
 
 

IL 2219: Disciplinary Literacy  
Syllabus (Summer I 2020) 

 
  
Instructor:  Emily Rainey, PhD 
Email:    erainey@pitt.edu 
Class Meetings:    Weekly online/phone small group meetings (to be scheduled by each group) 
Office Hours:  https://calendly.com/emilyrainey/office-hours 

 
 
 
 Course Description  
 
Disciplinary literacy refers to the specialized ways of reading, writing, and reasoning used to 
construct and evaluate knowledge in the various academic disciplines (e.g., history).  The specialized 
use of texts is essential for completing many personal and civic responsibilities and engaging in 
many types of academic and professional work. Thus, disciplinary literacy has been called “the civil 
right of the 21st century” (Lee, 2006). 
 
In this course, you will learn about the specific literacy practices of your focal discipline and apply 
principles of disciplinary literacy to your instructional planning. I invite you to use this opportunity 
to help one another cement in place the big and important ideas you have learned throughout your 
program and to revisit and refine your perspectives and approaches, so that you may step toward the 
next chapter in your professional work more confident in your literacy teaching.   
 
By the end of this class, you will:  

• Understand the importance of disciplinary literacy in K-12 school settings, 
• Know fundamental theories, concepts, and approaches to address critical issues in 

disciplinary literacy, 
• Analyze and create disciplinary literacy learning opportunities for K-12 learners, and 
• Discuss the problem of disciplinary literacy with new perspectives and knowledge. 

 
Course Readings 

 
The course readings are organized to introduce you to:  
 

1. the theories and concepts underlying disciplinary literacy teaching and learning;  
2. the disciplines and their literacy practices; and 
3. to ways of applying disciplinary literacy in your instruction. 

 
All articles chapters will be available online. There is no required textbook for this course. 
 
Throughout, you will work in a small group with a few other colleagues who have the same subject 
area focus as you. This will allow you to consider ideas most relevant to your professional practice. 
The small group structure will approximate a professional learning community. This means that you 
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and the other members of your small group will have the opportunity to make choices about how 
your group will operate in order to learn about and apply new concepts in your practice. 

 
Course Assignments 

 
All memos and assignments will be submitted to our course Canvas site.   

 
Assignments  Point Value 
Weekly small group discussions and memos:  
 
Description: You will be grouped with other classmates who have a 
similar area of concentration as you.  Each week (Weeks 1-4), you will 
meet via phone, Zoom, etc., to discuss the week’s readings and identify 
key ideas on a graphic organizer. Your group can determine the day 
and time that is most convenient to meet each week.  After each 
meeting, one person in the group will draft a short memo to describe 
the major talking points of the call and list any questions that came up. 
 

40 

Graphic organizer:  
 
At the end of Week 4, you will submit your graphic organizer. This will 
represent your synthesis of what disciplinary literacy is in your focal 
discipline and some possibilities for how to teach it to students. Each 
person will submit their own graphic organizer, but it will reflect the 
efforts of your small group. 
 

20 

Final project: 
 
At the end of Week 6, you will submit a lesson or short unit focused on 
teaching disciplinary literacy in your subject area.  You can either 
design something from scratch, or you can modify an existing lesson or 
unit. You can choose to complete this assignment with your small group 
or individually. 
 

40 

Total 100 
 
 

Course Policies 
 
Preparedness and Professionalism 
 
You are expected to read all assigned readings and participate in discussions or activities for which 
the readings serve as a springboard. You will be expected to integrate aspects of readings into your 
work.  
 
Remember, this is a professional course as well as an academic course.  As part of course 
participation you should be demonstrating that you are learning and applying professional standards 
generally expected of educators in matters of timeliness and professional courtesy.  Professionalism 
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includes assuming the best intention of others and articulating critical feedback in a way that is 
constructive and kind. 
 
Grading 
 
Grades will be assigned on the basis of both process and product.  The grading scale is:  
 

A+ = 100 points     A = 94-99 points      A- = 90-93 points 
B+ = 88-89 points  B = 84-87 points B- = 80-83 points 
C+ = 78-79 points  C = 74-77 points C- = 70-73 points 
Below 70 = failure   

 
Late Assignment Policy 
 
The nature and pace of this course requires that you do not fall behind in assignments. Short 
extensions (i.e., 12 or 24 hours) may be granted when they are arranged with the instructor at least 24 
hours before the due date.  

 
Academic Integrity 
 
Academic integrity is a key component of professionalism.  All students are expected to adhere to 
standards of academic honesty.  Any student engaged in cheating, plagiarism, or other acts of 
academic dishonesty will be subject to disciplinary action.  Any student suspected of violating this 
obligation for any reason during the semester will be required to participate in the procedural 
process, initiated at the instructor level, as outlined in the University Guidelines on Academic 
Integrity at http://provost.pitt.edu/faculty-resources/academic-integrity-freedom/academic-integrity-
guidelines.  
 
Grievance Policy 
 
The purpose of grievance procedures is to ensure the rights and responsibilities of faculty and 
students in their relationships with each other.  The rights and responsibilities of faculty and students 
are described in the University’s Academic Integrity Guidelines at:  
http://www.bc.pitt.edu/policies/policy/02/02-03-02.html 
 
Diversity and Inclusion Statement 
 
I welcome students of all ages, backgrounds, beliefs, ethnicities, genders, gender identities, gender 
expressions, national origins, religious affiliations, sexual orientations, ability, and other visible and 
nonvisible differences. All members of this class are expected to contribute to a respectful, 
welcoming, and inclusive environment for every other member of the class. 

 
Accommodations 

 
For Disability 
 
If you require special accommodations or classroom modifications, then please notify both me and 
Disability Resources and Services by the end of the first week of the term. The office of Disability 
Resources and Services is located in 140 William Pitt Union (412-648-7890 [voice or TDD]), and 
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their website is at: http://www.drs.pitt.edu.  If you have a physical, learning, or emotional disability, 
please let me know as early as you can so that I can accommodate you.  
 
For Religious Observances 
 
If a due date conflicts with your religious holidays, please notify me of which dates will pose a 
conflict no later than the second week of class so we can make alternative arrangements.  
 
For Other Special Circumstances 
 
If there are extenuating circumstances that impact your success, please contact me as soon as 
possible to schedule an appointment so that we can discuss them. 
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Course Schedule 
 

Who? Guiding Questions Readings to 
Complete 

Assignments Due  

 
Week 1 (May 11-18): What is disciplinary literacy? Why does it matter? 
 
Everyone • What is disciplinary literacy? 

Why is it important?  
• To what extent have you seen 

disciplinary literacy 
approaches to teaching in 
school? 

• What do you make of the 
Continuum of Literacy 
Specialization (Figure 1.1)? 

• Video 1 
• Wolsey & Lapp 

(2017), Ch. 1 
• Castek & 

Manderino 
(2017) 

 
 

• Discuss readings and 
guiding questions 
with small group  

• Group memo 1 (due 
5/18) 

 
Weeks 2-4 (May 19-June 8): Small Group PLC 
 
Science 
group 

Week 2 
• What is scientific literacy? 
• What are major 

questions/problems that drive 
scientific inquiry?  

• How do the NGSS reflect 
scientific literacy practices 
and purposes? 

 

• Houseal et al 
(2016) 

• NGSS  

• Discuss readings and 
guiding questions 
with small group 

• Group memo 2 (due 
5/25) 

• Begin to fill out the 
graphic organizer 

Week 3 
• Focus on the classroom 

descriptions in this week’s 
readings.  To what extent do 
one or both of these episodes 
of science teaching align with 
your experiences 
teaching/learning science? 

 

• Rainey et al 
(2018) 

• Wilson-Lopez & 
Minichiello 
(2017) 

 

• Discuss readings and 
guiding questions 
with small group 

• Group memo 3 (due 
6/1) 

• Continue to fill out 
the graphic organizer 

Week 4 
• What do you make of Wolsey 

& Lapp’s argument? 
• From the AdLit website, 

select 2 literacy teaching 
strategies that you could 
adapt for disciplinary literacy 
teaching and explain  

• Wolsey & Lapp 
Ch. 9 

• All About 
Adolescent 
Literacy 

• Discuss readings and 
guiding questions 
with small group 

• Group memo 4 (due 
6/8) 

• Complete graphic 
organizer (due 6/8) 
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Literature 
group 

Week 2 
• What is literary literacy? 
• What are major 

questions/problems that drive 
literary scholarship? 

• The authors argue that 
reading literature requires 
more than general 
comprehension.  What do 
they mean? 

 

• Houseal et al 
(2016) 

• Rainey & Storm 
(2017) 

• Storm & Rainey 
(2018) 

• Discuss readings and 
guiding questions 
with small group 

• Group memo 2 (due 
5/25) 

• Begin to fill out the 
graphic organizer 

Week 3 
• Read and consider Isabella as 

a learner. To what extent is 
she already demonstrating 
literary literacy? What is she 
ready to learn?  

 

• Rainey & Moje 
(2012) 

• Discuss readings and 
guiding questions 
with small group 

• Group memo 3 (due 
6/1) 

• Continue to fill out 
the graphic organizer 

Week 4 
• What do you make of Wolsey 

& Lapp’s argument? 
• From the AdLit website, 

select 2 literacy teaching 
strategies that you could 
adapt for disciplinary literacy 
teaching and explain  

• Wolsey & Lapp 
Ch. 9 

• All About 
Adolescent 
Literacy 

• Discuss readings and 
guiding questions 
with small group 

• Group memo 4 (due 
6/8) 

• Complete graphic 
organizer (due 6/8) 

Reading/ 
elementary 
teacher 
group 

• What is the role of 
elementary teachers or 
reading specialists in 
supporting disciplinary 
literacy learning? 

• What is disciplinary literacy 
teaching in science? How 
does this look different than 
comprehension and strategy 
instruction? 

• Shanahan & 
Shanahan (2014) 

• Wright & 
Gotwals (2017) 

• Houseal et al 
(2016) 

• Discuss readings and 
guiding questions 
with small group 

• Group memo 2 (due 
5/25) 

• Begin to fill out the 
graphic organizer 

• What is disciplinary literacy 
teaching in social studies? 
How does this look different 
than comprehension and 
strategy instruction? 

• Britt & Ming 
(2017) 

• Wineburg & 
Reisman (2015) 

• Discuss readings and 
guiding questions 
with small group 

• Group memo 3 (due 
6/1) 

• Continue to fill out 
the graphic organizer 

• What do you make of Wolsey 
& Lapp’s argument? 

• From the Reading Rockets 
website, select 2 literacy 

• Wolsey & Lapp 
Ch. 9 

• Reading Rockets 

• Discuss readings and 
guiding questions 
with small group 
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teaching strategies that you 
could adapt for disciplinary 
literacy teaching and explain 

• Group memo 4 (due 
6/8) 

• Complete graphic 
organizer (due 6/8) 

 
Weeks 5-6 (June 9-21) How can you incorporate disciplinary literacy teaching into your 
teaching?  
 
Everyone, 
by group or 
individually  

• What are the texts, tools, and 
practices of your focal 
discipline?  

• What are ideas you have for 
teaching students to use the 
texts, tools, and practices of 
your focal discipline? 

• Additional 
readings, as 
needed or 
recommended 

• Optional: small 
group calls 

• Complete course 
evaluations 
(OMETs) 

• Final project (due 
6/22) 
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Guidelines for Weekly Group Memos 
 
You will be assigned a small group at the beginning of the Summer. Your small group is responsible 
for meeting for 60 minutes/week during Weeks 1-4 of our course.   
 
Your small group should not meet in person, but you should meet in a way that enables you to have a 
live conversation. You may meet via phone, Zoom, Skype, or the like.  Your small group can 
determine the day and time that is most convenient for members of the group. 
 
After each meeting, and by Sundays at the latest, your group is responsible for posting a 1-page 
memo describing the meeting.  Each week a different member of the group should write the memo. 
 
Each of the following components should be in each memo: 
 

Date and time of 
meeting 

 
 

Attendees • X 
• X 
• X 

 
Overview of how time 
was spent 

• X 
• X 
• X 
• X 
• X 

Major group takeaways 
from the readings 
(should respond directly 
to the weekly focal 
questions in the syllabus) 

[1-2 paragraphs] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Questions for instructor • X 
• X 
• X 
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Graphic Organizer: Literacy in Focal Discipline 
Due: 6/8 

 
In this assignment, you will explore the literacy practices and teaching approaches of your focal 
academic discipline.  As you read and hold weekly small group calls in Weeks 1-4, you will 
complete your graphic organizer.   
 
Be sure to cite the readings you are drawing upon as a part of your work. 
 
Even though you will work with others to flesh out these ideas, each member of the group should still 
submit their own graphic organizer. It is okay if they are very similar to one another!    
 
This organizer will support you as you complete your final project. 
 
My focal discipline is: ____________________________  (You can select mathematics, one of the 
natural sciences, literature, or history; you can also select a different discipline, but be sure to 
connect with Dr. Rainey ASAP to get necessary resources) 
 
Disciplinary Literacy in My Focal Discipline (rewatch video 1 for some examples) 
 

 Specific Examples of Experts’ Disciplinary Literacy Practices 
Questioning  

 
 
 
 

Pursuing  
 
 
 
 
 

Communicating  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Ideas for Teaching Students My Focal Discipline 
 

 Specific Examples or Ideas  Notes/Questions 
What are strategies or 
routines for engaging 
students in cycles of 
disciplinary inquiry? 
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How can I support 
students’ 
comprehension and 
generation of texts (in 
the service of inquiry in 
row above)? 
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Final Project: Disciplinary Literacy Lesson Design or Redesign 
Due: 6/22 

 
For your final project, you will first need to select a focal discipline. You can select mathematics, 
natural sciences, literature, or history. Note: you can also select a different discipline, but you will 
need to consult with Dr. Rainey first and do some additional reading. 
 
You can choose to either design a lesson from scratch that would support students’ disciplinary 
literacy learning of your focal academic discipline, or you can revise an existing lesson or textbook 
curricular materials in order to teach disciplinary literacy in your focal discipline.  See below for 
description of the two options.  You may work with your small group or you may work individually 
on this project. 
 
OPTION 1: For this assignment, you should design a lesson or short unit so that it will support 
students’ disciplinary literacy learning in your current or anticipated professional context.  
 
Part A: Design a lesson that will engage students in a disciplinary literacy within a disciplinary 
inquiry cycle.  Include key components in your lesson plan:  

• Details about course and students 
• Objective 
• Assessment 
• Activities and pacing plan 

 
In your lesson, incorporate:  

• Ways to engage students in disciplinary inquiry 
o What will students be investigating?  
o How will they investigate it?  
o What texts will they read and write?  

• Ways to support students’ success 
o How will you support students’ disciplinary reading and writing? 
o How will you support their disciplinary talk? 
o Consider content literacy strategies or Before/During/After reading supports that you 

can adapt and include  
• Ways of assessing students’ learning 

o How will you gather information about what students are learning? 
o How will you gather information about how their disciplinary reading, writing, and 

reasoning is developing? 
 
Part B: Justify your lesson design. Why have you made the specific decisions that you’ve made? 
How did you draw from and adapt the ideas in the class readings/videos? Length: 3 pages. 
 
Part C: Reflect. How has this course affirmed, challenged, or extended your thinking about teaching 
literacy and subject area content?  What are at least 2 key disciplinary literacy teaching routines or 
strategies that you will bring to your teaching? What are remaining questions that you have? Be 
specific. Length: 1-2 pages. 
 
Part D: Works cited 
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Total paper length will vary based on length of lesson. 
 
OPTION 2: For this assignment, you should analyze and adapt an existing lesson or short unit so 
that it will support students’ disciplinary literacy learning in your current (or anticipated) professional 
context. You will need to select a specific lesson or short unit on which to focus. The starting 
materials can be ones that you have designed/taught, or they can come from a curricular source or 
publisher. 
 
Part A: Select a focal lesson/short unit. Attach it (scanned pages are fine). 
  
Part B: Analyze the lesson or unit to determine the extent to which it already supports disciplinary 
purposes and practices.  What will be most important to change in order to use this plan for 
disciplinary literacy teaching?  Why?  Connect your analysis to class readings. Length: 1.5-2 pages. 
 
Part C: Adapt your focal materials to create a new lesson or short unit for disciplinary literacy 
teaching. Incorporate:  

• Ways to engage students in disciplinary inquiry 
o What will students be investigating?  
o How will they investigate it?  
o What texts will they read and write?  

• Ways to support students’ success 
o How will you support students’ disciplinary reading and writing? 
o How will you support their disciplinary talk? 
o Consider content literacy strategies or Before/During/After reading supports that you 

can adapt and include  
• Ways of assessing students’ learning 

o How will you gather information about what students are learning? 
o How will you gather information about how their disciplinary reading, writing, and 

reasoning is developing? 
 
Part D:  Justify your changes.  Why have you made the specific decisions that you’ve made? How 
did you draw from and adapt the ideas in the class readings/videos? What would you want to do next 
after this lesson/unit? Length: 2 pages.  
 
Part E: Reflect. How has this course affirmed, challenged, or extended your thinking about teaching 
literacy and subject area content?  What are at least 2 key disciplinary literacy teaching routines or 
strategies that you will bring to your teaching? What are remaining questions that you have? Be 
specific. Length: 1-2 pages. 
 
Part F: Works cited 
 
Total paper length will vary based on the length of the original materials selected.  
 


