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Teaching Students to Read, Think & 
Write Across Subjects

Toni Robinson

Cracking the 
Literacy Code



2 Copyright © 2026 Discovery Education. All rights reserved. Discovery Education, Inc. Privileged and Confidential.

Agenda

Overview
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Let’s Connect

At your table, introduce yourselves
ü Share your context (grade level, role, location)
ü Discuss: Where do you see your content area creating 

authentic opportunities for literacy development?
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I’m a math teacher, 
not a reading teacher.



On average _____ % of US adults are literate. 

_____ % of adults have a literacy level below sixth grade.

____ % of Americans read below the level needed to earn 

a living wage.

Students who don’t read proficiently by _______ grade are 

four times more likely to drop out of school.

https://www.thenationalliteracyinstitute.com/2024-2025-literacy-statistics

79
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Can you think of any learning 
experience, in any subject, that 
does not include literacy?

Literacy is fundamental to all learning — it 
unlocks the wider curriculum.

Every teacher can create chances for students 
to explain their thinking, debate ideas, and 
read and write to grow their language skills.
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Student
Literacy

Prose
Literacy

Document
Literacy

Digital
Literacy

Media
Literacy

Information
Literacy

Financial
Literacy

Health
Literacy

Visual
Literacy

The Many Literacies We Teach



What’s ONE literacy challenge your 
students face that gets in the way of 

learning content?
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Vocabulary in Action
Teaching Students to Read Like an Expert
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“But kids with less overall knowledge and vocabulary 
are always at a disadvantage.”

~Natalie Wexler, The Knowledge Gap
On the topic of assessments.
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How do you teach complex 
vocabulary to your students?
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Tiers of Vocabulary

T I E R  3
D i s c i p l i n e -

s p e c i f i c  w o r d s

T I E R  2
Academic / cross-content words

T I E R  1

Everyday words

T IE R  3    Discipline-specific words
Technical terms tied to one subject area.
e.g., photosynthesis, denominator, sonnet

T IE R  2    Academic / cross-content words
High-use words that appear across many 
subjects.
e.g., analyze, compare, evidence, structure

T IE R  1    Everyday words
Familiar words most students already 
know.
e.g., book, happy, school, run

From everyday language to subject-specific terms



13 Copyright © 2026 Discovery Education. All rights reserved. Discovery Education, Inc. Privileged and Confidential.

Vocabulary Development

https://app.discoveryeducation.com/learn/techbook/units/4b898931-0a92-4ba4-9b71-c1d499f91d53?tab=bbcfeed5-52b8-49b4-8cfc-1c6c6f974c5c
https://app.discoveryeducation.com/learn/techbook/units/4b898931-0a92-4ba4-9b71-c1d499f91d53?tab=bbcfeed5-52b8-49b4-8cfc-1c6c6f974c5c
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Vocabulary Development

https://app.discoveryeducation.com/learn/techbook/units/4b898931-0a92-4ba4-9b71-c1d499f91d53?tab=bbcfeed5-52b8-49b4-8cfc-1c6c6f974c5c
https://app.discoveryeducation.com/learn/techbook/units/4b898931-0a92-4ba4-9b71-c1d499f91d53?tab=bbcfeed5-52b8-49b4-8cfc-1c6c6f974c5c
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Vocabulary Development Strategies
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Robust vocabulary instruction 
(repeated exposure, student-
generated examples, usage in 
context) significantly increases 
both reading comprehension 
and writing quality.
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Disciplinary Reading
Teaching Students to Read Like an Expert
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Before Reading
Reading Comprehension Strategies

Examine Text Structure

Readers preview the structure of the text, including 
titles, headings, vocabulary, and images.

Examine Vocabulary

Readers preview the vocabulary to help them 
determine familiar words, unfamiliar words, and 
words that will help them understand the text.

Examine Images

Readers view or take a “picture walk” through the 
images before reading to make inferences about 
what the text will explain.

Visualize the Text

Readers preview the text and create pictures in their 
minds to help them understand the text.

Determine Importance

Readers preview the text to get an idea of the 
important points.

Predict the Main Idea

Readers preview the text and make a prediction 
about what the text will mostly be about, based on 
their own prior knowledge and experience with the 
topic.

Ask Questions

Readers preview the text and ask questions to 
better understand the meaning of the text.

Set a Purpose to Read

Readers preview the text and set a purpose for 
reading, such as reading to find out how scientists 
know if a new substance forms.

Make Connections

Readers preview the text to determine if they can 
make connections between ideas in the text and 
with their own lives.
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Which discipline(s) does 
this connect to?

What vocabulary would 
you need to introduce?

How would you build 
background knowledge 
and support reading  
comprehension?
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Activate Background Knowledge

Build Knowledge (purposeful reading, evidence-
based writing, structured discussion)

Increase Comprehension
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Shanahan & Shanahan
(2012)

Disciplinary literacy means 
learning to use reading and 
writing as historians, scientists, 
mathematicians, and artists do- 
not just reading ‘texts about’ a 
subject.
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Read Like a Historian, Scientist or Mathematician
Discipline Students Ask... Students Notice... Students Write...

Science

What is the 
phenomenon? What 
evidence supports the 
explanation?

Patterns, variables, 
cause and effect, data, 
models, and precise 
vocabulary.

A claim, evidence, and 
reasoning explanation.

Social Studies

Who created this? What 
perspective is 
represented? What 
evidence matters?

Source, context, point of 
view, chronology, 
continuity, change, and 
corroboration.

An evidence-based 
interpretation or 
argument.

Math

What is being asked? 
What information 
matters? What strategy 
makes sense?

Quantities, 
relationships, patterns, 
representations, 
constraints, and 
precision.

A justification of 
reasoning or explanation 
of a solution path.
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Cognitive 
Strategies Metacognitive Questions

Previewing What do I already know about this topic? What is the general structure?

Making Connections Does this remind me of anything I've done or read before?

Clarifying Is there anything I missed or need to try to better understand?

Visualizing Can I picture this in my mind?

Questioning What parts of this passage do I still need to figure out?

Predicting Can I think ahead about what might happen next?

Summarizing What information do I know so far?
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Purposeful Reading
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Purposeful Reading



https://app.discoveryeducation.com/learn/videos/5726d4bd-5e5e-47d3-95e3-9ed81b26e5ae/?embed=false&embed_origin=false&skip_redirect=false
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Explicit Instruction
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Fang & Schleppegrell
(2010)

Content-area teachers who make 
their discipline’s reading 
practices explicit- naming what 
experts do- produce significantly 
stronger readers and writers in 
their subject area.
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Academic Writing 
Across Content
Write to Learn, Not Just to Show
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What does the research say?

According to a meta-analysis by Graham and Hebert 
(2010), having students write about the texts they 
were reading improved reading comprehension and 
the learning of information from the texts.

 ~as cited in Tim Shanahan 2022
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Quick Writes

3-2-1

3 Things I learned
2 Things I want to explore
1 question I still have 

Sentence Frames

I notice…
I wonder…
The evidence suggests…..
One pattern I notice is…
This connects to…
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What is your 
claim?

What evidence is 
presented to 
support your 

claim?

What reasoning 
can you use to tie 

the evidence to 
the claim?

Claim, Evidence, Reasoning
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Graham & Hebert
(2010, Writing to Read)

Students who write about 
content they are reading learn 
more of that content than 
students who only read it. 
Writing is a thinking tool, not 
just an assessment tool. 
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The Mindset Shift
Literacy is Content. Content is Literacy.



Content literacy ≠ Teaching reading from scratch



What’s ONE strategy from today that 
you plan to share, investigate or 

implement?
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DENSI 2026: Powering Progress

Move teaching forward | Practical, classroom-ready strategies educators can use 
right away to support student engagement, innovation, and growth.

Strengthen your impact with Discovery Education | Learn new ways to use DE tools 
more deeply, creatively, and confidently to amplify teaching and learning.

Connect with educators who get it | Join a passionate, supportive community of 
educators to share ideas, spark inspiration, and learn together - no travel required.

Stay ahead of what’s next in education | Explore timely topics shaping today’s 
classrooms, with guidance from trusted voices and experienced practitioners.

Join educators from across the country for hands-on learning, inspiring conversations, and practical strategies you can 
take straight back to your classroom.  
July 14 & 15, 2026 | 10:00 – 3:00 PM ET

Register at the QR code or link below:
https://bit.ly/4xzcBOE
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Our Vision & Mission

To be the most trusted learning 
partner, equipping educators, and 
engaging students to succeed in a 
dynamic world.

Inspire Curiosity
Build Confidence
Accelerate Learning



Award-winning supplemental, intervention, and core curriculum across subjects
Teaching & Learning Solutions

PreK–3

Personalized program that builds 
foundational skills and silent 
reading fluency

Open-and-go writing 
instruction and exercises

K–5

Open-and-go science lessons 
and hands-on activities

K–5

3–5 6–8 9–12

Develops proficiency in silent 
reading fluency, vocabulary, and 
comprehension

Ready-to-teach cross-curricular 
content, lessons, teacher tools, 
and career exploration

K–5 6–8 9–12

Rigorous science curriculum, 
built for the NGSS

K–5 6–8 9–12

K–5 6–8

Personalized program that 
supports learning acceleration 
and confidence in math.

Unique partnerships that support 
enhanced assessment and timely, 
relevant content

DE PARTNERSHIPS

K–5 6–8 9–12

500+ phenomena-based 
interactive science activities

9–12

Inquiry-based social studies 
curriculum builds critical 
thinking skills

6–8
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Thank You!


