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Response: Heller’s “In Praise of Amateurism:
A Friendly Critique of Moje’s “Call for Change’

in Secondary Literacy”

Elizabeth Birr Moje

I appreciate the opportunity to respond to Rafael Heller’s critique of my
commentary on foregrounding the disciplines in secondary school literacy
teaching and learning. Exchanges with Heller are always a pleasure, because
he brings to light many new ideas and important concerns. This particular
exchange also gives me the opportunity to clarify several points I had hoped
to make with the commentary and to counter a number of concerns he raised.

Heller challenges the idea of approaching secondary literacy instruction
from a disciplinary perspective by arguing that rather than teach young people
the literate practices and skills necessary for reading and writing proficiently
in various subjects or disciplines, secondary school teachers should focus on
developing “amateurs” who are well versed in the general liberal arts. This
argument, however, is troubling on several levels. First is his use of the word
amateur. I was immediately curious as I read the title of his piece, “In Praise of
Amateurism: A Friendly Critique of Moje’s ‘Call for Change’ in Secondary
Literacy”: Who were the amateurs to whom he referred? Adolescent students?
Secondary school teachers? The answer, it seems, is both.

Heller’s use of amateur most explicitly refers to the secondary school stu-
dents. Indeed, at one point, he suggests that we should not attempt to produce
“disciplinary experts” by the end of high school and instead should be con-
tent with producing amateurs. That statement puzzled me, because producing
experts 1s in no way the goal of disciplinary literacy instruction; that is, such
work 1s not about producing junior literary theorists, historians, scientists,
or mathematicians. Disciplinary literacy is about providing learners with the
opportunity to engage in the kinds of knowledge production and represen-
tation, on a limited scale, of course, that members of the various disciplines
enact on a regular basis. The point of such engagement is to make clear how
disciplinary communities (or any discourse community, for that matter) pro-
duce knowledge, thereby enabling learners to question that knowledge.

Disciplinary literacy instruction produces critical thinkers who can
read a magazine article claiming that antibiotics lead to breast cancer and
ask themselves, What kind of experiment could produce a causal claim like
that? Disciplinary literacy instruction might even lead those same readers to
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Literacy theorists,
researchers,

and teacher
educators would

do well to consider
approaching
secondary literacy
instruction from the
standpoint of the
people who teach in
the secondary school

subject areas.

conclude that, due to either poor
word choices or deliberate misrep-
resentation, correlational evidence
was being represented as causal.
With the opportunity to engage
in multiple investigations and read
and write in the service of those
investigations, students can learn to
question and challenge representa-
tions of disciplinary knowledge,
whether in the study of the disci-
plines or in everyday life.
Disciplinary literacy instruc-
tion is thus an act of social jus-
tice and offers the possibility to
produce the very kind of citizen
Heller calls for at the end of his

critique. This instruction is de-

cidedly not about producing disci-
plinary experts or about trying to push the college
curriculum down to high school (another concern
that he appears to have about disciplinary literacy).
To be sure, those of us who support this work be-
lieve that it will better prepare our nation’s youth and
close the knowledge and skill gap that many lament,
but that is not the primary focus of the work. Even
a strong disciplinary literacy focus would generate
what Heller calls “amateurs” (I prefer “novices”) by
the end of high school, but they would be think-
ing and questioning novices who are able to read,
write, and discuss everyday decisions that are framed
by work in the disciplines.

Heller does not limit the label of “amateur” to
students. He also questions whether it is possible for
high school teachers to develop deep enough content
and linguistic knowledge to engage in disciplinary lit-
eracy instruction. He further claims that they do not

care to do so:

Given that secondary teachers have much less alle-
giance to their departments and disciplines than do
college professors, and given that they have much
greater allegiance to the teaching mission (over and
above the research imperative), they might be con-
vinced more easily that it is their job not only to pre-
pare students for more specialized instruction but also
to help them become reasonably well-rounded citizens

(Farris, 2009).

I do not know on what basis this claim is made,
but the first part of it does not gibe with my own
experience as a high school history and biology teach-
er, as a teacher educator, and as a high school class-
room researcher. The high school teachers I work
with are strongly committed to their disciplinary
roots, although they do see a difference between the
work of the disciplines and what they can introduce
in secondary school subject areas (cf. Conley, 2008;
Douglas, Moje, & Bain, 2009). The question for me
is not whether high school teachers are able and will-
ing to engage in disciplinary literacy teaching, but to
what extent are university faculty—both disciplinary
and teacher education faculty—providing the kind of
education necessary for high school teachers to do this
kind of work?

A related issue, which I address at the end of my
original piece (Moje, 2008), is the extent to which
the current structures of schooling, from the timing
of the school day to accountability measures, allow
high school teachers to engage in such work. My ex-
perience suggests—and indeed motivated my call for
the foregrounding of the disciplines—that middle and
high school teachers are committed to their disciplin-
ary roots and are eager to engage their students in lit-
eracy practices that serve to advance their disciplinary
learning. Moreover, secondary school teachers believe
that learning in the disciplines and subject areas will
produce well-rounded citizens.

That, in the end, is the point of my commentary:
Literacy theorists, researchers, and teacher educators
would do well to consider approaching secondary lit-
eracy instruction from the standpoint of the people
who teach in the secondary school subject areas. Their
concern is the disciplinary learning of their students,
and the organization of secondary schools suggests
that both middle and high school teachers see their
subject areas (and themselves) as connected to the dis-
ciplines. I have yet to meet a secondary school teacher
who does not know whether he or she is in the science
department or the English department. Secondary
teachers know whether they are teaching physics or
biology, U.S. history or economics, 19th-century
British literature or research writing. Are they all dis-

ciplinary experts? No, but secondary school teachers



are advocates of learning in their subject areas, which
are framed by the disciplines.

Finally, I’d like to address Heller’s suggestion that
even if the ideas of disciplinary literacy teaching were
useful, the work would be too difficult to accomplish.
I doubt he really believes that one should give up on
a goal of educational change simply because it is dif-
ficult; after all, it is difficult to change discrimina-
tory practices or eliminate poverty, but we continue
to try. What he appears to be saying is that he does not
think the benefits of disciplinary literacy instruction
outweigh the costs of making what I acknowledge to
be rather sweeping changes. My original piece may
have played into that thinking in that, by outlining
the challenges we all face in making such changes,
I may have dissuaded some readers from seeing the
possibilities. My goal in outlining those challenges,
however, was not to suggest that the work is hopeless.
Rather, it was to distribute the effort required so that
the change I propose is not laid on the backs of teach-
ers. The current efforts to engage secondary teachers
in literacy strategy instruction are focused largely on
the teachers themselves, without attention to the sys-
tems and cultures within which they work.

Thus, I concluded my piece with a focus on per-
sistent challenges—playing oft Cuban’s (1986) still
relevant analysis of the persistent institution of sec-
ondary schooling—to remind readers that this cannot
be the work of teachers alone. It is the responsibil-
ity of all those involved in K-16 education, includ-
ing classroom teachers, parents, school leaders, teacher
educators, and university faculty members in the dis-
ciplines. Yet, there is great hope. There are numer-
ous models of disciplinary literacy instruction, some
of which I mention in the original piece and some
of which are detailed in other venues (e.g., Coffin,
2006; Heller & Greenleaf, 2007; Lee & Spratley, 2010;
McKeown, Beck, & Blake, 2009; Moje, 2007, 2010;
Moje & Speyer, 2008; Schleppegrell & Achugar, 2003;
Schleppegrell, Achugar, & Oteiza, 2004; Shanahan &
Shanahan, 2008). Some of these models are not lim-
ited to secondary schooling, instead focusing on chil-
dren as early as kindergarten (Cervetti & Barber, 2009;
Cervetti, Pearson, Bravo, & Barber, 2006; Guthrie et
al.,, 1996; Guthrie, Wigfield, & Perencevich, 2004;

Palincsar & Magnusson, 2001; Pappas, Varelas, Barry,
& Rife, 2002; Romance & Vitale, 2001).

Moreover, those of us interested in secondary lit-
eracy instruction can and should take heed of the work
of colleagues who study education in the disciplines.
Science educators and scientists, for example, have
long collaborated to engage young people in inquiry,
or project-based, science instruction that replicates
the work of scientists (e.g., Blumenfeld et al., 1991;
Krajcik et al.,, 1998; Marx, Blumenfeld, Krajcik, &
Soloway, 1997). Historians and history educators have
engaged children and youth in working with primary
sources and producing historical accounts and argu-
ments (e.g., Afflerbach & VanSledright, 2001; Bain,
2005, 2006; Leinhardt, 1994; Wineburg & Martin,
2004; Young & Leinhardt, 1998). Mathematicians and
mathematics educators have collaborated to develop
mathematical inquiry that engages youth in translat-
ing everyday discourse into mathematical discourse
(e.g., Hall & Jurow, 2006; Moses & Cobb, 2001).

Literacy educators have only to connect with
these efforts, but we need to first understand that lit-
eracy instruction at the secondary level should be in
the service of learning in the subject areas and that all
students—not just those who are assured of advanc-
ing to postsecondary education—have the right to

become critical thinkers across the curriculum.

References

Afflerbach, P., & VanSledright, B. (2001). Hath! Doth! What?
Middle graders reading innovative history text. Journal of
Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 44(8), 696—=707.

Bain, R.B. (2005). “They thought the world was flat?”: Applying
the principles of How People Learn in teaching high school his-
tory. In M.S. Donovan & J.D. Bransford (Eds.), How students
learn: History, mathematics, and science in the classroom (pp. 179—
213). Washington, DC: National Academies Press.

Bain, R.B. (2006). Rounding up unusual suspects: Facing the
authority hidden in the history classroom. Teachers College
Record, 108(10), 2080-2114.

Blumenfeld, P., Soloway, E., Marx, R., Krajcik, J., Guzdial, M.,
& Palincsar, A. (1991). Motivating project-based learning:
Sustaining the doing, supporting the learning. Educational
Psychologist, 26(3/4), 369-398.

Cervetti, G.N., & Barber, J. (2009). Text in hands-on science.
In E.H. Hiebert & M. Sailors (Eds.), Finding the right texts:
What works for beginning and struggling readers (pp. 89-108).
New York: Guilford.

Cervetti, G.N., Pearson, P.D., Bravo, M.A., & Barber, J. (2006).
Reading and writing in the service of inquiry-based science.
In R. Douglas, M. Klentschy, & K. Worth (Eds.), Linking

in Secondary Literacy”

“In Praise of Amateurism: A Friendly Critique of Moje's "Call for Change’

Response: Heller's

277



Dec 2010 / Jan 2011

Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy 54(4)

o
-
=<}

science and literacy in the K=8 classroom (pp. 221-244). Arlington,
VA: National Science Teachers Association.

Coftin, C. (2006). Learning the language of school history: The
role of linguistics in mapping the writing demands of the sec-
ondary school curriculum. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 38(4),
413-429. do0i:10.1080/00220270500508810

Conley, M.W. (2008). Cognitive strategy instruction for adoles-
cents: What we know about the promise, what we don’t know
about the potential. Harvard Educational Review, 78(1), 84-106.

Cuban, L. (1986). Persistent instruction: Another look at con-
stancy in the classroom. Phi Delta Kappan, 68(1), 7-11.

Douglas, E.F., Moje, E.B., & Bain, R.B. (2009, April). Cultural
models of discipline and subject matter: Secondary preservice teacher
discourse on content knowledge. Paper presented at the annual
meeting of the American Educational Research Association,
San Diego, CA.

Guthrie, J.T., Van Meter, P., McCann, A.D., Wigfield, A.,
Bennett, L., Poundstone, C.C., et al. (1996). Growth of lit-
eracy engagement: Changes in motivations and strategies
during concept-oriented reading instruction. Reading Research
Quarterly, 31(3), 306—-332. doi:10.1598/RRQ.31.3.5

Guthrie, J.T., Wigfield, A., & Perencevich, K.C. (2004).
Motivating reading comprehension: Concept-oriented reading instruc-
tion. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Hall, R.P., & Jurow, A.S. (2006, April). Hybrid interactional prac-
tices: Expanding the disciplinary expertise of a middle school math-
ematics classroom. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the
American Educational Research Association, San Francisco.

Heller, R., & Greenleaf, C.L. (2007). Literacy instruction in the con-
tent areas: Getting to the core of middle and high school improvement.
Washington, DC: Alliance for Excellent Education.

Krajcik, J., Blumenfeld, P.C., Marx, R.W., Bass, K.M., Fredricks,
J., & Soloway, E. (1998). Inquiry in project-based science
classrooms: Initial attempts by middle school students. The
Journal of the Learning Sciences, 7(3/4), 313-350. doi:10.1207/
$15327809j1s0703&4_3

Lee, C.D., & Spratley, A. (2010). Reading in the disciplines: The chal-
lenges of adolescent literacy. New York: Carnegie Corporation of
New York.

Leinhardt, G. (1994). History: A time to be mindful. In G.
Leinhardt, I.L. Beck, & C. Stainton (Eds.), Teaching and learn-
ing in history (pp. 209-255). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Marx, R.W., Blumenfeld, P.C., Krajcik, J.S., & Soloway, E.
(1997). Enacting project-based science. The Elementary School
Journal, 97(4), 341-358. do0i:10.1086/461870

McKeown, M.G., Beck, I.L., & Blake, R.G.K. (2009). Rethinking
reading comprehension instruction: A comparison of instruc-
tion for strategies and content approaches. Reading Research
Quarterly, 44(3), 218-253. doi:10.1598/RRQ.44.3.1

Moje, E.B. (2007). Developing socially just subject-matter in-
struction: A review of the literature on disciplinary literacy
teaching. In L. Parker (Ed.), Review of research in education:

Vol. 31. Difference, diversity, and distinctiveness in education and
learning (pp. 1-44). Washington, DC: American Educational
Research Association; Los Angeles: Sage.

Moje, E.B. (2008). Foregrounding the disciplines in secondary
literacy teaching and learning: A call for change. Journal of
Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 52(2), 96—107.

Moje, E.B. (2010). Comprehending in the subject areas: The
challenges of comprehension, grades 7-12, and what to do
about them. In K. Ganske & D. Fisher (Eds.), Comprehension
across the curriculum: Perspectives and practices K=12 (pp. 46—72).
New York: Guilford.

Moje, E.B., & Speyer, J. (2008). The reality of challenging
texts in high school science and social studies: How teach-
ers can mediate comprehension. In K.A. Hinchman & H.K.
Sheridan-Thomas (Eds.), Best practices in adolescent literacy in-
struction (pp. 185-211). New York: Guilford.

Moses, R.P., & Cobb, C.E., Jr. (2001). Radical equations: Civil
rights from Mississippi to the Algebra Project. Boston: Beacon.
Palincsar, A.S., & Magnusson, S.J. (2001). The interplay of first-
hand and second-hand investigations to model and support the
development of scientific knowledge and reasoning. In S.M.
Carver & D. Klahr (Eds.), Cognition and instruction: Twenty-five

years of progress (pp. 151-193). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Pappas, C.C., Varelas, M., Barry, A., & Rife, A. (2002). Dialogic
inquiry around information texts: The role of intertextual-
ity in constructing scientific understandings in urban pri-
mary classrooms. Linguistics and Education, 13(4), 435—-482.
d0i:10.1016/S0898-5898(03)00004 -4

Romance, N.R., & Vitale, M.R. (2001). Implementing an
in-depth expanded science model in elementary schools:
Multi-year findings, research issues, and policy implications.
International Journal of Science Education, 23(4), 373—404.

Schleppegrell, M.J., & Achugar, M. (2003). Learning language
and learning history: A functional linguistics approach.
TESOL Journal, 12(2), 21-27.

Schleppegrell, M.J., Achugar, M., & Oteiza, T. (2004). The
grammar of history: Enhancing content-based instruction
through a functional focus on language. TESOL Quarterly,
38(1), 67-93.

Shanahan, T., & Shanahan, C. (2008). Teaching disciplinary
literacy to adolescents: Rethinking content-area literacy.
Harvard Educational Review, 78(1), 40-59.

Wineburg, S., & Martin, D. (2004). Reading and rewriting his-
tory. Educational Leadership, 62(1), 42—45.

Young, K.M., & Leinhardt, G. (1998). Writing from primary doc-
uments: A way of knowing in history. Written Communication,
15(1), 25—68. doi:10.1177/0741088398015001002

Moje teaches at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor,
USA; e-mail moje@umich.edu.



