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Abstract
The importance of teaching reasoning in schools is 
widely recognised. Yet this has presented teachers 
with difficulties, particularly in primary education. 
Difficulties partially stem from a lack of cohesive the-
ory about reasoning for education and a lack of spec-
ificity about it in the English National Curriculum. One 
route to improved teaching of reasoning is through 
recognition of the importance and prevalence of 
discipline- specific practices. This paper draws on 
socio- cultural theory and disciplinary literacy re-
search to argue that some reasoning practices are 
discipline specific. The theoretical lens of reasoning 
styles is adopted. A cognitive history approach has 
been used to create a framework of reasoning styles 
important in primary English. English represents a 
curriculum area that is currently poorly understood in 
terms of its prevalent reasoning practices. This paper, 
therefore, makes important theoretical and pedagogi-
cal contributions to existing research. Examples of 
student engagement with identified reasoning styles 
are provided. The framework and accompanying 
examples will help teachers to support the develop-
ment of student reasoning, particularly in the subject 
of English. Developing students’ meta- awareness of 
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INTRODUCTION

A broad definition of reasoning as ‘the process of drawing conclusions’ (Leighton, 2004, p. 3) 
is adopted here. This encompasses widely held beliefs about what reasoning involves, and 
fits with understandings held within wider society, including schools. There is widespread 
recognition of the importance of teaching reasoning in schools (McPeck, 1981; Trilling & 
Fadel, 2009). Reasoning holds an important role in approaches like 21st Century Skills. 
These represent educational goals designed to prepare students to participate in demo-
cratic societies through processes of ‘civilised, rational, collaborative reasoning’ (Asterhan 
& Schwarz, 2016, p. 164; Chalkiadaki, 2018).

Yet, although overwhelmingly advocated, the teaching of reasoning has presented 
schools with difficulties, particularly in primary education (Mercer & Howe, 2012; Nickerson 
et al., 2013; Wegerif, 2010). It is suggested that teachers find it difficult to understand princi-
ples underpinning research into thinking and reasoning and struggle to modify their practice 
in light of research (Lefstein, 2008; Mercer & Howe, 2012; Sedova et al., 2016). A lack of 
cohesive and uncontested theory about reasoning and how it should be embedded in ed-
ucation compounds these difficulties. Discussion about reasoning in the English National 
Curriculum (Department for Education [DfE], 2014) is limited, particularly in specific subject 
areas. This further complicates matters for schools.

The difficulties faced by schools in teaching and understanding reasoning processes 
mean that it is necessary to explore ways in which teaching for reasoning can be developed 
and supported. One way in which this might be supported is through the exploration of 
discipline- specific elements of reasoning. There is a growing body of literature investigating 
and emphasising the prevalence of discipline- specific practices. The following section will 
consider research related to discipline- specific practices more generally, before exploring 
the concept of discipline- specific reasoning practices (described as ‘styles’). The ESRC- 
funded PhD project that this paper draws upon aimed to stimulate explicit teaching of rea-
soning styles in primary English lessons in two primary schools in North East England. 
A conceptual enquiry phase was dedicated to identifying reasoning styles important and 
relevant in primary English (the main focus of this paper). Methods used to identify these 
reasoning styles will be detailed before the framework is shared. Examples of student en-
gagement with each reasoning style (or reflections on how these might manifest) will be 
provided. Illuminating key reasoning practices important in primary English should support 
the teaching of reasoning in this domain.

DISCIPLINE- SPECIFIC PRACTICES

There is increasing recognition of cultural and discipline- specific practices. Sociocultural 
theory explicitly considers the cultural influence on thinking, learning and communication, 

patterns of language use is beneficial. Development 
may also support students to become fuller members 
of the English academic community.
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and relationships between these processes (Daniels, 2001; Mercer, 2007; Wells & Claxton, 
2002; Wertsch, 1985). In sociocultural theory, language and other tools are used to me-
diate knowledge (Mercer, 2000; Vygotsky, 1962, 1978; Wertsch, 1991). The importance 
of communication and interaction is foregrounded (Fernández et al., 2001; Howe, 2010). 
Knowledge is shared and understandings of shared experiences are constructed jointly 
(Mercer, 2007). With the predominance of groups and communities in society, this theory 
recognises the importance of shared social practices and ways of thinking, communicating, 
and reasoning within such groups (Mercer, 2007).

Disciplinary literacy research is also pertinent to the consideration of discipline- specific 
practices. This theory argues that disciplines have their own ways of reading, writing, com-
municating and reasoning, which should be taught across the school curriculum (O’Brien 
et al., 2001; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012). It is argued that by developing literacies within 
disciplines, students can be supported to develop ‘disciplinary habits of mind…[which rep-
resent] practices consistent with those of content experts’ (Fang, 2012, p. 20). These habits 
refer to different ways of knowing, doing, and communicating in each subject (EEF, 2018; 
Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012).

In line with the present project's aims, calls to promote understanding of disciplinary 
structures have been made (Bruner, 1978; Perkins, 2006; Schwab, 1978). Perkins discusses 
epistemes that characterise disciplines: ‘epistemes are manners of justifying, explaining, 
solving problems, conducting enquiries, and designing and validating various kinds of prod-
ucts or outcomes’ (2006, p. 52). He considers difficulties faced by learners in their attempts 
to play the ‘epistemic games’ of disciplines: ‘many students never get the hang of it, or 
only slowly, because the epistemes receive little direct attention’ (Collins & Ferguson, 1993; 
Perkins, 2006, p. 53). There is therefore an important argument for ‘surfacing and animat-
ing’ (Perkins, 2006, p. 50) key reasoning practices within a discipline (see also Hodgson 
& Harris, 2012, 2013; Lea & Street, 1998). Engagement in disciplinary practices can help 
students to become accomplished members of an academic community. Developing meta- 
awareness of language practices can benefit all students, regardless of future academic 
pathways. It can illuminate discursive practices and empower students to operate knowingly 
within these systems (Fairclough, 2013).

This project recognises and embraces domain- specific practices, particularly in terms 
of reasoning. Drawing on socio- cultural theory, it is argued that knowledge and reasoning 
styles develop first within cultures (considered here in terms of academic disciplines) as a 
result of interactions between people, over time.

REASONING STYLES

First, it is important to distinguish the concept of reasoning styles from that of learning styles. 
Learning styles theory bears no relation to reasoning styles as explored here. Reasoning 
styles relate to different ways of forming and defending conclusions. Styles vary across 
disciplines (Bueno, 2012; Crombie, 1995; van Drie & van Boxtel, 2008; Hacking, 2012). 
Reasoning styles are defined as ‘a pattern of inferential relations…used to select, interpret, 
and support evidence for certain claims’ (Bueno, 2012, p. 657). It is argued that disciplines 
have developed styles of reasoning to draw conclusions and decide upon criteria for valid 
arguments. This concept draws upon the academic field of cognitive history (Nersessian, 
1995; Netz, 1999; Tweney, 2001). Cognitive history suggests that reasoning can be found 
as ways of arguing in discussion and written texts, in line with sociocultural theory. Thus, 
to describe reasoning styles drawn upon in an academic discipline, it is necessary to look 
towards the culture of interest (Carrithers et al., 1990; Hacking, 1982; Taylor, 1982; Ziman, 
1978).
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The domain- specific approach to reasoning styles has been developed and explored in 
some fields, yet is largely ignored in others (particularly in arts- based domains). Crombie 
(1995) describes six styles of thinking prevalent in science (described as ‘reasoning’ and 
later ‘thinking and doing’ by Crombie's colleague, Hacking [1992, 2012]). These styles were 
identified following extensive analysis of European scientific texts spanning over two thou-
sand years. Crombie's contribution provides a framework for identifying reasoning styles in 
other disciplines, through analysis of written material and immersion in a culture (see also, 
Kind & Osborne, 2016; Osborne et al., 2018). Mirroring some objectives of this project, van 
Drie and van Boxtel (2008) constructed a framework of historical reasoning styles used in 
history education. Despite such developments, systematic literature searches have failed to 
identify research publications explicitly relating to reasoning styles in the academic subject 
of English or its school- based equivalent.1 The National Curriculum (DfE, 2014) also lacks 
a clear definition of reasoning. This is further complicated because there is not a unified 
English curriculum from primary to Higher Education in the UK. Thus, despite the growing 
emphasis on developing understanding and teaching of disciplinary literacies, reasoning 
practices in English are poorly understood.

Drawing on theories concerned with discipline- specific practices, the concept of reason-
ing styles has important implications for education. A clear framework of discipline- specific 
reasoning styles can be used in teaching. This should strengthen students’ capacities to 
reason in domain- specific ways. This paper asks: what styles of reasoning predominate in 
the academic domain of English literature and have most relevance for the primary English 
curriculum? A conceptual enquiry phase in the PhD project that this paper draws from iden-
tified discipline- specific reasoning styles important and relevant in primary English. This 
paper will identify and exemplify these reasoning styles.

METHODS

Since primary English draws upon the discipline and culture of English literature (although 
not exclusively so), this project built on the cognitive history tradition exemplified by Crombie 
(1995). Thus, key styles of reasoning were sought in an academic context. Given the prag-
matic focus of the project, efforts to ensure that these styles are also appropriate for primary 
English were made.

Three main stages were involved in the creation of the framework of reasoning styles, 
using thematic analysis: ‘a method for identifying, analysing, organizing, describing, and re-
porting themes found within a data set’ (Nowell et al., 2017, p. 2). The first stage considered 
an existing framework of reasoning styles created for another domain (science; Crombie, 
1995) and applied it to the subject of interest (English). Although problematic, using an ex-
isting framework that engages with different ways of reasoning represented a useful starting 
point. The evolution of styles of reasoning as a concept was therefore considered, taking 
existing developments as a starting point. Nevertheless, potential styles identified were ten-
tative and subject to reinforcement from consideration of both English literature and primary 
English domains (stages 2 and 3).

The second stage in creating the framework of reasoning styles explored products from 
the academic culture of English literature. Styles of reasoning that proficient academics 
engage in were observed. Themes, tropes, and techniques used in literary critique were 
analysed. Ways in which reasoning in literary critique corresponds to styles of reasoning 
in science were considered, particularly in terms of implicit argumentation techniques and 
structures adopted (such as classification).

The third stage explicitly engaged with the pragmatic focus of the project and the impor-
tance of ensuring that reasoning styles are relevant and applicable to primary education. 
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Thus, the Programme of Study for English in the National Curriculum (DfE, 2014), the end 
of KS2 SAT materials, and a document advising KS2 test developers (Standards & Testing 
Agency, 2015) were analysed. The analysis focused on where reasoning was discussed or 
required, and on whether any potential styles identified during the previous two stages were 
implied. Each reasoning style presented in the framework is therefore considered in relation 
to curriculum materials (although statements from these documents rarely make reasoning 
skills explicit).

Consideration of the primary English curriculum forms part of selection criteria developed 
to guide and enforce rigour on the framework's creation. Thus, styles for primary English 
must demonstrate:

• Theoretical and academic support. Styles should be identifiable in the academic culture 
of English literature; they should represent key ways of forming and justifying conclusions 
within products of the culture.

• Applicability to primary English. Although school- based examples will illustrate differences 
in progression, hallmarks of individual styles should be applicable and appropriate from 
primary school onwards. Styles should be complementary to current National Curriculum 
requirements.

• Internal coherence. Styles should be distinguishable from one another. While overlaps 
between styles of reasoning may occur in practice, descriptions of each style should be 
distinctive.

• Capacity to communicate ideas with teachers. Schools should be able to understand main 
ideas so that they can adapt their practice (if research suggests that this would be benefi-
cial) in efforts to promote reasoning styles in English.

The following section will present the framework of styles developed and will illustrate 
engagement with the stages described above.

FINDINGS

Based upon the analysis described above, five key styles of reasoning will be discussed. 
It is important to acknowledge that they are not presented as objectively and exclusively 
identified. As Hacking stated concerning scientific styles: ‘[styles of reasoning] do not an-
swer to some other, higher, or deeper, standard of truth and reason than their own…they 
have become part of our standards for what it is to find out the truth’ (2012, p. 605). There 
may be additional styles important in primary English, or some may need to converge fol-
lowing empirical research. There is no hierarchical structure within the styles identified. The 
importance or predominance of each varies according to focus, literary text, and purpose 
of analysis.

The five key styles to be discussed are:

• Genre- based reasoning (GRE)
• Language- based reasoning (LRE)
• Analogy- based reasoning (ARE)
• Contextual reasoning (CRE)
• Structural reasoning (SRE)
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GENRE- BASED REASONING (GRE)

GRE was initially mapped from Crombie’s (1995) scientific style of ‘ordering of variety by 
comparison and taxonomy’ (Hacking, 1992, p. 4). This focused on classificatory thinking and 
reasoning. Initial mapping was strengthened through engagement with academic literature 
in English and consideration of primary curriculum documents. GRE focuses on conven-
tions of genre and uses genre categories to support the process of forming conclusions: ‘the 
purpose of criticism by genre is not so much to classify as to clarify…bringing out a large 
number of literary relationships that would not be noticed as long as there were no context 
established for them’ (Frye, 1957, pp. 247– 248).

The use of genre within literary analysis has been criticised by some amid claims that 
categories reduce and distort individual literary texts (Blanchot, 1959; Croce & Fudemoto, 
2007; Frow, 2006; Rosmarin, 1985). Despite such objections, analysis in this study revealed 
widespread engagement with genre in both the academic culture of English literature and 
in primary English materials. Like Frye (1957), Bruner argues that genres are: ‘ways of tell-
ing that predispose us to use our minds and sensibilities in particular ways’ (1991, p. 15). 
Consideration of genre conventions, therefore, represents a useful means of interpreting 
texts. This is also apparent in primary education.

Genre in the English Programme of Study

Although the term ‘genre’ is used only once in the English Programme of Study (DfE, 2014, 
p. 83), it is implied much more frequently. In the comprehension aspect of reading for years 
3– 4, students should: ‘listen to and discuss a wide range of fiction, poetry, plays, non- fiction, 
and reference books or textbooks’ and ‘identify themes and conventions in a wide range of 
books’ (DfE, 2014, p. 36). This implies consideration of thematic aspects of genre, where 
literary texts are grouped according to their main messages and content structures. The fol-
lowing statement draws upon structural components of genre: ‘reading books that are struc-
tured in different ways and reading for a range of purposes’ (DfE, 2014, p. 36). Notes and 
guidance material provides examples of letter greetings and first- person diaries to illustrate 
various generic structures (DfE, 2014).

Requirements for years 5– 6 are almost identical to those for years 3– 4. There are sug-
gestions to extend the range of texts students are exposed to but specific guidance is not 
offered (as was previously provided in the National Literacy Strategy [DfEE, 1998]). This 
could be advantageous in that schools are freed to select texts based on the knowledge of 
their students. However, the ‘increasingly wide range…’ (DfE, 2014, p. 44) of texts for years 
5– 6 is vague and does not specify elementary or canonical genres deemed important in pri-
mary education by proponents like Christie (2013). Moreover, there is no obvious framework 
for progression in terms of genre- based knowledge and understanding in the Programme. 
By failing to specify how students should develop genre- based knowledge and understand-
ing progressively, teachers may encounter difficulties in the interpretation and pitching of 
requirements.

Despite the limited and undeveloped focus on genre in the National Curriculum (DfE, 
2014), there are important arguments for explicitly focusing on genre within English edu-
cation. Christie (2013), a key figure in systematic functional linguistics (SFL), suggests that 
by bringing genres into consciousness, modes of creating meaning are made visible to 
students which is empowering. Christie also points to the cultural nature of genres by sug-
gesting their emergence occurs ‘because they represent ways of getting things done’ (2013,  
p. 12). She suggests ‘learning the genres of one's community is a necessary part of learning 
its culture and its meanings’ (2013, p. 13). This represents a similar stance to that taken in 
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this project. It also relates to the constructivist aim of ‘surfacing and animating’ (Perkins, 
2006, p. 50) tacit ideas to permit fuller participation in disciplinary practices.

LANGUAGE- BASED REASONING (LRE)

LRE explicitly considers language and linguistic devices in the process of forming conclu-
sions and interpreting texts. Grammatical and literary features include consideration at word 
level: vocabulary, word- class features, repetition, onomatopoeia, and alliteration, among 
others. Sentence- level consideration may include analysis of syntactical structures, rhetori-
cal questions, pun, hyperbole, oxymoron, simile, or figures of speech. Text- level features 
may focus on emotive language, personification, pathetic fallacy, metaphor, imagery, sym-
bolism, or irony.

Different approaches to literary criticism call for varying levels of linguistic focus. 
Historicism considers literature as embedded within the historical culture in which it was 
written. The wave of ahistoricism can be seen in the formalist approach to literature. These 
approaches view literature as ‘an object in its own right… effectively isolating the literary 
artefact from both broad social forces and the more localised and personal circumstances 
of its author’ (Kharbe, 2009, p. 299). New Criticism, prevalent during the 1930s– 1960s,  
emphasises analysis of only what is contained within a text, through a process of close read-
ing. It was suggested that this could enhance the objectivity of literary study, to heighten its 
authority and position within the curriculum (Klages, 2006). Despite variation in approaches 
to literary critique, engagement with materials from the academic culture of English literature 
suggests that in much literary analysis, language and linguistic elements are used to support 
reasoning processes. A focus on language is also apparent in the English Programme of 
Study (DfE, 2014).

Language in the English Programme of Study

Both reading and writing elements require engagement with language and linguistic fea-
tures (DfE, 2014). Specific guidance on grammatical terms and techniques is offered, and a 
Spelling, Punctuation and Grammar end of KS2 SAT assesses student proficiency in these 
areas.

Overall reading aims state: ‘…good comprehension draws from linguistic knowledge’ 
(DfE, 2014, p. 15). Years 3– 4 students should be taught to: ‘identify how language, struc-
ture, and presentation contribute to meaning’ (DfE, 2014, p. 37). This requires explicit con-
sideration of language and its effects. These aims are virtually identical to requirements 
for years 5– 6 (with additional focus on etymology and morphology). An additional compre-
hension requirement is also noteworthy: ‘discuss and evaluate how authors use language, 
including figurative language, considering the impact on the reader’ (DfE, 2014, p. 45). This 
demands consideration of linguistic choices and the effects that these have. Students in 
years 5– 6 should also ‘be taught the technical and other terms needed for discussing what 
they hear and read, such as metaphor, simile, analogy, imagery, style and effect’ (DfE, 2014, 
p. 46). Requirements in terms of understanding and knowledge of terminology increase in 
sophistication across year groups (e.g. DfE, 2014, p. 75).

While there is debate about the need to teach linguistic terminology at this early stage 
(Centre for Research in Writing University of Exeter, 2016), it is evident that the Programme 
of Study engages with the importance of language and linguistic features within primary 
English. This focus on language reinforces what is observed in the academic culture of 
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English literature. Explicit reflection on language during the process of forming conclusions 
is captured in the language- based reasoning style.

ANALOGY- BASED REASONING (ARE)

Analogy- based reasoning (ARE) was initially mapped from Crombie’s (1995) scientific style 
of ‘hypothetical construction of analogical models’ (Hacking, 1992, p. 4). Early mapping was 
strengthened through engagement with academic literature in English and consideration of 
primary curriculum documents.

Analogy is defined as ‘a comparison between one thing and another, typically for the pur-
pose of explanation or clarification’ (Lexico Oxford, 2020). Analogy includes allusions and 
allegories, as well as language devices such as simile and metaphor. By drawing attention to 
similarities between two elements, greater understanding is encouraged. Comparison may 
consider dissimilar aspects together, identifying relationships and connections previously 
unseen.

Many writers deliberately create themes or characters in opposition: good versus evil, 
man versus nature, individual versus society, and so on. Levi- Strauss (1955), part of the 
structuralist movement in literary theory, suggests that units forming a structure often group 
in opposing binary pairs. Derrida (1992) is associated with ideas of deconstruction. He 
claims that within these binary pairs, one element will always be positive and the other neg-
ative (Klages, 2006). Opposing forces (or structures) are subtly woven throughout a text. Yet 
by presenting characters or themes in opposition, a writer, and subsequently a reader, can 
use analogy to explain or clarify.

Analogy is commonly used in the domain of English literature. Academics compare  
diverse sources for different purposes. When interpreting a text, comparisons with other 
literary works are often made. This may be from works by the same author, from a similar 
historical time period, or from an alternative medium (e.g. art, music, historical account). 
The purpose of posing analogies is sometimes to illustrate an underlying theme or issue 
common to both texts (or artefacts). Yet analogies also seek to pose and explore contrasts. 
They may consider seemingly different viewpoints from a single author or within a similar 
historical context. This consideration can be used to explore authorial intentions and to 
add additional layers of complexity to interpretation. The prevalence of analogy and ARE  
observed in the academic culture is also witnessed in primary English education.

Analogy in the English Programme of Study

Teaching students to compare, a fundamental element of ARE, begins in years 5– 6 where 
students: ‘mak[e] comparisons within and across books’ (DfE, 2014, pp. 44– 45). Notes and 
guidance material adds:

They should have opportunities to compare characters, consider different  
accounts of the same event, and discuss viewpoints (both of authors and  
fictional characters), within a text and across more than one text.

…Students should be shown how to compare characters, settings, themes, and 
other aspects of what they read (2014, p. 46).

Activities such as character comparisons are important when comparing within texts. These 
may draw upon characters with fundamental differences (e.g. the protagonists of Mark Twain's 
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The Prince and the Pauper (1881/1979)) or those embodying alternative themes (e.g. hero 
versus villain). Settings are another rich source for comparisons. While considering differences 
between physical settings can be revealing, as students develop understanding, they may con-
sider emotions or themes associated with particular settings. Such consideration can enhance 
the understanding of a literary text.

Comparing across texts might be achieved by comparing versions of the same literary 
character from different publications. For example, the fairly meek Little Red Riding Hood of 
Grimm's fairy tale is somewhat different from the version who ‘whips a pistol from her knick-
ers’ in Dahl's Revolting Rhymes! (2001). Comparing texts based upon a shared historical 
event meets the Programme's objective of considering different accounts of the same event. 
By identifying similarities and differences between such texts, students are encouraged to 
consider the authorial choice. These analogies can form the basis of reasoning about texts.

Consideration of analogy and ways in which students can progress in this understanding 
is not made explicit in the Programme of Study. Nevertheless, a comparison is required in 
English education and there is clear engagement with the comparison element of analogy. 
This focus reinforces what is observed in the academic culture of English literature. The 
explicit posing of analogies during the process of forming conclusions is captured in ARE.

CONTEXTUAL REASONING (CRE)

CRE was initially mapped from Crombie’s (1995) scientific style of ‘historical derivation of 
genetic development’ (Hacking, 1992, p. 4). CRE uses contextual factors to support the for-
mation of conclusions about a text. Contextual factors could include historical, biographical, 
social, cultural, political, religious, moral, and/or economic considerations.

Attention to contextual factors can support meaning- making and reasoning in English. By 
considering contextual issues, works can be considered as part of their social milieu, within 
the zeitgeist in which they were written (Gill, 2006). Focus on context is evident in the values 
of new historicism and cultural materialism (Klages, 2006). Briefly, commonalities between 
the two approaches to literary analysis include the belief that: ‘subjects cannot transcend 
their own time…The ideological constructions that authors live in, and have internalised, 
inevitably become part of their work, which is therefore always political and always a vehicle 
for power’ (Bertens, 2001, p. 185). Within these approaches, literary and non- literary texts 
are considered in conjunction to enrich understanding of the context within which texts are 
constructed.

Despite the prominence of CRE in literary analysis, there is some opposition to this 
method of interpretation. Ellis (1974) asks whether it is possible to infer an author's in-
tentions from knowledge of their biographical context. The intentional fallacy of Wimsatt 
and Beardsley (1946) also suggests the elusive nature of authorial intent, perhaps even to  
authors themselves. It is argued that to reduce consideration of literature to ‘explanations’ 
provided by biographical and/or local historical knowledge is to reduce the text to something 
that is no longer literature: ‘the literary value of the text resides precisely in the fact that this 
limited social situation was outgrown’ (Ellis, 1974, pp. 136– 137).

Despite disagreement about the importance of using biographical and historical infor-
mation to support literary interpretation, many academics recognise the value of consider-
ing more general shared social experiences and meanings when analysing literature. Ellis 
recognises the value of ‘being initiated into the community within which the literary text is 
literature’, including knowledge of ‘social and linguistic conventions’ (1974, p. 146). Whether 
explicit engagement with context is valuable or appropriate is perhaps an unnecessary con-
sideration here. CRE is a common style observed in the academic community and with 
relevance to primary education.



10 |   OLIVER

Context in the English Programme of Study

Consideration of context is evident from KS1. Reading aims state: ‘good comprehension 
draws…on knowledge of the world’ (DfE, 2014, p. 15). Writing aims state: ‘effective composi-
tion…[requires] awareness of the audience, purpose and context’ (2014, p. 16). These aims 
reflect the need to engage with contextual features influencing texts that children read and 
write from the first year of formal education.

Years 1 and 2 comprehension statements require students to ‘draw on what they already 
know or on background information and vocabulary provided by the teacher’ (2014, p. 22 
and p. 29). This establishes the importance of using prior knowledge to enhance under-
standing of a text, with support from teachers (particularly important given the age and 
varied knowledge bases of KS1 students). Writing composition statements for year 2 require 
students to ‘writ[e] narratives about personal experiences and those of others (real and 
fictional); writ[e] about real events’ (DfE, 2014, p. 32). Students must therefore engage with 
events that provide a context for their writing.

The KS2 section of the Programme does not reference context as explicitly as for KS1, 
although the KS1 programme should be reinforced and revisited throughout primary years 
(STA, 2015). Moreover, there is little consideration of progression in terms of engagement 
with context. Nevertheless, requirements to engage with context reinforce what is observed 
in the academic culture of English literature and approaches to literary analysis. Explicit  
reflection on context during the process of forming conclusions is captured in CRE.

Structural reasoning style (SRE)

SRE considers the structure of a literary text when forming conclusions. Structure is ex-
plored in terms of ordering across a whole text and the ordering of individual sentences. 
SRE can include consideration of how a theme, character, or relationship develops across a 
text. This particularly relates to narrative writing: ‘structure in narrative fiction is often defined 
as the planned framework or ordering of images, characters, and episodes at rhythmical 
intervals’ (Rothwell, 1963, p. 603). In narrative writing, several structural devices have been 
identified as tools to enhance unity: ‘continuous narrative; dialogue; narrative viewpoint; 
setting; repetition and repetitive motifs; working with time; appendices; epilogue’ (Childs & 
Moore, 2003, p. 22). This list provides a useful starting point to illustrate various devices 
which may be considered within SRE. Given the complexity of structure, elements are often 
discussed separately.

Within non- fiction, structural consideration may reflect on sequencing of ideas, argu-
ments, or text sections across a whole text, and at sentence level. SRE does not simply  
involve summarising each chapter according to plot, or each section according to key  
content. Rather, SRE considers ways in which an author develops unity within a text and 
explores the means used to synthesise individual elements of writing.

Consideration of structure often accompanies discussion about genre (e.g. Kusch, 2016). 
Lack of distinction between key terms is potentially problematic since this project seeks to 
explicate distinct styles of reasoning within English. Mayfield offers a solution in proposing 
two distinct categories: genre structure and text structure: ‘in addition to a text's unique 
structure, every genre has a particular structure that is unique to the genre itself’ (2010, 
p. 43). This approach may help to reconcile similarities between genre and structure while 
supporting the capacity to distinguish between two separate styles of reasoning. The possi-
bility of overlaps in usage remains. Yet, by considering text structure within SRE, and genre 



    | 11
WHAT STYLES OF REASONING ARE IMPORTANT IN 
PRIMARY ENGLISH?

structure within GRE, a distinction between the two styles is made. Opportunities for con-
sidering both unique structures and genre- based structures when interpreting texts should 
be offered. The focus on structure observed in the academic culture can also be seen in 
primary education.

Structure in the English Programme of Study

Consideration of structure and its components is apparent from year 1 in the Programme: 
‘students begin to understand how written language can be structured’ (DfE, 2014, p. 23). 
Year 2 statements also refer to structural elements: ‘discussing the sequence of events in 
books and how items of information are related; being introduced to non- fiction books that 
are structured in different ways’ (DfE, 2014, p. 29). While sequence predominantly refers 
to chronology, by considering how items are related, students in KS1 are introduced to the 
concept of unity within texts (although this terminology is probably not age- appropriate). This 
is reinforced in notes and guidance: ‘students should learn about cause and effect in both 
narrative and non- fiction’ (DfE, 2014, p. 30). This indicates the importance of considering 
elements that create a coherent structure (for example, by matching events with subsequent 
behaviour).

Comprehension requirements relating to structure are almost identical in years 3– 4 and 
years 5– 6. In both phases, students should ‘read books that are structured in different ways’ 
(DfE, 2014, p. 36). The requirement that students should ‘identify how language, structure, 
and presentation contribute to meaning’ (DfE, 2014, p. 37) is also identical (although the 
need for independent reading is introduced in upper KS2). Such statements identify a role 
for structural consideration. However, statements are vague and provide limited advice to 
schools in terms of progression.

Structural consideration is also indicated in KS2 writing composition statements where 
students are required to consider structural devices employed by authors to achieve cohe-
sion and unity:

Us[e] a wide range of devices to build cohesion within and across paragraphs;

Us[e] further organisational and presentational devices to structure text and to 
guide the reader [for example, headings, bullet points, underlining] (2014, p. 48).

Statements requiring engagement with structure are often vague (note the ‘wide range of 
devices’ without examples) and determining progression is difficult. Nevertheless, there is clear 
consideration of structure within the English Programme of Study. This reinforces consider-
ations observed in the academic culture of English literature. Explicit engagement with struc-
ture during the process of forming conclusions is captured in SRE.

EXEMPLIFICATION OF REASONING STYLES FRAMEWORK

The reasoning styles framework is presented in Table 1. Examples of student engagement 
with three reasoning styles are taken from data gathered during the exploratory investigation 
phase of the PhD (reported elsewhere). For two styles not yet subject to empirical explora-
tion, reflections on how they might appear in student dialogue are offered.
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CONCLUSION

The importance of teaching reasoning has been established (McPeck, 1981; Trilling & Fadel, 
2009). Yet difficulties of doing so have been identified (Mercer & Howe, 2012; Nickerson et al., 
2013; Wegerif, 2010). One route to improved teaching of reasoning in schools is through rec-
ognition of the importance and prevalence of discipline- specific practices and the clear iden-
tification of these. Drawing on sociocultural theory, it is argued that academic domains have 
developed particular styles of reasoning to draw conclusions and to judge those made by oth-
ers (Bueno, 2012; Crombie, 1995; van Drie & van Boxtel, 2008; Hacking, 1992, 2012; Kind & 
Osborne, 2016). The concept of reasoning styles and the field of cognitive history draw clear 
parallels to disciplinary literacy (EEF, 2019; Fang, 2012; Hinchman & O’Brien, 2019; O’Brien 
et al., 2001; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012); communities of practice theory (Lave, 1988; Lave 
& Wenger, 1991); the notion of epistemes (Perkins, 2006); and to the idea of genres as ‘cul-
tural tools designed for pursuing collective scholarship and inquiry’ (Mercer, 2013).

In line with the cognitive history approach, identifying discipline- specific reasoning styles 
requires careful examination of ‘products’ from the culture: reasoning can be found as ways 
of arguing in discussion and written texts. Calls to look towards the culture of interest when 
attempting to describe prevalent reasoning styles have been made (Carrithers et al., 1990; 
Hacking, 1982; Roth, 1987; Taylor, 1982; Ziman, 1978). Extensive work in this endeavour 
has been undertaken in science (Crombie, 1995; Hacking, 2012) and advances have been 
made in history (van Drie & van Boxtel, 2008).

This study contributes to existing research by investigating the culture of primary English 
and describing a framework of reasoning styles important and prevalent within this cul-
ture. Five reasoning styles have been identified as important for primary English. An initial 
process of mapping from reasoning styles identified for science was followed by explicit 
reflection on reasoning styles drawn upon in the academic culture of English literature. 
Consideration of the appropriateness of styles to the primary curriculum was then made 
explicit. This is reinforced through exemplification of how styles might (or have) manifest(ed) 
in student dialogue.

Findings from the project complement major tenets of sociocultural theory. Development 
of the framework of reasoning styles required immersion in disciplinary practices of English 
literature and primary English. Reasoning styles in the framework created here, therefore, 
represent culturally developed practices shared and used within the discipline. Creation 
of the framework was guided by clear criteria which enabled critical evaluation of reason-
ing practices demonstrated in the domains of English literature and primary English. This 
analysis supported the construction of a framework of reasoning styles that has academic 
and theoretical support, applies to Primary English, demonstrates internal coherence, and 
can be communicated with schools and teachers. The framework of reasoning styles for 
primary English address the project's first research question (and the focus of this paper): 
what styles of reasoning predominate in the academic domain of English literature and have 
most relevance for the primary English curriculum? This framework, therefore, represents 
an important theoretical contribution to existing literature focusing on the concept of domain- 
specific practices generally, and reasoning styles in particular.

This research is primarily located within the context of the English curriculum in England. 
Nevertheless, readers may be invited to consider the wider relevance of arguments and 
findings to mother- tongue teaching in equivalent Language Arts lessons. While expertise 
beyond the English context is not professed here, the location of reasoning styles identified 
within literary and language studies may have broader relevance. For example, a focus on 
genre, structure, analogy, and context would be important to the consideration of litera-
ture regardless of the text's language, albeit perhaps with varying degrees of prevalence. 
Language- based considerations would also be important across mother tongue Language 
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TA B L E  1  Framework of reasoning styles for primary English

Reasoning style Description of style
Examples of, or reflections on, primary 
student engagement in style

Genre- based Reasoning (GRE) Consideration of 
genre(s) drawn 
upon within a 
text, including 
associated 
conventions, 
how these are 
employed, and to 
what effect

[Y5 student discussing the importance of a 
moral lesson in the fairy tale genre]: ‘Say 
for Red Riding Hood, the mother says 
stick to the path but don't go off the path 
otherwise you'll lose it and you might 
walk into strangers and you're not to talk 
to strangers and she went off that path 
and it teaches the people who read it…to 
listen to their mum and not to ignore her’

[Y6 student discussing the Robinsonade 
(or desert island) genre]: ‘The people 
are usually quite determined and quite 
friendly, because, in Kensuke's Kingdom, 
Kensuke and Michael are helping each 
other to survive. In Robinson Crusoe, 
Robinson helps Friday and they save 
some more people and in Swiss Family 
Robinson they work together to help 
each other to survive’

Both students recognise the importance of 
particular conventions within different 
genres. They apply this understanding 
to individual texts and justify inferences 
based on genre features

Language- based Reasoning (LRE) Consideration of 
the impact or 
effect of linguistic 
devices and 
language choices

[Y5 students completing a diamond ranking 
task with cards containing different 
emotion words for a character]: ‘No, 
because “confused” and “unsure”, they 
basically mean the same thing, but if 
you're going to change one of them 
you have to change the other [so they 
remain aligned in the same row of the 
diamond structure indicating their equal 
importance]’

‘Yes [Michael was “determined”] because 
he said it felt more than an expedition. 
An expedition is very long and hard, so 
you would have to have determination 
for it, and you're climbing a mountain, so 
that would take a while. So, you would be 
determined throughout the whole thing’

These examples demonstrate explicit 
engagement with vocabulary and its 
meanings (an element of LRE). Nuances 
between synonyms are explored and 
used to justify task decisions and to 
make inferences about a text

(Continues)
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Arts- based lessons (e.g. through consideration of linguistic devices used in a text and their 
effects). Thus, reflection on the importance and prevalence of reasoning styles when read-
ing and analysing literature as part of English lessons may have broader relevance.

Reasoning style Description of style
Examples of, or reflections on, primary 
student engagement in style

Analogy- based Reasoning (ARE) Consideration of 
comparison and 
analogies to 
other sources 
which create, 
explore and 
contrast images, 
characters, and 
themes within 
and between 
literary texts

[Y5 students completing an odd one out task 
with three characters from Morpurgo's 
Kensuke's Kingdom (1999)]: ‘I would 
choose Michael's mother [as the odd 
one out] because Michael and Kensuke 
both have the same thing. They're both 
stranded. Like family or relatives have 
died, so they both have a similar story’.

‘Kensuke could also be the odd one out 
because Michael and Michael's mother, 
well, they both went on a ship journey, 
whereas Kensuke didn't go on the ship 
journey and fall off. He just-  Well, there 
was a storm, wasn't there?’

Students, therefore, engage in ARE to make 
task decisions and explicitly compare 
characters to decide who might be 
considered ‘odd’

Contextual Reasoning (CRE) Reflection upon 
contexts (e.g. 
historical, 
social, religious, 
biographical) in 
which a text is 
set and/or was 
created

Students might recount and describe 
contextual factors in which a literary 
text was produced (e.g. historical, 
biographical, social, cultural, political, 
religious, moral, or economic 
circumstances/situations). They might 
use observations of contextual details 
to explain and justify interpretations of 
a text. For example, when reading Nina 
Bawden's Carrie's War (1974), students 
might draw upon historical knowledge of 
the events of World War Two to support 
their interpretations (of characters and/or 
events). Contextual detail might be used 
to justify the manner and behaviour of 
particular characters

Structural Reasoning (SRE) Reflection upon 
organisational 
devices and 
structural 
features used 
within a text to 
achieve a sense 
of unity

Students might recount and describe 
structural features employed by an 
author to achieve unity (e.g. the use of 
repetition within a text). They might use 
observations of structural features to 
explain and justify their interpretations

Students might reflect on narrative and non- 
fiction text structures when interpreting 
texts. They might consider the effects of 
various sentence structures (including 
repeated refrains). Other structural 
considerations applicable to the primary 
stage include a focus on chronology and 
coherence. Students might consider 
cause and effect (what prompts particular 
events/behaviours/actions)

TA B L E  1  (Continued)
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In addition to theoretical contributions, this research contributes to pedagogical litera-
ture. The comprehensive framework of reasoning styles clearly describes each style of 
disciplinary- based reasoning identified for primary English. Reasoning styles are consid-
ered alongside National Curriculum documents which demonstrate how individual styles 
complement current curricula requirements. The framework allows for the possibility of tar-
geting discipline- specific reasoning styles and then promoting, capturing, and measuring 
these in student dialogue. The project's empirical phase, to be reported elsewhere, provides 
further exploration and fuller evidence about this possibility. Nevertheless, examples of stu-
dent engagement with three reasoning styles in Table 1 provide a tentative indication of the 
possibility of promoting and capturing these styles in student dialogue. Understanding key 
disciplinary structures can help teachers to support students in the process of learning to 
reason. Understanding can support students to become fuller members of academic com-
munities. Yet developing meta- awareness of language practices can benefit all students,  
regardless of future academic pathways, by illuminating discursive practices and empower-
ing students to operate knowingly within these systems.
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