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Abstract:   
Instruction in the disciplines is considered essential in primary classrooms in 

both Australia and the U.S.  The Australia F-10 curriculum emphasizes discipline 
specific priorities across all of the grade levels.  In the U.S., the rollout of the 
Common Core State Standards has led to a re-emphasis on the disciplines at the 
primary level.  This paper focuses on the implementation of a disciplinary literacy 
unit (history focus) in one grade 5/6 primary classroom in Adelaide, South 
Australia.  This qualitative study uses positioning theory as a lens to explore the 
talk created by four small groups of students in a history unit of instruction in a 
primary classroom. The following research question guides this investigation:  
What does the talk produced by four small groups of 5th/6th grade students reveal 
about the way(s) they were positioned to learn to think historically?  Results 
revealed that the talk produced by the students fell into eight different categories 
ranging from less to more sophisticated.  Less sophisticated talk included stating 
facts and providing descriptions.  More sophisticated talk included making 
comparisons and speculating/interpreting.  The more sophisticated talk, which was 
closer to the norms of talk in the discipline of history, occurred during specific 
types of lessons whereby students were positioned to interrogate primary and 
secondary sources.   
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 Two recent trends in education have coalesced to draw our attention, as a field, to the role 

of literacy in the disciplines.  First, since adopting the Common Core State Standards (CCSS or 

Common Core, 2010) many states in the United States have turned their attention to the 

disciplines (Goatley, 2011; Pearson, 2013).  Second, within the field of literacy (especially at the 

secondary level), scholars have advocated for a shift from content reading to disciplinary 

literacy.  Historically, researchers such as Herber (1970) and Anders & Guzetti (1996) provided 

detailed insights into content area reading strategies, where teachers learned a set of generic 

literacy strategies that they could apply to their respective disciplines. Disciplinary literacy, in 

contrast, starts with the disciplines themselves, which are viewed as “spaces where knowledge is 

produced or constructed” (Moje, 2008, p. 100).  Moreover, “[k]nowledge production in the 

disciplines operates according to particular norms for everyday practice, conventions for 

communicating and representing knowledge and ideas, and ways of interacting, defending ideas, 

and challenging the deeply held ideas of others in the discipline” (Moje, 2008, p. 100).  Scholars 

(e.g., Draper, 2008; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2007) have explored the specific ways that 

disciplinary experts use reading, writing and talking as tools in their work.  Disciplinary literacy 

refers to the unique ways that literacy can be used as a tool to foster disciplinary understandings. 

The emergence of these two aforementioned trends has left unanswered questions about 

how we, as a field, might position teachers to engage in meaningful disciplinary literacy 

practices in primary classrooms (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012).  For example, we know little 

about how disciplinary literacy instruction may be enacted in the primary grades where teachers 

are less likely to have disciplinary expertise (Shanahan, 2012). Additionally, even teachers who 

have disciplinary expertise may not have teased out the specific literacy practices—such as the 

role of reading, writing and talk in the disciplines- that are most pertinent for their respective 

disciplines (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).  This paper uses positioning theory as a lens to 

explore our evolving understanding of disciplinary literacy practices in primary social studies 

instruction.  

 This qualitative study explores the talk created by four small groups of students in a 

history unit of instruction in a grade 5/6 primary classroom. The following research question 

guides this investigation:  What does the talk produced by four small groups of 5th/6th grade 

students reveal about the way(s) they were positioned to learn to think historically?  The purpose 
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of this study was to explore the complexity of fostering historical thinking in a primary 

classroom.   

We used positioning theory (e.g., Harré & van Langenhove, 1999; Harré & Moghaddam, 

2003) as a theoretical lens to examine the manner in which children were positioned to use 

literacy as a tool to foster historical thinking/understandings. Positioning theory highlights the 

ways that individuals or groups orient themselves and one another in interactional exchanges—

particularly exchanges involving talk and/or writing. Positions in interactional exchanges involve 

“sets of rights, duties, and obligations” (Harré & Gillett, 1994, p. 35). Harré and Van 

Langenhove (1999) argue that all conversations—written and oral—involve positioning. 

Moreover, the positioning that occurs in interactional exchanges induces different kinds and 

amounts of social force depending on the rights, duties, and obligations of the individuals 

involved in the social interactions, the purposes of the individuals involved, the culturally 

determined ways of perceiving the individuals involved, the ways that the individuals conceive 

of themselves and their interactional partners, and the manner in which broader social/cultural 

forces (e.g., the emergence of disciplinary literacy as a way to foster thinking in the disciplines) 

shape interactions in immediate contexts (Davies & Harré, 1990; Moghaddam, Harre´, & Lee, 

2008). In particular, in this work, we sought to explore the manner in which the students in one 

classroom were positioned and positioned themselves to use of talk as a tool to develop 

disciplinary understandings in history. 

This study occurred in a Catholic primary school in Adelaide, South Australia addressing 

the following unit inquiry question:  How did Australian society change throughout the twentieth 

century?  The unit consisted of three phases; there were 11 lessons across the three phases.  Each 

lesson consisted of whole-group and small-group interactions.  Data sources included audio tapes 

of 4 planning meetings that occurred prior to, and during, the development and implementation 

of the unit; audio tapes of 11 whole-group meetings; audio tapes of four sets of small group 

interactions that occurred during each of the eleven lessons and student artifacts created during 

the unit.  All data were catalogued and audiotapes were professionally transcribed.  Researchers 

read over all data sources to begin to ascertain potential themes; they engaged in subsequent 

close readings of the data set coding them relative to emerging themes (Gee, 2014; Maxwell, 

2013).   
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Results revealed that the talk produced by the students fell into eight different categories 

ranging from less to more sophisticated.  Less sophisticated talk included stating facts and 

providing descriptions.  More sophisticated talk included making comparisons and 

speculating/interpreting.  The more sophisticated talk, which was closer to the norms of talk in 

the discipline of history, occurred during specific types of lessons whereby students were 

positioned to interrogate primary and secondary sources.  This work has implications for the 

ways teachers learn to engage in historical thinking themselves and to design lessons to promote 

the historical thinking of their students.     
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