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Teaching language across
the secondary curriculum using
a teaching and learning cycle

Introduction

Halliday’s model of systemic functional linguistics (Halliday 1994) has
underpinned the teaching of English as a second language in South
Australian schools for sometime. While this model provides a rich theory
of how meaning is made through language, it is often a challenging step
from this to the practical applications of the model as a teaching tool in
the classroom. In South Australia, primary school teachers first began to
experiment, adapt and apply the theory as a methodology commonly
referred to as functional grammar. It is more recently that the power of
functional grammar is being realised by secondary schools, in particular as
a way of moving students from spoken language to more written, abstract
and academic language.

When first learning the theory of systemic functional linguistics, teachers
have many questions such as:
e Where do [ start with functional grammar?
e How do I know which grammar to teach and when to teach it?
e How do I turn this theory of grammar into classroom practice?
This paper will address these questions in the context of teaching genre,
since the fundamental difference between functional grammar and other
approaches to grammar teaching is the analysis of language in context
(Halliday 1994). Functional grammar is used not so much to teach the
rules of language but to show how language works to make meaning in
texts. That is, to show the grammatical patterns which are formed to
achieve different purposes. The discussion here will develop around one
text from the nature oriented subjects and one text from the society
oriented subjects. The decision to refer to texts from different learning
areas is to demonstrate the importance for all teachers to explicitly teach
the language of their subjects through the content. Indeed language
development is every teacher’s business.

Through the exploration of a descriptive information report and an
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exposition!, ways of teaching students to write these two genres will be
revealed. Both genres have been written on the same topic, great white
sharks, to demonstrate that it is far more than the topic that determines
the language patterns of a text. While students may have knowledge of a
topic, if asked to provide evidence of their understanding through writing,
they also need to have knowledge of:

¢ The purpose of the text

How the text should be organised

The level of technicality required in the language

Who the text is written for

Whether to choose objective or subjective language

Each of these aspects of the descriptive information report, The White
Shark, and the exposition, Should we cull white sharks to save human life,
will be explored in contrast, in order to substantiate the need for these
elements to be explicitly taught to students.

The functional model of language in the classroom

The following table shows the variation between two texts which have
the white shark as the main subject matter.

2. Should we cull sharks

to save human life?

1. The White Shark

Cultural attitudes Beach walker, environ-
mentalist (husband works

for Tourism SA)

Scientist: respect and
biological interest

Genre and purpose | Provide biological infor- Persuade others that

mation sharks are not dangerous
to humans
Subject matter The white shark The white shark

Roles and relation-
ships

Specialised audience,
others interested in the

field

The general public, in
particular beach users

Mode and medium

Written, journal,
text book etc

Written, newspaper,
online blog

Language choices

Technical, objective,
impersonal

Everyday, emotive,
persuasive, personal

1. See appendix 1 and 2
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When contrasted, it becomes clear that the many variables considered here
will influence the choice of language for each text. The cultural context
for each text differs in that the report is part of the discourse of science,
a community of readers who are interested in the biology of sharks. The
fictional author for the exposition is described as a beach walker (a person
who perhaps prefers not to venture into the ocean) whose husband works
for the office of tourism in South Australia. Sharks are very much a tourist
attraction for this part of the world. We can derive two points from this.
Firstly, beach walkers are not at risk of shark attack and secondly, her
family income would benefit from the protection of sharks, rather than
the culling of them. Clearly this context influences the position taken up
by the author and indeed, the author’s purpose for writing. While the
report is solely to provide information of a factual or scientific nature
about the white shark, the exposition is written to persuade and encourage
a target audience to take a stance against the culling of white sharks to
save human life.

The roles taken up by these authors and their relationships with their
readers are again different. The science writer would be expecting a
specialised audience made up of those interested in the field of biology,
in particularly white sharks. The author of the exposition is appealing to
the general public, in particular those who enter the water for recreational
purposes and who may hold fears of shark attack. To reach the different
audiences, the texts require different mediums for publication.

It becomes obvious then that all of these differences will affect the
language choices of the authors. It is expected that the author of the
report would choose impersonal, objective and technical language, while
the author of the exposition would choose more personal, emotive and
persuasive language.

These multiple layers which influence
— themeaningmakingresourcesemployed
in a text need to be considered prior
to working through the genres with
students. It is this knowledge of the text
which informs the teacher about what
to teach, and when to teach it. The
previous genre comparison can help
us to see Halliday’s model (Halliday
1994) as it can apply to the classroom.
What this model shows is that the

Figure 1. A functional model of language choices made in constructing
language (DECS & SACCS 2004) a text are determined not only by the
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subject matter, but by the roles and relationships between writers/speakers
and their audience, whether the text is spoken or written, and the cultural
environment or discourse community the author is operating in.

In order for students to access this model, it needs to be simplified.
It can be described as four strands of a text which impact on language
choices. The terms genre, field, tenor and mode are used to name the
strands. Students understand that in order to produce a meaningful and
purposeful text, they need to take into account genre, field, tenor and
mode. They also learn that an understanding of these elements assist in
the critical reading of texts.

Genre The purpose and structure of the text

Field The content/information of the text - What?

Tenor The language expressing the relationship — Who?

Mode How the text is communicated eg. written, spoken,
visual — How?

The challenge, of course, is to assist students in developing this knowledge
about texts and language, and furthermore, supporting students to apply
this knowledge and extend their abilities to construct meaningful and
purposeful texts in a range of contexts.

The teaching and learning cycle

The pedagogy used to extend students
abilities with language is referred to as a
teaching and learning cycle?. The teaching
and learning cycle is a four part cycle which
underpins the process of planning, teaching
- and assessing the production of texts in
the classroom. It is a model of scaffolding
which leads students step by step through
anumber of carefully planned collaborative
tasks, prior to independent text production
Figure 2. The teaching & (Hammond 2001). Setting the context is
learning cycle when the unit of work is first introduced to

2. The original curriculum cycle was developed by Callaghan and Rothery
(1988).
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students. A carefully sequenced series of activities is planned to find out
what the students already know about the topic, provide them with an
overview and introduce them to some of the new vocabulary of the topic.
The modelling and deconstruction phase of the cycle is where much of the
functional grammar is used to deconstruct a model text and explore the
way the language functions to create meanings in the text in relation to
genre, field, tenor and mode. This is essential if students are expected to be
able to produce a meaningful, well structured text for a particular purpose
and audience. The joint construction phase is when teacher and students
together apply the new understandings of language and jointly construct
texts or parts of texts. Independent construction is when students produce
a text independently.

Setting the context

i . This stage of the cycle generally covers the
mﬁb\\q‘h& kind of content knowledge that teachers are
"4 accustomed to teaching. Popular activities

ﬁ “ ]ﬁ for the topic of sharks might be viewing
.é, H @;f documentaries, web searches and excursions
to museums or aquariums. However, the

j importance of this stage of the cycle is firstly

- to establish what the students already know

and bring to the topic. Secondly, it provides

an opportunity to consolidate some of what they know using the oral
language that they are comfortable with, prior to moving them along the
mode continuum to written texts. This stage is vital for ESL students.

Following is a classroom activity which could be used in both learning
areas, and works very well with adolescent students.

Guided Research

Students are divided into groups. Each group is provided with a research
pack which has been pre-prepared by the teacher. The pack may include a
brief accessible text on the topic, visuals including images, tables or graphs,
interesting facts, maps etcetera. Each group has a different topic and the
research packs are tailored to the topic. Within a short time frame, the
groups discuss the information provided and use it to prepare a brief and
entertaining presentation for the class. This may consist of role play, news
report, cartooning, rap, poem, story etcetera. For example, a group which
has the topic, What do sharks eat? may role play a TV interview with a
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shark biologist, shortly after a shark attack on a surfer, to discover whether
surfers are a shark delicacy, and if not — what do sharks prefer to eat? The
purpose of this activity is to give the students an overview of the topic and
also give them an opportunity to choose everyday language, along with
other forms of communication to discuss and share information about the
new topic. This provides a solid foundation for then moving the students
along the mode continuum to written texts.?

Mode

A
\

spoken written

Modelling & Deconstruction

At this stage of the cycle the students are
introduced to the genre that they will use to
provide their evidence of learning. Depending on
the students’ prior knowledge of the particular
genre, all four strands of the functional model
" of language, genre, field, tenor and mode can be

addressed here.

.

Genre: the purpose and structure of the text

There is quite a difference between the purposes of the report and the
argument, so it stands to reason that there will be a difference in the
way the texts are structured. It is important that students realise that the
structure of any text is designed to realise the purpose of the text; the
structure is rhetorical.

3. For early ideas about field, tenor and mode being language continuums, see
Martin (1984).
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Descriptive information report

Exposition

Purpose:

To provide accurate and relevant
information about our living and
non-living world.

Structure:

— Introductory general statement
and description classification

— Sequence of descriptive facts,
grouped logically through
paragraphs and/or subheadings

- Labelled illustrations/diagrams

Purpose:
To present arguments on an issue,
persuading that certain action

should be taken.

Structure:

— Introduction: background, thesis
and preview

— Arguments with elaboration
(may include tables/graphs etc)

— Summary of arguments and
restatement of position

etc

Exploring Text Purpose

Divide students into groups. Provide each group with several examples
of information reports (preferably from the field of science). Each group
must address a question:

1. Why have these texts been written? What do you think is the author’s
intention? (Establishing text purpose)

2. Who do you think wrote these texts? What interest do you think the
author has in the topic, for example, social, professional etc? (Establis-
hing cultural discourse)

3. Who would read these texts? Why would people choose to read them?
Can anybody understand these texts or do the readers need to have
some prior knowledge of the topic? (Establishing relationship between
author and audience)

4. Do you notice anything similar about the different texts in their ap-
pearance, topics, kind of language that is used? (Establishing generic
features)

Each group takes it in turns to report back. Teacher notes key points on the

whiteboard. Class interacts in whole group discussion offering any further

observations. Students take notes from board (unless it is electronic, in
which case they can be saved).

Again this task focuses on oral language development as students
are able to discuss and share their understandings of the purpose and
obvious generic features of a text. As field, tenor and mode are explored,
students will be required to rehearse some of the written features of the
text type.
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