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Abstract 

In response to the staggering number of students in our schools who continue to read below grade level in our secondary schools, 

secondary teacher preparation programs in 46/50 states currently require secondary preservice teachers to take some version of a 

content/disciplinary literacy course. Literacy requirements for all content areas vary, as do the skills necessary to read and understand 

the material/content.  This is more true for elective content areas such as music, dance, kinesiology, art, theater, agriculture, and family 

and consumer science. This article will focus on art, its benefits to secondary students, and the necessary art literacy skills and best 

practices for preservice teachers.  
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1 Introduction  

 
   A staggering number of students continue to read below grade level in 

our secondary schools. In response to this problem, secondary teacher 

preparation programs in 46 out of 50 states currently require secondary 

preservice teachers to take some version of a content literacy/disciplinary 

literacy course. Those who don’t currently require a course of this kind are 

Connecticut, Hawaii, New Hampshire, Wyoming. 

   Reading requirements for all content areas vary, as do the skills neces-

sary to read and understand the material used in each subject.  Many public 

secondary school teachers assume students learned to read in elementary 

school.  However, the shift from reading narrative texts to reading for in-

formation begins to occur during late elementary, and students need sup-

port in how to read for information in all content areas. For many adoles-

cent students, ongoing difficulties with reading and writing figure promi-

nently in the decision to drop out of school (Baxter & Reddy, 2007). 

   The main hurdle many students  appear  to  face  is  the  abil-

ity  to  read  and  understand   complex  literary  and  informa-

tional  texts.  Informational  texts  may  be challenging in particular 

because  students often are not aware of  the varied textual structures 

used across disciplines (Gersten, Fuchs, Williams,  and  Baker, 2001).  

Reading for information in a science course requires very different skills 

from reading for information in a history course. This is also true for elec-

tive content areas such as music, dance, kinesiology, art, theater, agricul-

ture, and family and consumer science.  

2 The Problem 

 
   For approximately two decades, my colleagues and I taught Content 

Reading to all content areas, including kinesiology, dance, music, theater, 

art, and agriculture.  During that time, we tried everything we could think 

of to convince students who majored in these content areas that reading 

and literacy were applicable to their specific content.  Most of the time, 
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this was challenging because our students simply did not believe literacy 

played a role in their field of study. 

   Over time, the focus of the course evolved from Content Area Reading 

to Content Literacy to Disciplinary Literacy.  Each change in focus of the 

course brought about a clearer picture of what the students in content areas 

such as kinesiology, dance, music, theater, art, and agriculture really 

needed. 

   My colleagues and I searched for textbooks and articles to support our 

new understanding.  Unfortunately, very few textbooks and articles were 

available.  So, we worked with professionals in the fields of kinesiology, 

dance, music, theater, art, and agriculture to determine exactly what liter-

acy practices experts in their respective fields of study participate in to 

help us tailor our instruction accordingly. 

   We began with art.  When we spoke with the art expert, Edie Wells, we 

learned that students who are literate in art need to read paintings, sculp-

tures, etc.  They need to be skilled at discussing techniques and styles, as 

well as to interpret the meaning of the works they viewed.   

    This was disciplinary literacy, and very different from what we had 

been teaching.  Armed with this new understanding, we began to work 

with content experts in art to determine what their literate students really 

needed to know.  From there, we developed strategies to teach this 

knowledge and skills to future art teachers. 

3 Content Literacy vs. Disciplinary Literacy 

 
     Content literacy can be defined as the ability to use reading and writing 

for the acquisition of new content in a given discipline (McKenna & Rob-

inson, 1990). Its focus primarily includes general literacy skills and strat-

egies intended to enhance student understanding of the content (Miller & 

Veatch, 2011).  Three principal cognitive components included in content 

literacy are: (1) general literacy skills; (2)  content-specific literacy skills; 

and (3) prior knowledge of content (McKenna & Robinson, 1990).   This 

instruction emphasizes students’ application of prior knowledge to new 

information to construct understanding (Ryder & Graves, 2003). 

    Disciplinary literacy, however, focuses on teaching students how liter-

acy is used in each content area, while also teaching students how to use 

discipline-specific literacy skills to access content knowledge.  Students 

are taught to use reading strategies if and when they make sense for each 

discipline (Lent, 2016; Wolsey & Lapp, 2017).  Disciplinary literacy em-

phasizes reading what experts in a particular field of study read, applying 

reasoning skills as experts in each field would, investigating areas of in-

terest as experts would, and talking to each other as do experts in each 

field (Lent, 2016). 

   Rather than teaching students how to apply strategies to construct mean-

ing, disciplinary literacy is about students learning how literacy is used in 

their particular content areas.  Once secondary pre-service teachers begin 

to develop an understanding of what literacy looks like in their particular 

fields, they can then begin to work on how they can incorporate those 

unique types of literacy skills into their future classrooms.   

    Additionally, those pre-service teachers can begin to develop les-

sons/approaches that incorporate those unique literacy skills while teach-

ing their content for use with their future students.  Once secondary pre-

service teachers understand how important teaching the unique literacy 

skills associated with their content areas is, they begin to more clearly see 

the relevance of the course as well as the relevance of literacy to their 

particular fields.  This is particularly important for those pre-service teach-

ers in fields such as music, dance, kinesiology, art, theater, agriculture, 

and family and consumer science.  Disciplinary literacy is based in inquiry 

with an emphasis on how students use the information/knowledge they 

gain as a means to engage in work in their disciplines/content areas (Sha-

nahan & Shanahan, 2012). 

 

4 Understanding Art Matters 

 

The Texas Cultural Trust (2015) research demonstrated that participation 

in art courses contributed to a broad range of positive academic outcomes 

for Texas students. Across all subjects, students who completed a higher 

number of art courses performed better on state assessments. Students who 

complete more arts classes have up to a 15% higher pass rate on standard-

ized tests than students with fewer arts classes. Across all grade levels, 

greater arts course completion was associated with higher attendance 

rates, with the greatest impact at the high school level. Texas high school 

students engaged in the arts had a 3.3% percentage point greater attend-

ance rate—the equivalent of attending an additional week of school—than 

their counterparts who were not engaged in the arts. At-risk high school 

students who complete more than one art class are half as likely to drop 

out. Specifically, students who completed at least one art course credit in 

the 9th grade were less than one third as likely to dropout as students who 

did not complete one art credit.  Thus, it is important for students to par-

ticipate in and understand art.  What role does literacy play in art? 
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5    Disciplinary Literacy in Art 

 
    To understand how disciplinary literacy looks in the field of art, first art 

must be defined.  Art is primarily comprised of the following:  (1) ability 

- the human capacity to make things of beauty and things that stir us; (2) 

process - the different forms of art such as drawing, painting, sculpting, 

architecture, and photography; and (3) product - the completed work (E. 

Wells, personal communication, January 22, 2018).  However art is de-

fined, it is important to know the vocabulary of art in order to understand 

it, as art is also a language.  “I found I could say things with color and 

shapes that I couldn’t say in any other way – things I had no words 

for” (O’Keeffe, 1926). 

    To be considered literate in art, individuals must know what the formal 

elements are and be able to recognize and discuss those elements in works 

of art.  Those elements include line, color, shape, value, texture, light, 

space, time, and motion.  When learning new terminology, it is important 

for learners to be actively engaged in vocabulary instruction, to make a 

personal connection with the vocabulary, to be given many opportunities 

to use the vocabulary and to be taught critical terms for the discipline in 

order for those terms to become a permanent part of a student’s vocabu-

lary (Wolsey, 2017). 

    When learning new vocabulary in art, it is important for students to first 

be introduced to new terms.  Teachers will want to begin with works of 

art that illustrate each term (visual literacy), and then allow students to 

discuss with a partner each work using the appropriate terms (speaking & 

listening).   

    The next step would be the application of those terms.  One strategy for 

this step includes allowing students to work in small groups to find exam-

ples of art that demonstrate each term (investigating, reading, reasoning 

and talking).  Students can conduct a gallery walk of the examples and 

explain to each other how each term is demonstrated in the selections 

(reading, speaking & listening). Reading as it is used here refers to “read-

ing” the work of art to determine the application of the formal elements 

within each work (E. Wells, personal communication, January 22, 2018). 

    To help students develop a deeper understanding of those terms, the art 

teacher could have each student select a work in an exhibit he/she responds 

to and then write about the logistics, artist, work, medium and content of 

the selected work (reasoning & writing).  Then, the students will deter-

mine how the formal elements are presented in their selected works (read-

ing & reasoning).  Finally, the teacher can ask the students to share this 

information with the class (speaking & listening). 

    To aid students in mastery of the vocabulary terms, the teacher can have 

each student create a work of art that incorporates some or all of the ele-

ments (create).  Following this step, the students can then display their 

creations for others to view.  You will notice that none of the terms are 

taught in separate and isolated sections.  Rather, students are experiencing 

vocabulary in multiple ways, which helps to make it part of their perma-

nent vocabulary. 

Steps Method Literacy 

1) Introduce 

terms 

*Selected works of art 

*Discuss using terms 

* Visual literacy 

* Speaking  

* Listening 

2) Application of 

terms 

*In groups – find ex-

amples of art demon-

strating the terms 

* Gallery walk 

* Investigating 

* Reading 

* Reasoning  

* Speaking 

*Listening 

3) Deeper under-

standing 

* Students select art in 

exhibit they respond to 

*Students write about 

logistics, artist, work, 

medium & content  

*Share information 

with other students 

* Reasoning 

* Writing 

* Speaking 

* Listening 

4) Mastery *Students create art-

work that incorporates 

some/all elements 

* Create 

 

6 Discussion 

    Approaching pre-service teachers from a disciplinary literacy perspec-

tive helps them to better understand the role that literacy will play in their 

future classrooms.  This approach to literacy is essential for creating a deep 

understanding of each content area.  Pre-service teachers must embrace 

the idea that not only can literacy be used as a tool for learning; their future 

students will improve their literacy and their content knowledge at the 

same time!! Class content and literacy are not taught separately.  Discipli-

nary literacy more readily illustrates the symbiotic relationship between 

content knowledge and literacy; disciplinary literacy is grounded in in-

quiry and emphasizes how students use the knowledge they are learning 
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as a tool to participate in work within that discipline (Shanahan & Sha-

nahan, 2012). 

 . When students engage in authentic literacy practices within a particular 

content area, they more deeply understand the information associated with 

that content area. Providing opportunities for students to experience en-

gagement with each subject that mirrors what experts in corresponding 

fields experience creates a realistic and relevant approach to learning. This 

authentic engagement must occur within subject area classrooms in order 

for students to really learn the material. Otherwise, students will likely 

develop only a superficial understanding of the various classes they take, 

and their literacy will not improve as rapidly. 

References 
 

Baxter, S., & Reddy, L. (2007). What content-area teachers should know about 

 adolescent literacy. Jessup, MD: National Institute for Literacy.  

Gersten,  R.,  Fuchs,  L.S.,  Williams,  J.P.,  and  Baker,  S.  (2001).   

Teaching  reading  comprehension  strategies  to  stu-

dents  with   

learning  disabilities:  A  review  of  the  research.  Re-

view  of   Educa 

tional  Research,  71(2):  279–320.   

Lent, R. C. (2106). This is disciplinary literacy: Reading, writing, thinking, and 

 doing . . . content area by content area. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin.  

McKenna, M.C., & Robinson, R.D. (1990). Content literacy:  A definition and  

implications. Journal of Reading, 34(3), 184-186. 

Miller, M., & Veatch, N. (2011).  Literacy in context (L in C). Boston, MA:  

Pearson Education, Inc. 

O’Keeffe, G. (1926). GoodReads: Author quotes.  Retrieved from 

 https://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/140943.Georgia_O_Keeffe 

Ryder, J. R., & Graves, M. F. (2003).  Reading and learning in content areas.  

 Hoboken, NJ. John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Shanahan, T., & Shanahan, C. (2012). What is disciplinary literacy and why does it  

 matter? Topics in Language Disorders, 32(1), 7-18. 

Texas Cultural Trust. (2015). The art of ensuring a a bright future for Texas.  

Austin, TX.  

Wolsey, T.D. & Lapp, D. (2017) Literacy in the disciplines: A teacher’s guide for  

 grades 5-12. New York, NY.  The Guilford Press. 

 

https://www.goodreads.com/au

	1 Introduction
	2 The Problem
	3 Content Literacy vs. Disciplinary Literacy
	References

