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Why Does Writing Matter?
“The rising correlation between education and income is evidence of the
increasing literacy orientation of many workplaces.” (Shanahan and Shanahan, 2008) 

21st Century Jobs Require:

Critical 
Reading

Communication Critical 
Thinking

OECD Policy Brief on the Future of Work: 
Automation and Independent Work in a Digital Economy, May 2016

Writing Collaboration

Assessments Require More Robust Writing
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Why Does Writing Matter?
“Eventually we will send our 

students out into the wild, where 

newspapers of record, college 

courses, bosses and colleagues, and 

increasingly health care providers, 

bankers, and others will not provide 

them with accessible texts.”
- (Murphy, 2016)
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Literacy Development 

Intermediate Literacy

Disciplinary 
Literacy

Basic Literacy

While there are many ways to 

encourage your students to write 

more in the classroom (such as 

journals and quick-writes), 

remember that students need to 

engage in writing in your discipline 

on a regular basis.

(Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008)

More sophisticated, 
less generalizable
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Disciplinary Literacy 

Content literacy emphasizes 

techniques that a novice might use to 

make sense of a disciplinary text...while 

disciplinary literacy emphasizes the 

unique tools that the experts in a 

discipline use to participate in the work 

of that discipline.” 
(Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012) 
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Disciplinary Literacy 

“Disciplinary literacy is therefore 
defined as the confluence of:

● Content knowledge

● Experiences and skills

● Ability to read, write, listen and 
speak

● “Thinking critically in a way that is 
meaningful within the content area” 
(Bickley, 2014)
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Writing Like A Mathematician
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Writing Like A Mathematician

“Writing can provide opportunities for 

students to construct their own 

knowledge of mathematics.”
- (Countryman, 1992, p vi–vii, emphasis 

mine).
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Example from the Field 

While students need to be able to 

solve problems, it is important that 

they understand how a concrete 

problem is connected to an abstract 

concept.
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n * (a+b)

What language, skills, and concepts - specific to math 
- do you need to know to be successful answering 

this question?
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n * (a+b)

What do n, a, and b mean? 
What do they stand for?
What do they indicate?

What does the parentheses mean 
in this equation?

Where else do we use 
parentheses?

How do I use the plus sign and 
multiplication sign?

How do I connect the abstract to 
the concrete with this type of 

question?
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Example from the Field

What this teacher did:

✓ Teaches vocabulary, concepts, and 
features of mathematics explicitly

✓ Compares purposes across 
disciplines 

✓ Build relationships between 
concrete and abstract
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Writing Like A Scientist
“Writing like a scientist requires a set of 

rules that are unique to science texts, 

such as use of passive voice, noun 

phrases, nominalization of verbs, and 

language regarding confidence.” 
- (Fang & Schleppegrell, 2011)
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Example from the Field

When my Science department and I planned out our curriculum, we noticed that the 

new NGSS standards did not focus on the traditional depth of knowledge into the 

concept of Mitosis. 
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Example from the Field

Students read and summarized differentiated texts to answer the argumentative 

question, “To what extent do genes and the environment affect the development 

of cancer?” 

- Ava Javid, Science Educator, Sequoia High School
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Example from the Field

What this teacher did:

✓ Expanded the lesson from a 
narrow focus on mitosis

✓ Connected to a larger topic that 
students could dig deeper into 

✓ Provided a variety of resources

✓ Assigned a clear and concise task 
requiring use a variety of 
knowledge & science writing skills
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Writing Like A Historian
“...[H]istorians ask questions and review a 

variety of historical sources to make claims 

about the actors and events of the past. In 

other words, they investigate and interpret 

the past by researching documents and 

artifacts—receipts, diaries, paintings, 

stories—in order to answer the questions 

they have.” 

- Annenberg Learner
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Goals

1. Teach content through the 
investigation of primary and 
secondary sources

2. Develop specific literacy practices in 
reading and writing that promote 
historical interpretation

3. Support analytical ways of thinking 
about the past

- Annenberg Learner
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Example from the Field

As a special education teacher, I am all 

about differentiation and student 

choice...we always have graphic 

organizers readily available for them to 

use as they see fit.

- Heather Fooden, 6th Grade Special Education 
ELA and Social Studies Teacher, Corona Arts 
and Sciences Academy 
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Example from the Field

What this teacher did:

✓ Provide a graphic organizer so 
students can appropriately include 
content into their writing

✓ Structure expectations that are 
appropriate for the field of the 
course

✓ High-level writing task
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Strategies

Be clear with students about goals

● “Today, we are going to wear our mathematicians hats as we learn 

about fractions.”

● “Historians are able to look at multiple primary sources and synthesize 

the content. As you read and analyze these sources, begin thinking 

about how a historian would respond in writing to the question…”
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Strategies

Vocabulary Notebooks with Categories

PRIME

GENERAL MEANING MATH MEANING

“The best” or “main”

Example: The prime reason I want to move 
to Hawai’i is the warm weather.

A number, greater than 1, that is evenly 
divisible by itself and 1 only

Examples: 3, 5, 71
Non examples: 6, 40 (these are composite 
numbers)
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Strategies

Writing for Purpose and Audience

Provide actual models for 

students in the discipline, so they 

can analyze the structure and 

develop an organizer to meet the 

expectations of the field.



27www.thinkcerca.com

Strategies

Use Diagrams

Use structures that allow students to 

analyze the relationships between events 

or concepts. In history, for example, 

students may create a cause and effect 

graphic organizer to map out a major 

event as well as the causes and 

sequences of other events related.
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Want to learn more? 
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Thank You

Teach critical thinking through argumentative writing
Personalized Literacy Platform for Grades 4-12
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Read
● High-quality, authentic texts
● Differentiated lessons
● Close reading
● Standards alignment

Write Grow

Grades 4 - 12  •  English Language Arts   •  Science  •  Social Studies  •  Math

● Common Language: CERCA 
Framework

● Scaffolded writing process
● Argumentative writing 
● Narrative and informational writing

● CERCA three times per month
● Students engaged in higher-order 

thinking
● More time with students
● Improved teacher effectiveness

1.5 - 2.5 years of growth in a single year 

Third-Party Verified


