an international consultant and 

author of numerous articles and books, including This 

Is Disciplinary Literacy: Reading, Writing, Thinking and 

Doing … Content Area by Content Area. 

Generic reading strategies alone are not sufficient 

to help students read the complex texts associated 

with content-area learning in later grades.

RESOURCES
YOU CAN USE
A great source of current 
events for students:  
www.dogonews.com

A free online educational 
service offered by the 
Smithsonian for use by 
teachers and students:  
www.tweentribune.com

Access award-winning 
magazines, apps, games, 
and more with scientific 
organization at their  
core: kids.national 
geographic.com
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