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Chapter 1 

MOTIVATIONS FOR THE STUDY 

This study examines the literacy practices of adolescents in contexts beyond 

schooling and aims to make visible to educators the socio-semiotic resources 

needed for continued critical social and community engagement. In this chapter I 
provide a brief overview of the major motivations for the study, focussing on their 

contribution to the rationale of the study and on the valuable theoretical 
foundation they have provided. I then provide details of the study itself and an 

overview of subsequent chapters.  

Introduction 

My interest in the literacies of adolescents was initially sparked through my 
experience teaching subject English to junior secondary school students in a 

middle-class Catholic high school in Sydney, Australia. In a school heavily 

influenced by progressive pedagogies, which celebrated the personal responses of 
students through mandatory daily journal writing sessions, I became increasingly 

frustrated with the lack of any perceptible development of most students’ writing 
skills beyond increased length from year to year. Instead of the broad range of 

creative texts which I was promised in my teacher training would result from such 

activities, my students, with no real purpose or audience, continued to produce 
simple recounts of personal experience dealing with the day to day activities of 

beachside living. They and I became increasingly disengaged from our daily 
literacy circles as I had little pedagogic experience and meta-language to extend 

or subvert the practices. The recounts, which I dutifully read weekly, provided 

little evidence of learning and gave me no real insight into the issues of real 
interest in my students’ lives. I knew for example, that a number of the students 

were deeply concerned with local and global social justice issues, influenced by 
the Liberation Theology pedagogies of a left leaning religious education 

curriculum. The passionate, persuasive and critical positions they expressed in 
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oral forums in these classes had no place in the journal entries they produced to be 

marked by a teacher in another curriculum area. As teachers of religious education 

were not trained in literacy, there were few opportunities for students to pursue 
and develop these positions through literacy or to contribute beyond the classroom 

to important debates in the public domain.  

After three years, I left the high school to return to my first love, teaching English 

as a second language. While progressive pedagogies were also evident in ESL 

teaching, the clear lack of access to valued learning and community engagement 
provided by these pedagogies had already led many teachers to seek out alternate 

approaches. I was fortunate to teach at an institution which encouraged and 

supported me to pursue a Masters degree in Applied Linguistics, where I was 
introduced to Vygotskian influenced explicit pedagogies and the understandings 

of text and social context provided by Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) and 
genre based approaches to literacy. Of particular interest to me were stories by my 

lecturers and colleagues of similar frustrations to mine - of being unable to 

intervene as students remained trapped within a narrow range of genres with little 
connection to their lives or to the demands of the curriculum. 

Upon completing my Masters degree, I was fortunate to join the stimulating 
professional environment of the NSW Metropolitan East Disadvantaged Schools 

Program (Met East DSP) as, firstly a secondary literacy consultant and soon after, 

as a researcher on the Write it Right literacy research project, under the academic 
leadership of Dr James Martin from the University of Sydney. In both roles I 

worked with teachers from socio-economically disadvantaged school 
communities, which included large numbers of students from non-English 

speaking backgrounds. Our primary concern was to use the resources of SFL and 

genre-based literacy pedagogies to develop models of genres associated with 
learning in specialised curriculum areas: in my case, within junior secondary 

geography. Many students struggled to make the transition from the everyday and 
personal ways of describing geographical phenomena in writing (eg. through 

tourist brochures) to the more specialised, informal and abstract ways demanded 

by the curriculum. Although several DSP researchers were engaged in modelling 
genres and registers associated with critical and reflexive learning (Macken & 
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Rothery 1991; Macken-Horarik 1996a,b), with the limited time available for 

working with teachers and students in classrooms, control of apprenticing genres 

such as descriptive reports and sequential explanations was considered a major 
leap forward at that time.  

Despite the limitations, the programs developed by the Met East DSP did provide 
teachers with a model of pedagogy and a meta-language for making explicit 

powerful language resources. However, I was well aware from the work of 

colleagues in primary school and workplace contexts, that the genre approach 
presented great possibilities, not only for providing access to genres within 

defined curriculum areas, but to making connections with powerful literacy 

practices in other domains of adolescents’ lives. Work by consultants and teachers 
with primary school students using persuasive genres to engage critically with 

issues of local concern in my own suburb of Marrickville (documented by Martin 
1999a) demonstrated that boundaries between academic, public and personal 

domains were not necessarily impenetrable. In addition, descriptions of the 

discourse semantic systems of Appraisal and Negotiation which emerged from 
Write it Right research were making it possible to model the tacit ways in which 

writers and speakers position their audiences to comply with requests and take up 
an evaluative stance to enact social activism. Martin’s (1995) analysis of the 

interpersonal resources deployed by the 16 year old daughter of murdered heart 

surgeon, Victor Chang, in lobbying the then Premier of New South Wales to 
change gun laws, provided a particularly powerful model of how Positive 

Discourse Analysis (Martin 2004a), informed by social semiotic theory, could be 
used to celebrate and make visible adolescent critical literacies. 

The present study can therefore be seen as emerging firstly from my educational 

concerns to provide adolescents with access to powerful literacies to fully engage 
in all domains of their lives and secondly, from the confidence that the social 

semiotic resources developed through projects such as Write it Right would 
provide me with both the theoretical and methodological foundation to model 

these literacies. Building on this foundation, the study aims to explore how textual 

practices construct and are constructed by social contexts beyond schooling. 
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1.1 Theoretical motivations  

A number of theoretical perspectives on adolescents and their literacy practices 

motivate and inform this study. Some are grounded in concerns with the social 

and political lives and literacies of adolescents, including the socio-cultural 
context of their literacy practices (Alvermann, Hinchman, Moore, Phelps & Waff 

1998, Bernstein 1990, Gee 2000a,b, 2005) and their engagement in participatory 

citizenship (Vromen 2003) and social movements (Maddison 2003, Melucci 
1989,1996). Others are grounded in studies of rhetoric and social semiotic 

theories of language and learning which have informed a great deal of Australian 
and international literacy research over the past twenty years (for overviews of 

this work see Martin 2000b, 2006a; Veel 2006). Researchers from across these 

perspectives argue that:  

• Contemporary adolescents engage in a broad range of valuable literacy 
practices which are not always recognised by their teachers 

• There is a need to recognise and celebrate literacy practices which are 
associated with successful participation in beyond-school as well as in-
school learning 

• There is a need to make visible the semiotic resources which provide 
adolescents with greater access to the literacies they need to engage 
critically with their communities. 

The fields of research and theoretical orientations of these perspectives will be 

discussed in the following section. 

1.1.1 Socio-cultural perspectives on adolescent literacies 

The importance of the wider socio-cultural context of young people’s literacy 

practices is increasingly recognised in literacy research (Alvermann 2002, 2006; 
Alvermann et al.1998, Freebody, Ludwig & Gunn 1995, Gee 2000a, 2003a,b; 

Knobel 2001, Pahl & Rowsell 2006). A number of researchers of New and 
Situated literacies warn that in focussing too greatly on ‘school sanctioned’ 

literacy practices of adolescents, we risk missing much of their ‘nuanced literate 

lives’ (Phelps 1998:1) and may disenfranchise particular groups of learners. Of 
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particular relevance are findings which indicate that many literacy practices 

adolescents immerse themselves in transcend those sanctioned by adults and are 

often much more complex than those traditionally associated with schooling 
(O’Brien 1998:30, Gee & Crawford 1998).  

A related concern, influenced by work in anthropology (Heath 1983) and 
sociology (Bernstein 1990) is that literacy practices of adolescents from working 

class backgrounds are not typically valued within schooling and that the lives of 

adolescents from marginalised socio-cultural backgrounds are cut off from public-
sphere institutions (Gee & Crawford 1998:242). A common theme of this research 

is the call to teachers to offer students the opportunity to connect their learning 

with their interests beyond schooling (Dillon & Moje 1998) and to develop 
pedagogic practices which allow for explicit teaching of the conventions of public 

discourse as well as celebration of variation (Gee and Crawford 1998, Kalnin 
1998). Such a pedagogy, it is argued, may help these adolescents to ‘manoeuvre 

into powerful discourse communities and perhaps to alter present hierarchies 

between discourse and communities’ (Kalnin 1998:280).  

Calls by these theorists to move the literacies of adolescents ‘upfront and centre 

stage’ in literacy research (Alvermann et al. 1998) and to connect these practices 
to school sanctioned practices through visible pedagogic practices provide a 

strong motivation for the present research. 

1.1.2 Active and participatory citizenship 

The emerging interest of adolescent literacy research in the context of changing 

educational settings and broader workplace and technological changes is 
associated with concerns in the education and youth studies literature (Roker, 

Player & Coleman 1999, White & Wyn 2004). One such concern is that of 

adolescent alienation. Studies from a range of perspectives have explored reasons 
behind evidence that many adolescent students seem to be alienated from 

learning, employment and participation in other social institutions. As a result, a 
number of educational and social programs have been initiated, aimed to engage 

adolescents in learning and to develop the skills and competencies considered 

necessary for future employment and civic participation (Eldridge 2001, Print, 
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Moroz & Reynolds 2001:8). Of particular relevance here are programs related to 

citizenship education with a focus on ‘active citizenship’ (Print et al. 2001). 

Civics and citizenship education has tended to be oriented towards the focus on 
teaching about political history and the institution of parliament. However, a 

number of researchers have called for attention to be also given to ‘the work of 
active citizens as they go about the process of interacting with governments and 

other institutions in order to gain or maintain certain basic rights’ (Singh 

1993:103). In this field too, however, researchers have argued that strong 
pedagogical frameworks are needed to support adolescents in developing the 

critical competencies they need for active social engagement (Australian 

Curriculum Studies Association [ACSA] 1996, Fecho 1998, McGregor 2000, 
Youniss, Bales, Christmas-Best, Diversi, McLaughlin & Silbereisen, 2002).  

Common to most frameworks is the importance of well developed literacy skills 
and critical thinking skills (ACSA 1996; Leckey 2001, Ewins 2004). These 

include communication skills to engage with the media and to expand ideas into 

convincing arguments. Adult activists surveyed in one study (Gilbert, Carr & 
Singh 1995) were found to be particularly aware of the importance of the 

interpersonal dimension of language use in convincing audiences with one 
participant citing as most critical the skills to “get readers on side, what you do, 

how to go about making them comfortable, even if you’re saying what they don’t 

want to hear ..”(p.42).  

Identifying and making visible the semiotic resources successful adolescent 

activists have deployed to ‘get readers on side’ is a major motivation for this 
study. 

1.1.3 Pedagogies for developing participatory citizenship in 
schooling and beyond 

Over the past twenty years, teaching practices for making visible the resources 

needed for developing convincing arguments to persuade particular audiences 
have been incorporated into a range of literacy pedagogies informed by the social 

semiotic theories of Systemic Functional Linguistics (Halliday 1991, Halliday & 
Mathiessen 2004) and associated pedagogical theories of language and learning 
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(Halliday 1973, Martin 1993, 2006a; Painter 2000). The most influential research 

and applications of this school have emanated from genre-based research projects 

led by James Martin and conducted within the Sydney Metropolitan East 
Disadvantaged Schools Program (Met East DSP). Of particular relevance to this 

study is the development of resources for persuasion and critical engagement with 
powerful discourses in the community - involving literacy practices which will be 

here termed critical social literacies (Christie 1991, Walton 1996).  

While the focus of research into persuasive language has been in the secondary 
and tertiary educational contexts (Rothery 1994, Macken-Horarik 1996a,b; Coffin 

2000, 2006; Humphrey 1996, Wignell 2007, Jones, Gollin, Drury & Economou 

1989, Hood, 2006, Lee, S. 2006), some applications in the upper primary (Martin 
1999a, Christie 1997), adult basic education (Moraitis & McCormack 1995) and 

Indigenous Education (McCormack 2003, Walton 1996) contexts have sought to 
make visible the social semiotic resources needed for engagement in the broader 

community.  

McCormack and his colleagues (Moraitis & McCormack 1995) have developed a 
‘public literacy curriculum’ which draws on a range of theoretical perspectives to 

support students to ‘voice their views in writing on matters of public debate’ 
(Moraitis & McCormack 1995:8) and ‘to call a community to one mind’ 

(McCormack 2003:5). In so doing they consider modes of persuasion beyond the 

academic essay and situate learning within the public or ‘citizenship’ sphere. The 
purposes of this sphere, McCormack argues demand a ‘special kind of speech’ 

which he associates with the classical ‘epideictic’ form of rhetoric which is 
associated with oratory used by political leadership’. According to McCormack 

(2003:2):  

rhetoric was and is the study and training of orators and oratory is a special 
kind of public performance where someone, usually a leader, tries to both 
acknowledge the diversity or divisions within a community yet through the 
persuasive power of their speech tries to bring that community together into 
one mind.  

While McCormack (2003:4) recognises that epideictic rhetoric is often used by 

Nationalist and other fundamentalist forces to mobilise an ‘us versus them’ 
chauvinism, he argues that explicit teaching of its strategies of persuasion, 



 Chapter 1 Motivations for the study 

 8 

particularly to marginalised groups, can equip them to engage in a struggle for a 

better life ‘based on reasoned speech, not the persuasion of violence, bribery or 

manipulation’(2). 

Building on the work of these educators and theorists in developing public, and 

more particularly, ‘civic’ literacy pedagogies by identifying and making explicit 
the rhetorical strategies of adolescent engaged citizens is a major concern of this 

thesis.  

1.1.4 New Social Movement theory 

The reconceptualised understanding of active and participatory citizenship 

described above and the need for understandings of the processes and practices of 
activists to be made visible is shared by many social science theorists within what 

is known as New Social Movement Theory (Maddison 2003, Maddison & 

Scalmer 2006, Melucci 1989,1996; Touraine 2000, Young 1997). New Social 
Movement Theory represents a broad range of frameworks for understanding 

contemporary political and social action, which allow for informal social action, 
including the activities of individuals as well as groups. Such understandings are 

particularly pertinent to the present study because they allow for the diversity and 

mobility of social groupings and practices and resonate with similar concerns 
within socio-cultural adolescent literacy research (Alvermann 2002).  

Recent theoretical frameworks for analysing contemporary social movements 
have included a number of characteristic features which are particularly important 

to the present study. These include an understanding of social movements as 

occurring within submerged networks (Melucci 1989:44) which ‘quietly 
challenge society’s dominant codes and which are ready to be mobilized for 

public protest if the occasion arises (Nash 2000:140). The recognition of 

submerged networks is important in delineating the field of enquiry of this study 
and locating the discursive practices of adolescents within broader social and 

political practices. New Social Movement theorists share with McCormack an 
understanding of a sphere of citizenship (which is termed the civic domain in this 

study). The recognition of this sphere, which is separate from formal political 

processes within the broader public domain (Habermas 1979, Maddison & 
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Scalmer 2006), is central to situating the practices of the adolescents within this 

study. 

Another central characteristic of contemporary social movements relates to the 
discursive nature of social movement activity and the possibility of appropriating 

‘mainstream’ discourses of power as well as personal discourses to persuade 
audiences and effect change (Young 1997, Harris 2000). In particular, the 

identification of blurred rhetorical boundaries between the political and personal 

spheres of life in contemporary social movements opens the possibility for the 
voice of groups traditionally marginalised from the language of power to be heard 

in debates of political and social consequence. 

1.1.5 Systemic Functional Linguistics and associated social 
semiotic theories  

In addition to the important pedagogic motivation provided by genre-based 

literacy research and applications described above, the theoretical and 

methodological understandings which have emerged from the ‘Sydney school’ 
(Johns 2002) genre research tradition are fundamental to this study. This research 

tradition has drawn on and extended theories developed within Systemic 

Functional Linguistics (SFL) to account for a range of texts within a range of 
contexts relevant to adolescent literacies. While these will be fully explicated in 

subsequent chapters, this section will provide an overview of SFL and relevant 
contributions from genre and other social semiotic theorists. 

Systemic functional linguistics, first developed by Michael Halliday (1978, 1985, 

1994; Halliday and Hasan 1976), and later extended by Hasan (1989), Martin 
(1986, 1992a) and others (eg. Lemke 1984, Matthiessen 1995, Poynton 1985, 

Macken-Horarik 1996a,b; Halliday &Matthiessen 2004, Martin & Rose 2003), 
provides a systematic description of the relationship between context and text.  

Descriptions of the SFL model are often provided in the context of school literacy 

practices, where the emphasis is on explicating the language requirements of the 
curriculum, however, even in situations where the criteria for language use is not 

so clearly framed, the model allows for a rich description of the patterns of 
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meanings involved in language use. SFL has been used to provide educators and 

researchers from a range of fields and theoretical perspectives with 

a technical language for talking about language – to make it possible to look 
very closely at meaning, to be explicit and precise in terms that can be 
shared by others (Martin 2000:275). 

The relationship between language and the context inherent in this model is 
expressed by Halliday (1991:17) as follows:  

Language does not just passively reflect a pre-existing social reality. It is an 
active agent in constructing that reality  

The implications of this perspective to the proposed study are twofold. Firstly, it 

foregrounds the importance of analysing the patterns of language use in an 
investigation into the ‘social reality’ of adolescent literacy practices. Secondly, it 

provides a justification for the endeavour of making explicit the language 

resources used by adolescents in this context – ie. to make available these 
resources to other young people to use in constructing and transforming social 

reality.  

While SFL recognises the primary purpose of discourse analysis as ‘to throw light 

on discourse – on what people say and write and listen to and read’ (Halliday 

1994:xxii), it differs from other socio-cultural models in that it is the language 
system itself which is the primary reference point for analysis in SFL. The 

language system refers to the options available or the ‘meaning potential’ behind 
each act or instance of meaning (Halliday 1973:55). It is in mapping the choices 

available within the language system that the actual selections made within 

particular texts (instantiations) become meaningful.  

Selecting from the systems of language is, however, always related to the 

particular social situation or context. These choices are limited first to what is 

expected or appropriate in particular contexts and secondly by the limits brought 
about by different sociocultural positionings of the users (Christie & Unsworth 

2000:3)1. Theorising the relationship between the reservoir of meanings in a given 

                                                
1 In this, SFL draws on Bernstein’s (1990) coding theory which will be further discussed in later sections on this 
review. 
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culture and the repertoire of a given individual has led to the recent emergence of 

a cline of individuation to complement instantiation (Martin in press).  

The interconnectedness of the language system and the way language is actually 
used in social contexts is reflected in the recognition of a number of levels or 

strata of language which are seen to be in a relationship of realisation. Martin 
includes three levels, which are particularly significant to the proposed study: the 

social context, the lexico-grammar and the discourse levels (Martin & Rose in 

press:3). The relationship between these levels is represented in Figure 1.1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1: Points of view on discourse (adapted from Martin &Rose in press:5) 

 

By analysing language at different levels, it is possible to gain a much fuller 
picture of the patterns of meanings in texts and the relations between texts and 

their contexts. 

1.1.5.1 Social context  

The model of context developed within SFL theory originated from 

anthropological studies of the circumstances surrounding people’s interactions 
(Malinowski 1923). Malinowski identified two aspects of context, context of 

situation and context of culture, which, he argued, were necessary for an 

understanding of the language of ‘primitive cultures’ (Eggins 1994: 51). Halliday 
(1985:) glosses context of culture as ‘the broader background against which the 

text has to be interpreted’ (46) and context of situation as ‘the immediate 
environment in which the text is actually functioning’(45), however, context is 

also seen as an abstract level of language ‘concerned with the relationship 
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between form and extra-textual features of the situation’. Both the external and 

internal (semiotic) dimensions of context are central to situating and explaining 

the resources deployed by the adolescents in this study. 

1.1.5.1.1  Context of culture: external and internal perspectives  

From an external perspective, context of culture has been described in terms of 

the different ‘sites’ or domains typically ‘inhabited’ before, during and after 
schooling’ (Macken-Horarik 1996a: Ch 3p.2) or as the ‘institutional sites and 

settings’ relevant to adult learning contexts (McCormack 1995:4). These models 
provide a valuable basis for relating the semiotic resources deployed by 

adolescents to the contexts in which they are generated and for further relating 

these practices to other contexts of their lives. McCormack’s citizenship domain 
has been particularly influential to the model of context used in this study 

because, like the public sphere of social and rhetorical theorists (Habermas 1979, 
Gronbeck 2000, Maddison & Scalmer 2006), it refers particularly to the spaces 

‘where citizens assemble, debate their self-interests, and then pressure their 

societies’ political institutions for redress or legislative-executive action’ 
(Gronbeck 2000:141). This site is particularly relevant to adolescents, who, by 

virtue of their age have limited access to sites of formal political activity. Figure 

1.2 illustrates the model of domains2 developed from these theoretical 
perspectives, along with the forms of literacy associated with each. Informed by 

McCormack (1991), boundaries between each domain, and particularly between 
the personal/social and civic domains of adolescent literacy practices are seen as 

permeable.  

                                                
2 In this study the term domain will be used to refer both to the more material ‘sites’ of adolescent literacies and 
to the semiotic spaces which enact them. 
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Figure 1.2: Cultural domains of adolescent literacies informed by McCormack 1993, 
Macken-Horarik 1996a, Habermas 1979.  

 

Within the civic domain, the ‘subculture’ (Lemke 2001:300), which mediates the 

generation of complex layers of text can be usefully modelled through the concept 
of social affiliation (Gee 2005:217), which can be manifested as communities or 

semiotic spaces around which people affiliate and organise themselves. While 

social affiliations are influenced by broader socio-cultural groupings such as class, 
gender or generation, they are typically formed around common interests, goals or 

political affiliations. Unlike in the academic or workplace domains, it is affinity 
which is central to the formation of social affiliations in the civic domain.  

From an internal perspective, the emergence of the theory of genre within SFL 

has enabled the overall purposes and goals of the culture and of the particular 
spheres of communication (Bakhtin 1986:60) to be described in terms of 

predictable text structures (Martin & Rose 2003:242). Genre is a particularly 
powerful theory for interpreting the ‘civic domain’ texts in this study. Firstly, 

characterisations of language in terms of relatively stable patterns, including the 

‘underlying interpersonal currents’ (Iedema 1997:88), enables the socially valued 
semiotic resources of the civic domain to be made visible within pedagogical 
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practices and to be related to those of other domains. Secondly, the concept of 

macro-genre (Martin 2006b) enables the influences of the textual environment of 

the texts to be taken into account in interpreting the social purpose of the texts. 
Finally, emerging models of how genres are related along clines of individuation 

(Martin in press) allow for consideration of how genres may be appropriated and 
reworked by particular social affiliations to serve their social and ideological 

purposes.  

1.1.5.1.2  Variations in situation: register 

Systemic linguists understand situation to include much more than the physical or 

material setting of the language use. Halliday proposes three variables of situation 

which operate simultaneously to constrain choices in the language through 
register3, They include aspects such as:  

• the social activity, including topics or subject matter (field) 

• the relationship between producers of texts and those for whom they are 
produced (tenor) 

• the channel and medium through which the text is constructed to carry the 
message (mode). 

The variation in the linguistic system which comes about because of the influence 
of the context of situation is described in SFL as register theory. It is, according to 

Halliday (1978:33), by knowing the field, tenor and mode of discourse that we are 

able to predict the linguistic features that are likely to be in the text. A systematic 
connection between the components of context of situation and the language 

became possible when Halliday (1973) recognised that the linguistic system 

seemed to be organised around a small number of functions (metafunctions). 
More recent models of register have drawn on Lemke’s (1984) notion of 

metaredundancy in order to model this relationship as bi-directional (Halliday & 
Martin 1993:42). Metaredundancy recognises that there are recognisable patterns 

of meaning at every strata of language and that these strata are related 

hierarchically to each other.   

                                                
3 Martin (1992; 1999) conflates the levels of context of situation and register, preferring the term register 
because it foregrounds the discursive, non-material reading of context.  
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Theorists applying register theory have extended the model to explore the 

linguistic consequences of a number of typologies of literate practice developed 

by critical and systemic theorists (Macken-Horarik 1996a,b) and to posit the 
notion of ‘registerial indicators’ within media (White 1998) and school history 

(Coffin 2000, 2006) texts. The register variable predicted to be most ‘at risk’ in a 
study of civic domain literacies is that of tenor, which refers to the social 

relationships of participants (Martin 1995:523). Models of tenor which can 

account for the complex social roles and relationships between texts producers 
and their audiences in the civic domain enable resources to be interpreted as more 

and less persuasive.   

1.1.5.2 Discourse semantics: Appraisal and Negotiation 

A further influence on the analysis of texts in this study is the development of sets 

of resources by Sydney school SFL theorists for making meaning beyond the 
clause (Martin 1992a, Martin & Rose 2003, 2007; Martin & White 2005) at the 

level of discourse semantics. Coffin (2000:62) argues that an analysis of the level 

of discourse semantics can capture semantic domains or motifs such as time, 
cause or evaluative meanings, which may be realised through different structural 

forms and in fact may ‘permeate the grammar’ (Martin 1992a:16). 

Of particular interest to this study has been the extension of Halliday’s (1994) 

model of the interpersonal metafunction of language to systematically describe 

resources associated with explicitly or implicitly evaluative language. The 
resulting discourse semantic system of Appraisal has since been deployed to 

investigate evaluative meanings in a range of academic contexts (Coffin 2000, 

2006; Hood 2004, 2006; Lee, S. 2006) as well as in casual conversation (Eggins 
& Slade 1997) media (White 1998, 2002, 2004) and political discourse (Miller, D. 

2004; Martin & Rose 2003). The development of Appraisal has been particularly 
useful to critical discourse analysts as it allows for ‘the latent persuasiveness of 

texts’ (Macken-Horarik 1996a:Ch 3:17) to be fully explored.  

Building on Halliday’s interpersonal systems of Mood and Modality, Sydney 
school genre theorists (eg. Iedema, Feez & White 1995, Iedema 2004) have also 

developed discourse semantic systems for modelling interactional meanings in 
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monologic texts. Iedema’s application of the system of Negotiation (Martin & 

Rose 2007) in administrative workplace contexts has developed understandings of 

how relationships of power and solidarity are enacted within directive genres and 
enabled relationships between directives and more overtly persuasive exposition 

genres to be described (Iedema 1997). Martin’s (1995) study of interactional 
meanings within the hortatory text of an adolescent in the public domain is 

particularly useful for modelling strategies used to position readers and listeners. 

In summary, the perspectives offered by social semiotic theorists and particularly 
by Sydney school genre theorists within the SFL tradition provide the theoretical 

and methodological tools to make visible the linguistic resources deployed by 

adolescents to enact their critical social literacy practices and to relate these 
resources to their complex cultural and social contexts.  

1.1.6 Positive Discourse Analysis 

Of particular significance to the methodology deployed in the present study are 

emerging applications of discourse semantic systems to investigations of what 
Martin (2004a) has termed Positive Discourse Analysis (PDA). Educational 

research which has extended the concept of adolescent literacies beyond school 

sanctioned practices has tended to use the analytic resources of Critical Discourse 
Analysis (CDA) to ‘turn a critical gaze of everyday language practices’ (King 

1997:111) in order to examine how texts construct stereotypical representations. 
While CDA is widely acknowledged to be of great benefit in supporting students 

to develop resistant readings to powerful texts (Kamler 1994, McLaren 1988),  

some researchers have expressed concern that this focus of critical literacy 
research is overemphasised in published pedagogical practices (Kress 2000: 160; 

Martin 2000a; Perry 2000). Such a focus, it is argued, does not provide strategies 

for students to take up new roles, particularly those which allow them to engage 
actively with their communities in ways which will make it more just and 

equitable (Freire & Macedo 1987, Gee 2000b; Lankshear & Knobel 1998; Martin 
2000a; Unsworth 2001). PDA has emerged from genre theory as a complementary 

‘constructive’ face of Critical Discourse Analysis (Martin 2004a) with the 
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emphasis on interpreting texts which ‘make the world a better place’ (Martin 

2004a:177). For Martin (2000a:297), this means: 

We have to spend less time looking at discourses which oppress and more 
time looking at discourses which challenge, subvert, renovate and liberate – 
and celebrate those discourses as enthusiastically as we can. 

In recent years, PDA has provided a methodological framework for a number of 
discourse analytic studies of political and social movement discourse (eg. Martin 

1995, 1999a, 2004a, 2004b, 2004c; Martin & Rose 2003, Martin & Rose in press). 
Resources such as Appraisal have allowed analysts to systematically examine 

how audiences are aligned and persuaded prosodically across texts and to make 

these understandings explicit and visible to educators and students (Martin & 
White 2005). The present study seeks to extend the work of Martin and his 

colleagues by examining civic domain texts generated by adolescents to ‘make the 

world a better place’. 

An overview of the fields of research and theoretical perspectives which have 

motivated and informed the present study is provided in Figure 1.3.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1.3: Theoretical perspectives which motivate and inform the study 
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1.2  Introducing the study 

In this section I will outline the major components of the study, which will be 

elaborated on in subsequent chapters. These include the rationale, guiding 

research questions and research approach as well as details of the sites, 
participants and texts included.  

1.2.1 Aims and intended outcomes 

Motivated and informed by the professional experiences and theoretical 

influences outlined above, this study aims to:  

• respond to calls from the perspectives of socio-cultural literacy, youth 
studies and political sociology to bring the discursive political practices of 
adolescents ‘upfront and centre stage’ (Alvermann et al. 1998)  

• address negative perceptions of adolescents by celebrating evidence of 
critical social and community engagement  

• make visible the semiotic resources deployed by adolescent engaged 
citizens to persuade their particular audiences to enact social change.  

By making visible and available the powerful meta-semiotic resources deployed 
by young people to voice their views in matters of public debate (McCormack 

1995:8) and align their audiences around common goals, I hope to contribute not 
only towards existing genre based pedagogies for developing academic literacies 

but also to the development of a civic literacy pedagogy.  

From a theoretical perspective, the study aims to contribute towards the 
development of the social semiotic theories associated with Systemic Functional 

Linguistics so that they can continue to be useful to educators and students in a 

changing educational and social landscape. As a social theory, SFL has rapidly 
developed as researchers have used it to explore language use in a range of 

contexts. While studies in academic, workplace, media and political contexts have 
led to systematic descriptions of a range of semiotic resources needed to persuade 

audiences that particular positions are tenable and to take social action, the 

examination of persuasive texts generated by adolescents in the civic domain 
provides the opportunity to apply and if necessary, extend these descriptions. In 
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addition, the complex contextual configurations found in and between social 

affiliations in the civic domain provide an opportunity to further develop 

frameworks for understanding text and context relationships. In so doing, the 
study seeks to extend dialogue between SFL and other social semiotic and broader 

social and political theoretical perspectives concerned with the discursive 
engagement of young people in the civic domain. 

1.2.2  Proposed research questions 

In order to achieve the aims above, the study addresses the following broad 
question: 

What are the semiotic resources deployed by adolescent active citizens to 
persuade their multiple audiences to participate in social change in situations 
beyond schooling? 

A number of specific questions guide the research process. They are: 

1. How can we characterise the social affiliations and spaces in which 
adolescents engage in critical social literacy practices beyond 
schooling? 

2. How do we characterise the nature of the genres produced by 
adolescents to persuade their audiences to support the goals of their 
social affiliations? 

3. How is persuasion construed dynamically across texts in response to 
the different roles enacted by the young activists and the different 
relationships entered into with their audiences?  

1.2.3  Research approach 

The Positive Discourse Analytical approach (Martin 2004a) which is used in the 
study is a socially oriented approach using the semiotic resources provided by 

Systemic Functional Linguistics. This approach shares with Discourse Analysis 

(Gee & Green 1999) and Text Analysis (Ravelli 2000) consideration not only of 
the social purposes of writers in particular contexts but also of the cultural and 

ideological positioning of writers and texts (Cope & Kalantiz 1993, Gilbert 1990, 

Martin & Rose in press). It also allows for an examination of adolescent writing 
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as being concerned with the processes of meaning making and contestation 

around meaning rather than as skills and deficits (Lea & Street 1998: 159). PDA 

complements Critical Discourse Analysis in its orientation towards investigating 
and making visible ‘processes which make the world a better place’ (Martin 

2004a:7). While Martin acknowledges that positively evaluating aspects of social 
change may leave the analyst open to criticism of naivity, he argues that any 

reading, including a critical reading, will be influenced by the position of the 

analyst. In common with Martin, I share a ‘liberal humanist’ philosophical 
position and am heavily influenced in my reading by my socio-cultural 

positioning of female middle aged, middle class Anglo Australian academic. 

1.2.4  Description of data 

This study focuses on the literacy practices of two sites of adolescent engagement. 

While discursive boundaries between the individuals and communities in these 
sites are blurred, particular features of the context of each result in distinct 

repertoires of semiotic resources used by the activists to achieve their goals and to 
communicate persuasively with a range of addressees. Collectively, the texts 

generated within these two sites illustrate the rich, diverse and multifaceted nature 

of adolescent discursive politics.  

1.2.4.1 Data set 1: Refugee Activists 

The first set of texts were produced by six young activists who, at the time of data 

collection, attended a suburban secondary school of a large Australian city. These 
students were aged between 14-18 and were all recently arrived refugees, 

primarily from Afghanistan. Most had spent time in Immigration Detention 
Centres on their arrival in Australia and some were still awaiting recognition of 

their refugee status.  

These young activists were encouraged and mentored in their roles by the 
principal of the school, by local city councils and by broader community lobby 

groups opposed to the mandatory detention of children asylum seekers. The six 
students represented one such group, Chilout, as Ambassadors and in that role 
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were invited to speak in a range of forums which were given a great deal of media 

prominence during 2004.  

1.2.4.1.1 Socio-political context 

From a socio-political context, the texts appeared within a ‘culture of worry’ 

(Hage 2003) in Australia. The events of September 11, 2001 had exacerbated a 

social and political climate of fear and hostility towards Muslims (Corlett 
2002:46), which in Australia was further inflamed by the arrival of relatively large 

numbers of undocumented asylum seekers from Afghanistan and other middle 
eastern countries. The political response by the Liberal/Coalition government was 

to implement an aggressive border protection policy, which was, according to 

political analysts, at least partially responsible for its ‘remarkable’ election win in 
November 2001 (Green 2004). Significantly, as documented in Appendix 1A, the 

response was also evident in a more overtly negative depiction of middle eastern 
asylum seekers by politicians, particularly in regard to perceptions of ‘cultural 

incompatibility’. One government Senator, for example, described asylum seekers 

as threats to:  

the peace of mind and sense of security of many Australians, by way of 
divergent lifestyle, cultural outlook and values (Lightfoot in Corlett 2002:46). 

Public perceptions of cultural difference and associated links to terrorism were 
cultivated by the government policies which restricted media access to asylum 

seekers in Immigration Detention Centres and banned media photographs which 
could ‘humanise or personalise’ asylum seekers (see Appendix 1A). 

Both the border protection and mandatory detention policies were supported by 

both major political parties and received little interest from the public until the 
end of 2001, when an Australian public broadcast television program (ABC Four 

Corners) brought, for the first time, the plight of child asylum seekers up close. 
From that, groups such as Chilout (Children out of Detention) and Rural 

Australians for Refugees (RAR) were formed. An important aim of organizations 

such as these was ‘to increase awareness that asylum-seekers were people just like 
us with stories to tell of their survival’ (Tyler 2003:228).  
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By 2004, the media had become more sympathetic to asylum seekers since the 

misrepresentations associated with the ‘children-overboard’ affair (Macken-

Horarik 2003a) had been exposed. By this time a great deal of information about 
conditions in detention centres and the reasons for asylum seekers seeking refuge 

in Australia had been made available to the Australian public and the lifting of the 
media ban on detention centres had allowed images and stories of asylum seekers 

to be published. The stories of the young refugee activists in this study appeared 

as rally and conference speeches, national and local radio and television 
interviews, newspaper opinion pages, as essays and on web pages of a number of 

organizations, including Amnesty International. Excerpts from the stories were 

also included in a range of media reports of the activities of activist groups. The 
issue of children in detention was described by the Australian Human Rights 

Commissioner as spurring ‘one of the larger civil rights movements since the 
Vietnam War’ (Ozdowski 2004) and media reported that the issue had caused 

considerable political damage to the Howard government (Human Rights and 

Equal Opportunity Commission 2004: Ch 8). 

In 2006, Chilout’s activities were wound down after one of its key objectives, the 

release of children from ‘razor wire detention’ into community detention was 
achieved (Chilout home page www.chilout.org). However, its homepage provides 

links to over 20 groups which still operate to support asylum seekers living in the 

community and lobbying for permanent protection for refugees.  

1.2.4.1.2 Description of texts 
Table 1.1 provides an overview of the 13 texts collected from the adolescent 

Afghani refugees in their role as Ambassadors for the Chilout campaign. All texts 
were produced within a six month period from June to December 2004. 
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Form Coded Text 

Letter to Federal Minister for Immigration 11.03.04 HLH 

Newspaper Commentary 
Sydney Morning Herald Opinion page 16.06.04 

HNN 

Speeches: 
Amnesty International rally, to mark passing of HREOC deadline for 
release of children from detention Town Hall Sydney. 10.06. 2004 

HSN4 
HSS2 
 

World refugee Day Rally to recognise World Refugee Day 
Hyde Park Sydney 20.06.04 

HSS1 
HSZ2 

Speech to accept ‘Fairfield Student of Week’ award. Fairfield district 
education office 

HSZ 

Conference Key note address Queensland Council of Social Services 
conference.Nov 2004 

HST 

Radio interviews 
National public radio daily interview program about social change and 
daily life. Lifematters June 10 2004 

HIN/ HIT/HIS 
(HILM) 

National public youth oriented radio station: Current affairs program 
JJJ ‘Hack’ interview Oct 7 2004 

HITZ 
 

Essays 
3rd prize winner of National Essay competition sponsored by 
organization Australians Against Racism. 

HEJ  

Weblogs 
Entry on personal weblog. Blogger was invited to participate in a 
forum at the NSW Writer’s Festival in 2005  

HWZ 

Table 1.1: Chilout Ambassadors’ Texts 

1.2.4.2 Data set 2: Taking IT Global 

The second set of texts is taken from one participant in an international online 

community of young people called TakingITGlobal. TakingITGlobal or TIG, is 

an organization which aims to connect ‘youth around the world to find inspiration, 
information and get involved in improving their local and global communities’ 

(TakingITGlobal:see Appendix 1B). This aim is expressed as a slogan ‘inspire, 
inform, involve’ on each page of the site. Although TakingITGlobal is 

headquartered in Canada, it boasts hundreds of thousands of visitors from every 

continent each month and works with agencies from the UN and other primarily 
youth focussed organizations to ‘build the capacity of youth for development, 

                                                
4 The transcript of this speech was not made available to the researcher, however, the speech was published 
as a newspaper commentary (HNN) one week after the rally.   
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artistic and media expression, make education more engaging, and involve young 

people in global decision-making’ (TakingITGlobal). The TakingITGlobal 

website hosts a number of forums for young people to connect with others and 
express themselves, including online magazines, weblogs and theme based 

discussion boards. The focus of analysis for the study will be the discursive 
practices of one young TIG member, a sixteen year old school boy from the 

northern suburbs of Sydney. This young activist, known as BoNo_FaN (hereafter 

Bonofan), has been an active participant of the TIG community since the age of 
twelve.  

That Bonofan’s contributions to the website are highly valued by the organization 

can be seen by the fact that, for most of 2005, he was the featured participant on 
the TIG: Australia home page. On Bonofan’s profile page, which can be accessed 

directly from the TIG:Australia home page, we find a list of his contributions. 
These include 215 weblog entries, 142 Discussion Board posts, 5 online magazine 

submissions and two artworks. Also listed are the numerous global projects and 

organizations he is involved with beyond TIG. While Bonofan’s posts on all 
forums reveal a concern with a number of social and political issues, increasingly, 

the issue of most concern has been global poverty.  

1.2.4.2.1 Political context 
During the latter half of 2005, when Bonofan produced the most extended texts, 

global poverty was the subject of much international interest. This was primarily 
due to the publicity engendered by campaigns such as MakePovertyHistory, a 

global alliance of charities, school and church organizations set up to mobilise 

public support for political action against poverty. The MakePovertyHistory 
campaign was promoted by popular musicians, Sir Bob Geldoff, lead singer of the 

British band Boomtown Rats and Bono, lead singer of the Irish band, U2. The 
influence of the latter on the writer can be seen in the choice of pen-name for 

Bonofan’s TIG activities. 

A central goal of anti-poverty campaigners was to keep world leaders accountable 
to the Millenium Declaration adopted unanimously by member states of the 

United Nations at the Millennium Summit in September 2000. The Millenium 
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Development Goals, which were subsequently drafted by the UN Secretariat, 

outline key development priorities to address global poverty to be achieved by 

2015. 

1.2.4.2.2 Description of texts  
From 2002 until 2005, Bonofan contributed three hundred and thirty six texts to 

the forums of TakingItGlobal. These contributions were divided into two clear 
time periods with a break of approximately 12 months during 2004-5. 

Of these texts fourteen were selected for more detailed analysis. The criteria for 
selecting these texts included their length (over 200 words), their focus on issues 

of global poverty and youth involvement and the period in which they were 

produced. All texts included in this analysis were produced during a six month 
period from July 2005 to January 2006 with the exception of one text, which was 

produced in 2003. Table 1.2 provides an overview of texts which will be further 
investigated in Chapters 5.  

Mode and Details of Publication Texts 

Online Magazine articles 
TIG Panorama  
selected for publication 2003-2006 
 

Pan 03: Creating Change 
Pan 05: Call to Action 
Pan 06: Politics of a new generation 

Weblog: written text (+ images, 
hyperlinks) 
Internal TIGblog 
entries July – Dec 2005 

B5A:  MPH-UN World Summit ‘06 
B5J:   G8 – The Gleneagles Communique 
B5S:   2nd White Band Day 
B5S1: Will Australia keep its promise? 
B5S2: Voices against poverty 
B5O:  Just Stand 
B501:  Are the MDGs dead? 
B5N:   MPH – Our Generation’s Challenge 1 
B5D:   MPH – Our Generation’s Challenge 2 
B5D1: Make PovertyHistory 2006 
B5D2: 2006 – The Year that Was 

Table 1.2: Bonofan’s selected MakePovertyHistory texts 

 

1.2.4.3 Significance of sites 

The selection of texts from the two sites allows for a rich description of the 

relationship between the texts and their social contexts and in particular of the 
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ways in which young people exploit the potential of the language system to 

participate in, and indeed construct, affiliations oriented to social change. While 

the producers of texts within these sites are of similar ages and share the social 
purpose of persuading their audiences to enact social change, they come from 

diverse socio-cultural backgrounds. The texts are also diverse, across and within 
sites, in terms of their modes, the audiences addressed and the issues addressed.  

In this sense they provide evidence of the ‘multi-layered, shifting and relational’ 

nature of adolescent literacies (Alvermann et al. 1998:xvii). For educators, 
descriptions of the resources used by adolescents within the affiliations included 

in this study present great potential and challenge for supporting diverse learners 

in developing literacies within and beyond schooling. 

1.2.5 Overview of chapters 

The report of the research study is organised around seven chapters. 

Chapter 1 has outlined the motivations for the research and introduces the study. 

Chapter 2 reviews the research literature related to the context of adolescent 
participatory citizenship and literacies within social and educational research.  

Chapter 3 examines social semiotic theories which will contribute to making 

visible the persuasive resources deployed by adolescents in their critical social 
literacy practices.  

Chapter 4 proposes an analytical framework based on the socio-political and 
social semiotic theories reviewed in earlier chapters and also describes the broader 

research design, including the methods used for a principled selection and 

analysis of text. 

Chapter 5 begins the close analysis of texts produced engaged adolescents within 

the Chilout and MakePovertyHistory (MPH) campaigns. In this chapter I situate 

the texts within their layered social environments and discuss how the texts are 
structured to persuade their audiences to enact social change. 

Chapter 6 continues the analysis of semiotic resources, focussing on the 
interpersonal resources deployed at the level of discourse analysis. It is largely 

through the interactions of interactional and evaluative resources that the young 
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activists are able to persuade their audiences to support the goals of the social 

affiliations they represent.  

Chapter 7 summarises the major findings of the study both at the level of genre 
and discourse semantics. The implications of the research for genre based literacy 

pedagogies and for civic literacy pedagogies are discussed and emerging issues, 
warranting further investigation, are outlined. Finally, the contributions made by 

the study to both social semiotic and educational theories are reviewed. 
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Chapter 2 

PLACING THE STUDY IN ITS SOCIAL AND EDUCATIONAL 
CONTEXT 

This chapter reviews literature related to the context of adolescent social critical 
literacies, focusing on how adolescent engagement has been conceptualized 

within social and educational research and how it is supported by socially oriented 

literacy pedagogies. Research which has aimed to make visible the literacies 
valued within educational contexts relevant to adolescents will also be reviewed. 

Introduction 

While the stage of development known as adolescence has attracted a great deal 
of research interest among educators for many years, the field of adolescent 

literacy has until recently, been largely ignored. One reason for this has been the 

association of literacy learning with the early years of schooling and the 
assumption that good early literacy programs would ensure success in the middle 

and high school years (Vacca 1998). Interest in adolescent literacy was largely 

limited to addressing perceived reading problems of adolescents who were seen to 
have ‘slipped through the net’ of early literacy programs (Davidson & 

Kopenhaver 1988) 

Recently, however, there has been a growing recognition that the social and 

cultural context in which adolescents use literacy makes their practices very 

different from children in the early years of schooling. This has led to increased 
research interest from a number of perspectives. Studies over the past fifteen years 

have explored adolescent literacy development in relation to the demands of 
increasingly specialised school curriculum areas (Coffin 2006, Christie 2002, 

Christie & Martin 1997, Humphrey 1996, Martin 2000b, Rothery 1994, Unsworth 

1997, Veel 2006), the resources necessary for important transitions in schooling 
and workplace contexts (Cairney, Lowe & Sproats 1994, Derewianka 2003, 
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Iedema et al.1995) and the impacts on adolescent literacy of social, economic and 

technological changes associated with globalisation (Gee 2000a,b; Cope & 

Kalantzis 2000, Reich 1992). Of increasing interest are studies of the 
‘multilayered, shifting and relational’ literacies adolescents engage in (Alvermann 

et al. 1988:xvii, Alvermann 2002, 2006; Davies 2006, Martin 2002a) and of how 
literacy practices shape and are shaped by the social, cultural and political context 

of adolescents’ lives (Barton, Hamilton & Ivanik 2000, Fecho 1998, Lewis & 

Fabos 2005, Gee & Crawford 1998, Gee 2000a,b, 2005). Many authors also note 
the deployment of literacies to enact civic engagement and participatory 

citizenship (Martin 1995, 1999, 2002a; Humphrey 2006, Guzzetti & Gamboa 

2004, McGregor 2000) but note that critiques of mainstream politics embedded 
within these critical social literacy practices are often not legitimated by adults. 

Shared by many literacy and multiliteracy researchers is a concern to make visible 
and celebrate these powerful literacies and to make accessible the semiotic 

resources for further engagement in the civic sphere (Cope & Kalantzis 2000, 

Humphrey 2006, Kamler 2001, Martin 1995, 1999a, 2002a; Moraitis & 
McCormack 1995, McCormack 2003). 

Concerns voiced by educational and literacy theorists are also evident in the 
research literature of sociology, political science and youth studies (Hackett 2005; 

Roker, Player & Coleman 1999, White & Wyn 2004, Harris, Wyn & Younes 

2007, Maddison & Scalmer 2006). As with literacy and educational theorists, 
researchers from these disciplines have challenged dominant images of 

adolescents as a problematic and disengaged group, arguing that young people are 
developing different competencies in different areas of their lives (Thomson, 

Flynn, Roche & Tucker 2005). Here too researchers note evidence of social 

engagement and participatory citizenship by young people (Vromen 2003, Harris 
et al 2007, White & Wyn 2004), much of which is responded to by ‘near universal 

hostility from the political establishment’ (White & Wyn 2004:89). Some 
researchers have also noted the range of technological resources used by young 

people to voice their concerns and create social movements (Chu 1997, Youniss et 

al. 2002), which are not always recognized or taken seriously by adults (Maddison 
2003, Maddison & Scalmer 2006, Roker et al. 1999, White & Wyn 2004).  
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While many of these researchers also acknowledge the need to make visible the 

resources needed for successful social and community engagement (Maddison 

2003), there has as yet been little research which describes the nature of the 
‘critical competencies’ needed nor the ways in which these competencies are 

developed and mediated. What little research there is suggests that vital to 
participation are communication skills which enable young people to engage with 

the media and to expand ideas into convincing arguments (Gilbert et al. 1995). 

This finding has been supported by Australian literacy researchers working within 
Critical Discourse Analysis and genre based approaches which have become 

known as Positive Discourse Analysis (Martin 2004a). While some linguistic 

resources associated with adolescent activism at the level of genre and discourse 
semantics have been documented (Martin 1995, 1999a; Christie 1997), Martin 

(1995:35) has called for more involvement by linguists into positive 
investigations of how resistance, subversion and social change occur, observing 

that,   

We know a lot about domination and the co-option of projects intent on social 
change. We know much less of what we need to know about how domination 
can be and is continually being subverted. 

The primary aim of this review, therefore, is to examine research from 
educational, social and political theoretical orientations, which have been 

concerned with the discursive dimensions of adolescent participation in the civic 
sphere and to make explicit the semiotic resources crucial for such participation. 

2.1 Understanding youth participation 

The relationship of young people to their society has been the subject of a great 

deal of research interest over the past forty years. While a prevailing theme of this 
literature has concerned the problematic relationship between young people and 

society (Dahrendorf 1997, Eckersley 1995, Bahr 2001), researchers from a broad 
range of perspectives have challenged these negative perceptions, particularly in 

relation to the capacity and willingness of young people to engage with social and 

political issues beyond their immediate lives (Finders 1999, Hackett 2005, White 



 Chapter 2 Placing the study in its social and educational context 

 31 

& Wyn 2004, Wissman 2007). In general, there is broad agreement in youth 

studies research literature that: 

• adolescents are a heterogenous group with socio-cultural influences such 
as class, gender and ethnicity exerting a great deal of pressure on their 
experiences  

• economic, social and technological changes associated with globalisation 
have had a great impact on the values and aspirations of young people and 
on their relationship to society (Bynner, Chisholm & Furlong 1997, Gee 
2000b, 2005; White & Wyn 2004) 

• many youth are actively engaged in participatory citizenship although their 
ways of engaging are often different to those valued by adults (Hackett 
2005, McGregor 2000, Roker et al. 1999, Harris, Wyn & Younes 2007, 
Maddison & Scalmer 2006, White & Wyn 2004). 

In order to better understand the nature of youth engagement and the discursive 
resources they deploy, it is necessary to review literature which has sought to 

make visible and reconceptualise concepts of active or participatory citizenship 
and to situate participatory citizenship within broader theories of contemporary or 

‘New’ social movements (Melucci 1989, Maddison & Scalmer 2006). 

2.1.1 Reconceptualising participatory citizenship 

Participatory or active citizenship1 has become a highly valued goal within 

Australian government and educational policy, particularly in relation to young 
people. This goal has been manifested in a number of ways. Firstly, drawing on 

findings that young people do not have a great deal of knowledge about formal 

political processes (Civics Expert Group 1994, Land 2004), the federal 
government instigated a massive push towards educating young people about the 

formal system. This is based on the assumption that knowledge about the political 
system will lead to successful socialisation into the political culture (Vromen 

2003). Young people are also being encouraged towards participatory citizenship 

through volunteering. Volunteering, which is frequently conceptualized in 

                                                
11 While the term participatory citizenship is used by a number of social science researchers (Vromen 2003 ), 
terms such as social and/or political activism and social protest are often preferred in the literature reviewed in 
this paper. In this review I will use the terminology preferred by individual researchers, however, in most cases 
these are used to refer to activities understood here as participatory citizenship. 
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educational literature as service learning (Lockyer 2003) has been examined in 

educational research in terms of its effect on skills development (Roker et al. 

1999) and is also highly valued in the institutionalised political sphere. A third 
conceptualization has focused on collective action and particularly with 

‘collective activities in solving problems through our political process’ (Diller 
2001:7). This goal has motivated a number of government funded youth advocacy 

organizations in recent years aimed to include young people in decision making 

processes which affect them.  

However, as a number of researchers have noted, these conceptions of 

participatory citizenship are based on narrow concepts of politics and a limited 

understanding of the goals and modes of participation (Vromen 2003, Harris et al. 
2007, White & Wyn 2004). These definitions and measures, it is argued, do not 

take into account understandings of politics beyond its institutional manifestations 
and fail to recognise ‘the activities and processes that appeal to new generations 

of political actors’ (Maddison 2003). These researchers argue that an 

understanding of participatory citizenship must include visible practices such as 
campaigning, boycotting and protesting which are not restricted to maintaining 

the institutionalised status quo (Vromen 2003:82) as well as the hidden and in 
many cases unknown ways in which young people talk about as well as act out 

social activism (Maddison 2003, Melucci 1989, 1996). Vromen (2003:83) argues 

that participatory citizenship needs to be reconceptualised as ‘acts that can occur, 
either individually or collectively, that are intrinsically concerned with shaping 

the society we want to live in’ This definition is useful not only because of its 
inclusion of non-institutional participation but also because it does not make 

arbitrary and unnecessary distinctions between the formal political and civic 

spheres of life.  

Despite the inclusion of ‘individual’ acts within Vromen’s definition, however, 

studies of participation suggest that participatory citizenship is most likely to 
occur within social groups. From her broad scale research of 18-34 year olds’ 

activities, Vromen’s (2003) investigation of the diverse ways in which young 

people practice participatory citizenship identified five forms of participation, 
most of which involved communal action or discourse. These were: volunteering 
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and party and union involvement as well as community based organizational 

involvement, collective action involvements (eg. attending rallies and marches) 

and discussion of political issues. The inclusion of ‘discussion of political issues’ 
is considered important because, while constituting an important participatory 

experience in its own right, it could also represent a basis for subsequent action 
and an important rehearsal ground to shape more formal discursive practices 

(Lemke 1990). Wissman (2007) provides evidence of discussion among 

adolescent girls functioning ‘to posit possibilities for actions’ in relation to the 
issue of western nation’s involvement in the war in Iraq and, while the actions 

taken by these girls did not ultimately engage them in interactions beyond their 

own circle, other studies have documented the role of discussion in scaffolding 
the production of powerful written genres used for direct social action (Martin 

1999a; Christie 1997).  

Vromen’s findings have opened space for alternative non-institutional 

participation to be included in models of participatory citizenship. However, the 

model is of limited relevance to the study because it includes only young people 
between the ages of 18-24 – an age group which has the right to vote and which is 

acknowledged to be ‘at the peak of civic consciousness’ (Harris et al. 2007:19). 
Of more relevance is Harris et al’s (2007) investigation into civic engagement and 

participation which focuses on young people aged 15-17. These researchers argue 

that because young people in this ‘middle’ age group do not have the 
institutionalized status of full citizenship, they are typically seen ‘simply as 

candidates for school-based civics education’(20), as future rather than actualized 
citizens. This study found that, although young people are not likely to be 

members of mainstream political parties, unions, or in fact of groups which were 

intended to attract them, many are ‘joiners’ of a wide range of clubs and groups, 
particularly sporting clubs.  

Like Vromen (2003), Harris and her colleagues included discussion of social and 
political issues in their conceptualization of civic engagement and found that these 

discussions occurred predominantly within ‘institutions of everyday life’, such as 

friendship and family groups rather than within broader adult sanctioned 
institutions. These researchers argue that discussing issues while ‘hanging with 
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friends’ is political because it demonstrates an interrelatedness and ‘commitment 

to the greater community’ (26) and further, allows for links to be made between 

the everyday and formal political spheres of adolescents’ lives. However, such a 
contention is problematic given that the researchers do not provide evidence that 

such activities do lead to young people being heard within powerful institutions 
within society. Wissman (2007) in fact provides evidence of young people being 

restricted in their access to engagement in the civic sphere through lack of space 

for discussion in ‘public’ arenas such as school assemblies. These restrictions led 
to the adolescents in her study becoming disillusioned with the possibility of 

collective action. Similarly, Ewins (2004:102) suggests that feelings of alienation 

in young people may be linked to ‘lack of effective outlets for participation in the 
media and public life’ and argue that even discussions which are more open to 

multiple audiences, such as web-based discussions, can be seen as ‘pre-political’ 
participation as they do not necessarily lead to further engagement. White & Wyn 

(2004:91) support this contention and suggest that for empowering participation 

to occur, models of participation will need to extend beyond the personal 
interactions celebrated by Harris and her colleagues. These researchers provide 

indicators for youth participation and citizenship drawn from Holdsworth’s (2000) 
criteria for minimal and maximal citizenship. They argue that full or maximal 

participation involves young people collaborating with adults in areas such as 

setting objectives and running projects and in having a significant role in public 
debate.  

The perspectives offered by social researchers interested in adolescent 
participatory citizenship contribute greatly to interpreting the literacy practices of 

adolescents and indeed to recognizing the discursive enactment of social and 

political engagement. In particular, they provide evidence that legitimate 
engagement can extend beyond ‘government-defined modes of behaviour and 

activity’ (White & Wyn 2004:90) and that boundaries between institutionalised 
civic activity and that which takes place within the everyday lives of adolescents 

and through personal interactions is indeed fuzzy. The importance of social 

affiliations in mediating participatory citizenship is also particularly salient to this 
study. Such perspectives resonate with theoretical frameworks for examining the 



 Chapter 2 Placing the study in its social and educational context 

 35 

social affiliations which are characteristic of what have been termed ‘New’ social 

movements (Maddison & Scalmer 2006, Melucci 1989).  

2.1.2  ‘New’ Social Movements  

Definitions of ‘participatory’ which go beyond formal organisations are shared by 

many theorists within political sociology (Maddison & Scalmer 2006, Melucci 
1989,1996; Nash 2000, Touraine 2000). Perspectives from these theorists are 

particularly valuable in analysing the emerging patterns and processes of social 

and political engagement across diverse groups of young people (Maddison 
2003). 

The most common but not uncontested way of identifying contemporary social 
movements is as ‘New’ Social Movements. This name, first proposed by Melucci 

(1989,1996), was originally used to describe movements which became prominent 

in Europe in the 1960s and 70s in order to distinguish them from those of ‘old’ or 
labour movements. Unlike the organizations of bureaucratic trade unions and 

parties, ‘new’ social movements tend to be grassroots, local and loosely organised 
networks oriented more towards building solidarity and changing public views in 

civic society than in more formally defined institutions such as the state (Nash 

2000:144). Whittier (2002:289) defines these new social movements as follows: 

Social movements are neither fixed nor narrowly bounded in space, time or 
membership. Instead, they are made up of shifting clusters of organizations, 
networks, communities, and activist individuals, connected by participation in 
challenges and collective identities through which participants define the 
boundaries and significance of their group. 

Whittier’s definition is particularly pertinent to a discussion of adolescent critical 
social literacy practices because it allows for the diversity and mobility of social 

groupings and practices which are emphasised in the view of participatory 
citizenship described above and resonates with similar concerns within socio-

cultural adolescent literacy research (Alvermann et al. 1998, Hinchman et al. 

2003). While some theorists have argued that activism is largely carried out by the 
new educated middle class, who 'are most likely to be aware of the irrationalities 

of the contemporary capitalist system' (Offe 1985 in Nash 2000:15), Melucci 
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(1989:216) argues that ultimately, participation depends on highly personal 

reasons. 

The theoretical frameworks for analysing ‘new’ social movements have included 
a number of characteristic features. Those which are particularly important to a 

study of adolescent critical social literacies relate to: 

• contemporary social activism as occurring within ‘submerged networks’ 
(Melucci 1989:44) involving  ‘expanded circuits of communication’ 
(Cohen & Rai 2000:6) 

• The concern with discursive politics involving a range of semiotic forms 
to achieve diverse rhetorical goals 

• Social movements as sites of political knowledge production and learning. 

Each of these features will be elaborated upon in the following section.  

2.1.2.1 Social activism within submerged networks 

In addition to more visible forms of collective action such as protests, a number of 
theorists include in their description of contemporary movements those which 

occur in what is known as ‘submerged networks’. Melucci (1989:6) describes 

these as ‘invisible networks of small groups submerged in everyday life’ within 
which dominant codes of everyday life are questioned but importantly, within 

which ‘participants can experiment with new cultural models, forms of 
relationships and alternative perceptions and meanings of the world’ (Maddison & 

Scalmer 2006: 81).  

The activities and structures of submerged web-based networks have been the 
focus of intense research interest, particularly since the mass protests in Seattle 

against the World Trade Organisation in November 2001 (Atton 2003; Burch 
2002). Owen (2006) provides evidence of what she terms ‘stealth’ political 

activism among young people using the Internet, which allows global 

communication networks to form very quickly and physical action to be organized 
efficiently. Carty (2002) and Atton (2003) argue that the compression of time and 

space offered by Internet networks such as Indymedia allow for cohesive 

organised resistance which can be brought to public attention when the 
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opportunity presents. By such means, these researchers maintain, political struggle 

itself has been refined.  

Despite evidence that the Internet has reinforced social inequities and is at best a 
supplement to non-virtual forms of civic participation (Oates & Gibson 2006:5), 

these theorists (Tolbert, McNeal & Smith 2003, Bennett 2004) argue that the 
perception of protest action being undertaken by only an elite few is false. Foley 

(1994) argues that, that in fact video footage of physical protests is often shown to 

thousands of young people at illicit rave parties and replayed on youth targeted 
music web sites around the world. In this way, he argues ‘ the information 

technology revolution is being pressed in to the service of further widening the 

scope of political communication and participation’ (48). These researchers argue 
that the merging of entertainment and political action facilitated by the new media 

provides young people with opportunities to ‘construct their own local politics 
from the vast array of mediated bits and pieces at their disposal’ (Mastronardi 

2002: 44).  

The notion of submerged networks is particularly relevant to an exploration of 
adolescent critical social literacies as it supports the contention that adolescents 

who do not engage in traditional forms of political involvement or social protest 
are not necessarily inactive and disengaged and that the building of youth social 

movements and the necessary literacy practices may be occurring in the daily 

practices of their lives. This perspective encourages researchers to direct attention 
not only to more visible social movements to find critical social literacy practices 

but to those which occur within the networks and affiliations ‘at the level of daily 
life’ (Young 1997:17). 

2.1.2.2 Discursive politics and semiotic resources  

A wide range of discursive purposes, practices and rhetorical forms have been 
associated with the enactment of contemporary social movements. While agitating 

for social change or ‘performing opposition’ (Eyerman 2006:42) is typically the 

impetus for a social movement coming into being, theorists recognise that internal 
goals such as mobilizing individuals for collective action (Flam 2005:19), 

directing and coordinating actions and ‘transforming an individually-based, 
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diffuse experience into a focused collective one’ (Eyerman 2006:44-46) are also 

essential for its growth and effectiveness. Of particular significance to this study 

is the concern of activists with: 

strategic and persuasive exchanges in which they try to bring others into their 
project for change, redefining the terms within which the battle lines have been 
drawn, changing people’s views of their real interests, and convincing them to 
see the world and themselves in a different way’ (Nash 2000:136). 

The role of new media in facilitating activism and blurring boundaries between 

the personal and more public political spheres of young people’s lives is of 
increasing concern to researchers (Harris 2000, Foley 1994, Owen 2006, Oates & 

Gibson 2006). In addition to traditional forms such as pamphlets, rallies, essays 
and debates (Katzenstein 1998:17), multimodal texts constructed through music, 

video technologies and the Internet provide resources to nurture affiliations within 

movements and to make effective appeals to capture public imagination and 
feeling (Nash 2000). Harris (2000) argues that in addition to providing 

entertainment for both the reader and producer and in providing individual girls 
with a voice at little or no cost, young women’s subversive cultural productions 

such as Fanzines and grrlzines aim to raise political consciousness and to build 

solidarity around political action. In Harris’s terms such publications are ‘a kind 
of collective, public and interactive journal from the war zone’ (285). Unlike 

traditional individualized female writing forums such as diary writing, she argues, 
these productions give ‘voice to those without access to or support for mainstream 

political platforms, and communicates the message that individuals are 

responsible for creating structural change’ (285). However, despite the political 
form and content of fanzines, Harris (287) acknowledges, popular liberal 

individualized views of DIY grrrlpower tend to reduce cultural politics to style 
and fashion (287) and can thus be seen as a contributing factor to perceptions of 

young people as lacking interest in politics.  

Melucci (1996:29) relates the struggle involved in discursive politics to Foucault’s 
theory of power (1972) and struggles over identity. Like Foucault, Melucci argues 

that there is an increasing control over our lives. However, he sees Foucault’s 

understanding of power as limited in that it does not take into account how: 
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Networks of actors in complex societies may use the resources provided by 
powerful organizations in ways which were not intended by bureaucrats and 
managers (Melucci 1989:208-9). 

Melucci’s concern with the possibility of challenge and subversion of the 

discursive practices of powerful organizations is also reflected within linguistic 

and sociological theories concerned with the relationship of language to social 
class and power (Bernstein 1990:159-160; Martin 1995). These theorists point out 

that the translation of power into discourse creates the possibility for changes to 
that discourse whereby social actors may resist and challenge ‘the order of the 

imposing other’ (Bernstein 1990:159).  

Appropriation and subversion of non-traditional discursive forms is also evident 
in the increasingly documented use of non-traditional protest forms, such as 

humour, irony and the ‘carnivalesque’ to ‘disengage or shock the onlookers from 

the daily routine’ (Flam 2005:14). Discourse practices associated with feminist 
movements such as consciousness raising (Sowards & Renegar 2004), personal 

story (Jehenson 1995) and emotional appeals (Flam & King 2005) are 
increasingly evident across contemporary social movements (Schwarze 2006). 

The recognition that discourse forms, genres and the social roles which produce 

them may be appropriated to facilitate social action is of great interest to the 
present study. Rhetorical strategies associated with non-traditional discourse 

forms will be further discussed in Section 2.2.4. 

2.1.2.3 Social movements as sites of practical knowledge production 
and learning 

New Social Movement theory is concerned to empower activists and bring social 
movements to maturity (Maddison & Scalmer 2006:38). Early social movement 

theorists such as Touraine (2000) developed a methodology of social intervention 

whereby the researcher actively intervenes to help social movements develop as 
‘forces for social transformation’ (Nash 2000:135), however, more recent models 

see the researcher’s role as listening to activists and learning from the reservoir of 
practical knowledge they acquire from their work in situated struggles.  Maddison 

and Scalmer, following Melucci (1989), recognise the importance of formal 

education in developing the skills needed for activism, particularly the 
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communication skills associated with arguing a case (55). However, also valued 

are skills learned from workplaces and political participation, including the 

strategic discursive skills of persuasion described in the previous section. Social 
affiliations produced from campaigns typically produce mentors who pass along 

skills and wisdom in what these theorists term an ‘accidental education’, however, 
more deliberate teaching of technical and specialised knowledge for the 

movement is also important for building expertise within movements.  

Significantly, Maddison and Scalmer warn that although the alternate discourses 
of many social movements serve a valuable purpose in producing knowledge 

within the safe environment of the movement and can powerfully ‘disrupt’ the 

status quo, ultimately, activists need to find a way to communicate with the 
mainstream ‘if they are really out to change the world’ (214). Such concerns are 

echoed within genre-based and public literacy pedagogies which will be discussed 
in Section 2.2. 

2.1.3 Educational initiatives for promoting participatory 
citizenship  

Recent educational initiatives for promoting social and community engagement in 

Australia have included social justice education and civics and citizenship 
education. Social justice education is largely associated with religious schools in 

Australia, particularly within the Catholic system. Religious Education syllabuses 
have moved from a preoccupation with learning the teachings and traditions of the 

Catholic church and are increasingly concerned with social justice issues such as 

unemployment, poverty and violence (NSW Board of Studies 1994). While youth 
involvement in social justice has traditionally been associated with fund-raising 

for poor people in remote locations, more recent initiatives promote a critical 
perspective to such activities and aim to promote understanding of ‘the causes of 

inequality and oppression and injustice’ and action ‘to change those structures 

which perpetuate them’ (Caritas Australia 2002:1).  

Documented practices of social justice education in Australia have occurred 

primarily in the adult education context (Di Nicola, Foreman, Hogan & Elton, 
2007). These theorists and educators have drawn from critical pedagogical 
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perspectives of the Brazilian adult educator, Paulo Freire (1973), to develop 

pedagogic models aimed to stimulate or promote ‘the development of abilities of 

people and groups to participate in and manage the social and political reality in 
which they live’ (Smith 2007:5).  In its concern to work with rather than lead 

people, critical approaches distance themselves from interventionist approaches 
involving formation and education. However, while centralizing a critique of 

unequal power structures, what is not made clear in the curriculum models is how 

the pedagogic processes will necessarily bring about equity. Of particular concern 
is how the enjoinder of the Catholic social justice tradition to the less resourced 

‘to educate themselves about the situation of injustice, to work together in 

solidarity and to organise in order to demand change’ (Pope John Paul II 1987 in 
di Nicola et al. 2007:18) is to be achieved without intervention to make explicit 

the processes and literacy practices which construct power.    

Recent initiatives in civics and citizenship education have attempted to shift the 

focus from teaching about political history and political structures to recognizing 

the lived experiences of young people (Chu 1997) and respecting the rights of 
adolescents to have their opinions heard and taken into account (Hackett 2005). 

However, while acknowledging the need to respect young people’s right to be self 
determining social actors (Chu 1997:15), educational researchers, in common 

with researchers in youth studies and political sociology (Maddison & Scalmer 

2006), have argued that strong pedagogical frameworks are needed to support 
adolescents in developing the critical competencies they need for active social 

engagement (ACSA 1996, Ewins 2004, McGregor 2000, Youniss et al. 2002). 
Without knowledge of how the processes of power operate within their society, it 

is argued, adolescents may find themselves marginalised from participation in 

decision making processes. Recently developed frameworks in Australia stress 
particularly the importance of well developed literacy skills and critical thinking 

skills (ACSA 1996, Leckey 2001, DEST 2003). This perspective is supported by 
civics and citizenship educational initiatives in Great Britain which include the 

aims of supporting students: to explain views, reflect upon views that may be 

different from their own and participate in debate of ideas (Davies 2003:169). 
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While as yet there has been little research within the social justice or civics and 

citizenship literature which has documented these skills in practice, one useful 

articulation has come from a Queensland study of the experiences and 
understandings of teachers who had themselves engaged in active citizenship 

(Gilbert, Carr & Singh 1995). Findings from this study indicated that 
communication was seen as the most important competency for such engagement 

– above competencies such as knowledge of the system and organisational skills. 

Of particular use, according to the teachers involved, were those communication 
skills which enabled them to engage with the media and to expand ideas into 

convincing arguments. More specific descriptions were articulated by one teacher 

as the ability to “get readers on side, what you do, how to go about making them 
comfortable, even if you’re saying what they don’t want to hear ..”(p.42). 

These adult activists recognize that active engagement in ‘forming, maintaining 
and changing their communities’ (Holdsworthy 2001), necessitates the 

development of an extensive repertoire of semiotic resources and particularly the 

interpersonal resources which will enable them to persuade complex and often 
hostile audiences to take social action. This necessity can only be seen as 

magnified for adolescents, who continue to be seen within their communities as 
future rather than active citizens, who typically lack institutionalized authority and 

who are rarely provided with public forums to express their views. 

In the following section I will explore how recent research in literacy education 
has sought to support the development of adolescent literacies within and beyond 

schooling focusing on those pedagogies which aim to support the development of 
resources needed to critique and transform their social worlds.  

2.2  Literacy education for participatory citizenship 

Although there has been no documentation of pedagogic approaches to develop 

literacy within civics and citizenship or social justice education, there has been a 
growing interest within socio-culturally oriented research in exploring the literacy 

practices necessary for adolescents to access, critique and change powerful 

discourses in their schools and communities (Alvermann 2002, Alvermann et al. 
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1998, Comber, Nixon & Reid 2007, Cope and Kalantzis 1993, 2000; Freebody & 

Luke 1990, Gee 2000c, 2003a,b;2005; Kress 2003, Luke 1996, 2000; Lankshear 

& Knobel 2003, Macken-Horarik 1996a,b; Martin 1995, 1999a, 2000a; Unsworth 
2001). These researchers share a concern to support adolescents in developing 

critical and transformative literacies and to take into account both the wider socio-
cultural context of these literacies and their ‘nuanced literate lives’ (Phelps 

1998:1). For this reason these literacies have been termed ‘critical social 

literacies’ (Walton 1996). Also shared is a recognition that the definition of 
literacy needs to be extended to acknowledge the multimodal dimensions of texts 

and literacy practices which are increasingly encountered by young people 

(Alvermann 2002, Lankshear & Knobel 2003, Unsworth 2001, Zammit & 
Downes 2002). However, socio-culturally oriented models of literacy pedagogy 

can be distinguished according to whether they focus on deconstructing or 
generating texts and according to the degree to which they emphasise the 

development of ‘meta-semiotic knowledge’ (Cope & Kalantzis 2000, Unsworth 

2001) to make visible the resources deployed to construct and challenge powerful 
discourse forms. In this section I will review pedagogic models and theories from 

within Australia and internationally, focusing on those which aim to support the 
development of adolescent critical social literacies. 

2.2.1 Sydney school2 genre based pedagogies  

The development of genre-based literacy pedagogies in Australia was initiated in 

response to international concerns that existing approaches to literacy education 

failed to make explicit and visible, privileged ways of using language and 
therefore disempowered students from lower socio-economic backgrounds 

(Bernstein 1990, Delpit 1986, Hasan 1996, Heath, 1983). Although the focus of 

genre-based pedagogy has been on the development of literacy within academic 
curriculum areas, its concern with the production of texts in a range of social 

contexts and its use of a socially oriented semiotic theory make it particularly 
relevant to the present study. Early work conducted by James Martin and Joan 

                                                
2 While the genre-based pedagogies described here are not limited to Sydney or Australian educational 
contexts (eg Schleppegrell 2004; Walsh 2006), they can be distinguished from other genre traditions (Johns & 
Dudley Evans 1991; Swales 1990; Freedman & Medway 1994) primarily due to their linguistic positioning within 
SFL (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004) and Sydney school genre theory (Martin & Rose in press) . 
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Rothery (Callaghan & Rothery 1988, Rothery 1986,1996) in the primary school 

context revealed that a disproportionate amount of writing produced by children 

was narrative, reflecting an emphasis on personal experience in the curriculum. 
Researchers argued that the lack of focus on factual writing limited access to 

learning in many areas of the curriculum. The disempowered role of the teacher in 
this situation is summed up by Rothery as follows: 

even if teachers wished to pursue developing literacy in these fields, they had 
no knowledge of the generic and register demands of the subjects to inform 
their classroom teaching (Rothery 1996:95) 

Rothery’s argument is supported by a number of international literacy educators, 

particularly those concerned with developing critical literacy practices in students 
from low socio-economic (SES) and non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB) 

(Schleppegrell & Colombi 2002, Gee 2000b, Kalnin 1998, Macken-Horarik 

1996a,b; Schleppegrell 2004).  

In response to concerns of educators working with low SES and NESB students in 

Sydney, a number of large-scale literacy research projects, which drew on 
linguistic theories of genre3 (Martin 1993, Kress 1993) and register (Halliday 

1985,1991), were conducted during the 1980s and 1990s to identify the literacy 

practices regarded as important to success in school and tertiary level learning and 
to make the language resources needed to enact these practices explicit to teachers 

and students (Callaghan and Rothery 1988, Coffin 1996, Drury &Webb 1991, 
Humphrey 1996, Kalantzis &Wignell 1988, Rothery 1994, Rothery & Stenglin 

1997, Veel 1997). Secondary school studies, such as the Write it Right project, 

funded by the Disadvantaged Schools Metropolitan East region of Sydney 
(hereafter DSP), focused primarily on characteristics of particular subject areas 

and the relationship of the language within specialized subjects to that of 
specialized workplaces (Veel 2006:79), however, generalized characterizations 

were also developed across subjects and levels to distinguish genres and registers 

of the ‘everyday’ social environment and the academic environment (Jones et al. 
1989, Martin & Rothery 1990, Macken-Horarik 1996a,b; Painter 2000) and to 

map pathways of language development across schooling. Explicit description of 

                                                
3 The concepts of genre and register and associated linguistic resources will be explored from a theoretical 
perspective in Chapter 3. 
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specialized language was considered important because, unlike the language of 

everyday use, it is learned largely through the intervention of teachers (Macken-

Horarik (1996b:238-9).  

A summary of relevant findings from these early genre based research projects at 

secondary and tertiary levels is provided in Table 2.1.  

   Everyday contexts  
• typical linguistic realisation 

Academic contexts  
• typical linguistic realisation 

Purpose 
(genre) 

 

familiar everyday spoken genres 

• instruction, observation, 
anecdote, personal response, 
commentary, personal recount 

institutionalized socially valued and 
socially valuable written genres 

• report, explanation, procedure, 
exposition, discussion, narrative, 
historical recount 

Subject 
matter  

(field) 

common sense understanding 
personal issues disconnected 
from society at large 

• specific human participants 

• everyday lexis in simple nominal 
groups 

• action verbs 

uncommon sense technicality often 
bounded by academic and 
workplace disciplines 
focus on issues of the collective 

• generalized participants;  

• technical lexis, defined and classified 
in complex nominal groups;  

• grammatical metaphor (science) 

• relational, defining verbs 

Reader 
relationship 

(tenor) 

personal (evaluative) 
strong solidarity  
familiar roles – emoter 

• high frequency of personal 
pronouns 

• active voice 

• subjective personal modality 

• variety of mood choices 
(questions, statements, 
exclamations, commands) 

impersonal (objective) 
decrease in solidarity 
expert roles – interpreter & 
adjudicator 

• low frequency of personal pronouns 

• passive voice  

• objective impersonal modality 

• statements –except in procedural texts  

Channel 
(mode) 

spoken dialogue (concrete) 

• low lexical density 

• high grammatical intricacy 

• variation in theme choice 

 

written monologue (abstract)  

• high lexical density 

• low grammatical intricacy 

• grammatical metaphor (science and 
humanities) 

• clear progression of themes 

Table 2.1: Summary of contextual dimensions of everyday and educational contexts 
(adapted from Martin & Rothery 1990, Jones et al. 1989, Coffin 2000, Veel 2006) 

Researchers across subject areas found that literacy, like learning was organized 
across the secondary school curriculum in terms of ontogenesis, ie. in terms of 

expanding repertoires of resources (Painter 1984). At the level of genre, the 
analytical expository essay, used to persuade the reader that a thesis is well 
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formulated (Martin 1985:17), represents an expanded meaning potential which is 

of particular value to students as they move towards senior secondary schooling 

and university. According to Schleppegrell (2004:88), the expository essay ‘is 
symbolic of students’ success with language at school, and often serves as an 

evaluation metric for acceptance at college and university..’ Significantly, 
analytical exposition was distinguished by Martin (1985,1986) from hortatory 

exposition, which is used in the community to persuade readers to take action. 

Models of hortatory exposition were included in resources produced for primary 
teachers (Callaghan & Rothery 1988) and, initially, in resources for teachers of 

subject English (Rothery 1994). However, this genre was not considered ‘valued’ 

in other secondary subject or in resources produced at tertiary level. More recent 
descriptions of valued genres within secondary subject English have also not 

included hortatory exposition (Macken-Horarik 1996a, 1996b). 

Recent genre based research (Wignell 2007, Coffin 2006, Macken-Horarik 2002) 

has also tended to confirm findings of valued registers of school and tertiary level. 

While models of mode have been extended in recent years to take into account 
multimodal texts (Van Leeuwen & Humphrey 1996, Jones 2006), the importance 

of grammatical metaphor for creating well reasoned, persuasive, abstract (and 
particularly in science) technical texts has been confirmed in a number of studies 

(Wignell 2007, Ravelli 2003). The privileging of reasoned argument is a 

particularly prevalent feature of persuasion in academic literacy practices despite 
the recognition by a number of theorists that its overuse tends to efface the 

identity of the writer (Ivanic 1998, Martin 1995) and result in less persuasive 
argumentation (Hyland 2005). In terms of field, Coffin (2000:402) also notes in 

history, a development from towards issues which are ‘based on public morality 

and the politics of the collective rather than personal feeling’. 

One dimension of these early models of register which has been problematised by 

both genre theorists and applied linguists in studies of academic persuasion is that 
of tenor (Hood 2006, Hyland 2002, 2005; Lee,S. 2006, Martin 1995, Myers 

2001). Applied linguists (eg. Hyland 2002, 2005; Kuo 1999) have noted relatively 

high frequencies of interactional resources, such as personal pronouns, directives 
and rhetorical questions in academic writing and have argued that these resources 
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serve particular rhetorical purposes across genres and disciplines. However, 

unlike genre based researchers, Hyland (2002) and others have included in their 

data published journal articles which realize an expert to expert role relationship 
as well as textbooks which typically realize an expert to apprentice role 

relationship. Findings which focus on texts produced by successful student writers 
when addressing their expert teachers and markers tend to agree with genre 

theorists that such interactional resources ‘have an uneasy place in academic 

discourse’ (Myers 2001:64).  

In recent years, however, the characterization of tenor in academic persuasion as 

objective has come under scrutiny also by genre theorists (Coffin 2006, Hood 

2004, Lee 2006). Drawing on resources of Appraisal (Martin & White 2005), 
these researchers have identified a range of interpersonal resources used across 

academic persuasive genres and tenor relationships to evaluate both the field of 
study and the research domain (Hood 2004). Evaluative resources deployed in 

successful student texts at both school and tertiary level include the grading of 

experiential meanings to ‘subjectify’ the objective (Hood 2004) and 
institutionalized realisations of feelings (Coffin 2006, Lee, S. 2006). While 

recognizing that objective and ‘faceless’ persuasion has status and is thus more 
appropriate in academic discourse, Martin (1995:34), argues that without 

resources associated with more explicit subjectivity, it would be difficult to 

construe the authority and evaluative stance necessary for persuasion in public 
discourse. 

Genre-based pedagogies have provided teachers with significant resources to 
address the literacy needs of adolescent learners, particularly in providing access 

to the privileged discourses of schooling. In particular, the resources developed 

from the systemic functional model of language have enabled teachers and 
students to build the necessary metalinguistic knowledge to reconfigure everyday 

experience and access the valued genres and registers of school curricula. Genre-
based approaches have thus supported the empowerment of many groups of 

students previously marginalised from powerful discourses by invisible 

pedagogies and left ‘stranded’ in the everyday domain of learning (Macken-
Horarik 1996b). Recent research drawing on SFL to explore literacy issues 
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associated with learning English as a second language (Schleppegrell 2004), 

gender (Wignell 1998, Kamler 2001a), socio-economic status (Freebody et al. 

1995), critical literacy practices (Macken-Horarik 1996a,b, Martin 1999a) and 
multiliteracies (Humphrey 2006, Unsworth 2001) demonstrate the potential of the 

functional model to describe language use in a wide range of contexts.  

2.2.1.1 Critiques of genre-based pedagogies 

Despite the influence of genre-based research and evidence of success in 

providing access to privileged discourses (Knight, Freebody, & McDiarmid, 2000, 
Walsh 2006), these pedagogies have received a great deal of criticism, much of 

which is relevant to supporting the development of adolescent critical social 

literacy practices. Initially, criticism came from advocates of progressive 
pedagogies concerned with ‘how rigidly the boundaries around particular genres 

ought to be drawn’ (Sawyer and Watson, 1988: 47). Critics argue that classroom 
practices tend to model genre structure as static and formulaic (Kamler 2001b:94) 

and allow little room for individual control or creativity. While genre theorists 

acknowledge the need to look beyond early descriptions of prototypical 
‘curriculum genres’, it is interesting that criticisms of reductionism have rarely 

been made by educators working with students from low SES communities, such 
as those served by the Disadvantaged Schools Program. Perhaps, as the American 

educator, Lisa Delpit (1986) found, even restrictive practices of explicit 

pedagogies provide more support than those where what is valued remains 
implicit. Recent models of genre recognize the possibilities of innovation, 

redesign and subversion of genres (eg. Kress 2003, Martin 2002a), however, 

Martin (1999a) and others (Finders 1999) warn that innovations in textual 
practices, particularly by young people, are not always rewarded or recognised in 

the culture. 

Of more concern to genre-based researchers and educators has been criticism by 

critical theorists and others (Hasan 1996, Kamler 1994, 2001b; Lee, A. 1996, 

Luke 1996, Threadgold 1995) that the approach encourages a representation of 
genres as ‘principally geared for doing intellectual work’ (Luke 1996:318) and 

lacks a social theory powerful enough to represent genres as ‘always sites for 
contestation’ (318). Gee (2000b:41) argues that the social languages which are 
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valued in these explicit pedagogies ‘distance themselves from the social, cultural, 

and political inequalities of our new times and hold a firm belief in their own 

essential merit and worth’. Although there is wide agreement, particularly among 
Australian critical educators, that SFL is the most useful model of language 

available in education (Kamler 2001b; Cope & Kalantzis 2000; Lee, A 1996), Lee 
(1996), for example, argues that, in developing choice and control over privileged 

forms of language, the genre approach ‘does not necessarily lead on to a critical 

reappraisal of that disciplinary corpus, its fields or its related institutions, but 
rather may lend itself to an uncritical reproduction of that discipline’. For 

example, she argues that The Write it Right descriptions of the language of 

geography did not critique the unproblematised technical perspective which is 
often presented in textbooks and students’ writing and which privileges the 

writing produced by boys over girls. Kamler (2001b) is particularly critical of the 
privileging of persuasive writing in genre based pedagogies which eshews 

emotion, intuition and personal experience and privileges the logical, objective 

and ‘factual’4. She argues that binary distinctions between personal and factual 
writing valorize patriarchal, masculined argumentation and ignore issues of who 

writes and why they write. Feminist educators such as Jarratt (1991) argue that 
such constructions ignore the powerful role of emotion in political rhetoric 

beyond the academic curriculum.  

While Hasan (1996:419) does acknowledge developments in genre-based research 
to overcome these shortcomings, she argues that reflective elements, which 

encourage the production, rather than reproduction of knowledge need to be made 
more explicit (p.405). Interestingly, however, Hasan (1996), also argues that the 

genre approach receives more criticism in this regard because ‘it permits 

discussion about itself ‘ in a way that is not possible in the progressive pedagogies 
(p.403).  

It can be argued that the potential for developing critical literacy has always 
existed within genre-based research and pedagogy – that, as Martin (1999a) 

maintains, the goal of providing access to the literacies of power to non-

                                                
4 The privileging of factual writing in genre pedagogies needs to be seen as a reaction to the privileging of 
personal writing in process pedagogies which, genre theorists argued, further marginalised  students from low 
socio-economic backgrounds. There is no such privileging  in descriptions of persuasive writing in political and 
other public discourse 
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mainstream groups is realignments of power (124). However, there is no doubt 

that critical practices, and particularly the construction of persuasive texts to effect 

change, have not been foregrounded in published practices at secondary level. 
This may be attributed to a number of factors. The first may be the lack of 

adequate models of genres used in school and the community to persuade, critique 
and effect social change. Another reason may be that models of explicit pedagogy 

are demanding in terms of class time and teacher expertise. Building necessary 

understandings of field and text requires quite complex understandings of 
language and other meaning making resources (Unsworth 1997:2).  While the 

long-term professional development provided to DSP primary teachers resulted in 

more evidence of critical social literacy practices (Martin 1999a), the training of 
most teachers currently working in Australian secondary schools has not provided 

them with either the understandings of language or with the strategies to support 
students to control privileged literacy practices and to ‘critique and challenge the 

meanings of dominant discourses’ (Macken-Horarik 1996b:261).  

2.2.1.2 Development of critical perspectives within genre-based 
pedagogies 

There is no doubt that more recent research and practice within the genre 

approach has emphasised the goal of critical literacy (see Martin 2000a for a 
review of such developments) and extended arenas of learning (Macken-Horarik 

1996a,b, 2002; Unsworth 2001). Unsworth (2001) has included shifts in the 
relationships between teachers and students to encourage students to problematise 

and critique their learning and to include an explicit focus on multiliteracies 

within the mode dimension (Unsworth 2001:224-226). Productive dialogue with 
social (eg. Bernstein 1990) and critical theorists (eg. Bakhtin 1953 [1986], 

Fairclough 2002) has led to an increasing focus on deconstruction of texts in 
models of pedagogy (Martin 2000a), text analyses (Cranny-Francis 1996; Martin 

2002; van Leeuwen & Humphrey 1996) and classroom resources (Henry 1997, 

Hansen 1997; NSW Department of Education and Training Curriculum 
Directorate 1998a,b). Van Leeuwen and Humphrey 1996:74, for example, have 

argued for a critical stance towards the visual literacy demands of school 
geography, suggesting that visual texts ‘preclude relating human agency to 

ecological issues’.  
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Of particular significance are extensions by Macken-Horarik (1996a,b) to SFL 

theories of register to model shifts in language use from the everyday to academic 

contexts and to support students in challenging the understandings built up in the 
specialised domain of learning. Macken-Horarik (1996a) proposes four domains 

or worlds which students ‘inhabit’ before, during and after schooling’ (Ch 3:2). 
These are termed ‘everyday’, ‘technical’, ‘theoretical’ and ‘reflexive’ domains. 

Macken-Horarik characterises these domains in terms of the different kinds of 

learning and literacy (eg functional, reproductive, critical) and, in semiotic terms 
as particular clusterings of social purposes, social activities, social relationships 

and semiotic functions. Figure 2.1 provides an overview of the practices and 

meanings which Macken-Horarik (1996b) argues are privileged within each.  

Learning domains 
 Everday  Technical Theoretical  Reflexive  
       1 

Starting points: 
diverse & open-
ended 

      2 
Gaining control of 
specific kinds of 
expertise 

        3 
Access to dominant 
forms of knowledge 
& semiosis 

         4 
Negotiating social 
diversity and 
competing 
discourses 

 FIELD        construction of activities and things  

Knowledge/ 
Content 
dimension 

 

Commonsense  
knowledge  

(relevant to 
everyday life) 

  

Practical knowledge  

(relevant to specific 
tasks) 

 

Meta- knowledge 

 (relevant to formal 
education) 

 

Discursive  
knowledge  

(relevant to 
informed critical 
perspectives) 

 TENOR    construction of self and others 

Identity/ role 
set 
dimension 

 

Community roles  

(characterized by 
familiarity,  
solidarity, shared 
perspectives) 

 

Practitioner roles  

(characterised by 
task-specific 
interaction, expert 
to non-expert) 

 

Expert roles  

(characterized by 
impersonality, 
formality, social 
distance) 

 

Multiple roles 

(characterised by 
contingencies of a 
socially diverse 
environment) 

 MODE     construction of meaning making   

Semiotic 
Orientation 
dimension 

 

Participatory 
orientation to 
language (as in 
conversations, 
commentary on 
events,language 
in action) 

 

Technological 
orientation to 
language 

(as in spoken or 
written texts close 
to experience and 
enabling activity) 

 

Epistemic: holistic 
orientation to 
language 

(as in written texts  
of mainstream 
academic practices) 

 

Social semiotic 
orientation to 
language 

(as in interpretive 
& argumentative 
texts in a variety 
of media) 

 ‘Functional literacy’                       ‘Reproductive literacy’                 ‘Critical literacy’ 

Figure 2.1: From Macken-Horarik 1996a: Articulating contextual pressures of the four 
domains  
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Although Macken-Horarik’s model was developed to account for learning within 

the subject of school English, it does open space for the multiple modes, roles, 

status relationships and solidary stances of adolescent literacies beyond schooling. 
However, Macken-Horarik argues that the resources needed to enact these 

literacies are built up through the more specialised literacy practices associated 
with the theoretical domain. The model thus supposes an hierarchical 

development and does not fully allow for the ‘practical’ or ‘everyday’ lives of 

adolescents to directly influence practices within the reflexive domain and does 
not open space for the development of relevant literacies to occur beyond the 

school curriculum.  In this sense, the model is at odds with the wealth of evidence 

of critical social literacy practices embedded in the 'everyday'.  

In conclusion, genre-based pedagogical research has provided teachers with 

significant resources to address the literacy needs of adolescent learners, 
particularly in providing access to the privileged discourses of schooling. In 

particular, the resources provided by the systemic functional model of language 

have enabled teachers and students to build the necessary metalinguistic 
knowledge to reconfigure everyday experience and access the specialised 

technical language of school language. However, despite recent developments, 
genre pedagogies have not as yet sufficiently foregrounded students’ development 

of critical and critical social literacy practices. Of particular concern to 

adolescents in secondary schools is the virtual absence of textual and contextual 
modelling of persuasion beyond its use in displaying knowledge in school subject 

areas. There is, thus a danger that practices built on current models of genre-based 
pedagogies could leave students ‘stranded in the specialised’ without the 

necessary resources for effective critical social and community engagement. 

In the next section I will look briefly at pedagogies which have foregrounded the 
critical dimension of literacy and evaluate their success in informing literacy 

practices of adolescents. 
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2.2.2 Critical, multililiteracy and emancipatory pedagogies 

Critical, multi and emancipatory literacies refer to a range of socially oriented 

pedagogies which are influenced by the critical pedagogy of Paolo Freire (Freire 
1973, 2004) and feminist (Cameron 1998, Luke,C. 2002) and poststructural 

(Foucault 1972) theories as well as understandings from ‘New’ or ‘Situated’ 

Literacy Studies (Barton, Hamilton & Ivanic 2000, Pahl & Rowsell 2006), ‘social 
literacies’ (Gee 2003a, Street 1995), and digital and multi- literacies (Green & 

Bigum 1993, Kress 2003, Lankshear & Knobel 2003, Cope & Kalantzis 2000). 
These pedagogies have also been influenced by critical linguistics (Fowler & 

Kress 1979, Fairclough 1992); SFL and, in some cases, genre theory (eg. Kamler 

2001b, Unsworth 2001). 

While the use of critical and multiliteracies pedagogies in adolescent literacy 

development has been widely documented in international literature, particularly 
in the United States (Alvermann et al. 1998; Alvermann 2002, 2006; Gee 2000a, 

2005; Hull & Schultz 2001, Moje 2004, Lewis & Fabos 2005), in Australia 

documentation of practices has been largely limited to early and primary years of 
schooling (Comber & Kamler 2005, Comber, Nixon & Reid 2007, Doherty 2002, 

Healy & Honan 2004, O’Brien 1994, Makin, Jones Diaz & McLachlan 2007) and 
specific educational contexts such as Boys Education (Alloway & Gilbert 1997).  

However, in their concern to create spaces for marginalised groups and their 

consideration of literacy beyond school sanctioned print media, these pedagogies 
are particularly relevant to adolescents, who are positioned by their age as ‘other 

than the dominant  (adult) culture and ‘already participating in change’ (Cohen et 
al. 1998:307). 

The most frequently documented practices related to adolescent critical literacy in 

Australia have focussed on encouraging students to ‘turn a critical gaze on 
everyday language practices’ (King, 1997:111) in order to examine how texts 

construct stereotypical representations. This focus on deconstructing texts is 

illustrated in a range of teaching resources produced primarily in the context of 
gender (Alloway & Gilbert 2002, Comber 1993, Kamler 2001a, Knobel & Healy 

1998). The resources include strategies to examine how texts such as song lyrics, 
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cartoons, videos, magazines and picture books construct stereotypical 

representations. Similar resources have also been produced for modelling critical 

discourse analysis of secondary school subject area textbooks and media texts 
(Lankshear 1997, Anstey & Bull 2006) and for assessing the value of texts on the 

Internet (Lankshear & Snyder 2000).  

Less prevalent, particularly in the secondary school context, are critical literacy 

practices which reflect Freire’s concern for people to “act on their critiques by 

transforming their reality in ways that benefit the whole society”(Fecho 1998:86). 
In the primary school context,  recently described pedagogic models of 

multiliteracies (Anstey & Bull 2006; Healy & Honan 2004) and literacies in place 

(Comber, Nixon & Reid 2007) show awareness of the need to respond to critiqued 
texts with social action. These models provide literacy resources for generating 

texts to support the development of active citizenship (Anstey & Bull 2006) and 
particularly those needed for children to engage as advocates  in addressing local 

issues (Davis 2007). Significantly, Anstey and Bull (2006:61) stress the need for 

literacy educators to understand literacy practices as dynamic and changing in 
response to social, cultural and technological change. However, while stressing 

the need to develop ‘higher order thinking skills’ and field knowledge, the 
pedagogies do not centralize the role of semiotic resources in the construction of 

texts, nor the role of the teacher in making these resources explicit.  

In the secondary school context, Kamler’s (2001b:79-107) description of her work 
with an adolescent student preparing to write essays for examinations does 

centralize the role of the teacher in building a linguistic metalanguage to show her 
student how conventional genres for expressing opinions in exams are constructed 

(101). However, Kamler also stresses the need to develop a poststructural 

metalanguage to provide the choice for students to either conform their own 
writing to such conventions or, to challenge and resist these conventions. Kamler 

argues that her student’s ability to express an opinion authoritatively depended 
both on the development of a rhetorical stance and a life stance – or identity. The 

contributions of ‘emancipatory’ literacy pedagogies such as that described by 

Kamler will be discussed further in section 2.2.2.2.   
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2.2.2.1 International New Literacy Studies 

In recent years, a number of international researchers (Alvermann et al. 1998; 

Alvermann 2002, Lankshear & Knobel 2003, Moje, Young, Readence & Moore 
2002, Gee 2000a,b, Pahl & Rowsell 2006) from a range of theoretical 

perspectives have placed particular emphasis on the socio-cultural context of 

adolescent literacies in an attempt to redress what has been termed a ‘neglected, 
misunderstood and often marginalized’ field (Vacca 1998:xv).  While sharing 

many of the concerns of Australian critical and multiliteracy educators, these 
researchers focus on exploring the literate currency (Obidah 1998), and ‘new’ 

literate practices adolescents develop beyond the school curriculum. The social 

and pedagogical modeling of these practices as well as the ‘insider perspectives’ 
they present aim to disrupt ‘certain assumptions about what counts (or should 

count) as valued literacy practices’(Alvermann 2006:39) as well as to provide 
teachers with understandings for engaging their students in school based literacy 

learning.  

Using a variety of ethnographic and discourse analytical methods of enquiry, 
these researchers have identified and described a range of practices involving 

different purposes, fields, relationships and modalities than those valued at school.  
Not surprisingly, most studies focused on teenagers’ use of the Internet (eg. 

blogging, Instant Messaging, fan-fiction writing, interactive computer games) and 

other digital technologies (eg. mobile phones). Key findings of the research are: 

• Beyond school literacy interactions, and particularly those involving 
online communication networks, are entered into by young people 
primarily to maintain social relationships (Lewis & Fabos 2005:475). 
Issues of most interest to young people were generally found to be those 
which emerged from the experiences of their own lives and in most cases 
the emotions, thoughts and voices of the writer as well as their cultural and 
social roots are foregrounded.  

• Adolescents frequently engage in shared literacy practices, and draw on 
reservoirs of meanings from the social affiliations they share (Gee 2005a).  

• Encounters between adolescent and adults online do not show evidence of 
hierarchical status differences based on expertise or age, even when 
learning was occurring (Alvermann 2006, Davies 2006).   



 Chapter 2 Placing the study in its social and educational context 

 56 

• Literacy practices particularly using digital media were multivoiced, often 
involving ‘shifting voices moment to moment for many audiences at 
once’(Lewis & Fabos 2005:493). 

• The boundaries between the private and public worlds of adolescents were 
blurred, particularly by their online practices. For example, many young 
people felt safe to express emotion and personal anxieties although even in 
exchanges which were publicly available.  Also evident is a blurring of 
boundaries between entertainment and social commentary  (Guzzetti & 
Gamboa 2004). 

• The multiple voices and audiences involved in new literacy practices 
demand complex and flexible uses of language. 

While the researchers acknowledge that many adolescents recognise a clear 

boundary between the literacies sanctioned in school and those practiced outside 

school and are adept at switching codes and styles of literacy practices (Gee & 
Crawford 1998), their findings support those of genre-based researchers that 

factors such as gender, class and ethnicity not only influence the type of literacy 
practices which young people choose to engage in but also how their practices are 

‘heard’ by others. Alvermann (2006:53) concurs with Martin (1999a) in 

suggesting that adolescents too are typically not given the ‘right’ to make certain 
meanings in the prevalent ‘not-yet-adult’ cultural model. Gee and Crawford(1998) 

found that the rational objectivity and distancing from personal situations which is 

typical of much school language was problematic to girls and that those from 
working class background were often cut off from public-sphere institutions and 

in fact in opposition (242). On the other hand, Guzzetti & Gamboa’s (2004) study 
of a group of female fanzine producers found that the cultural capital produced by 

their position as ‘U.S. born, middle upper to upper middle class European 

Americans’ enabled them to express critical and often controversial opinions 
which were widely heard and appreciated by both their peers and adults. These 

results support Australian findings (Martin 1995) that socio-economic status 
opens up a powerful speaking position for those who seek to resist or change the 

status quo.  

A number of new literacy researchers stress the need for a critical pedagogy to 
ensure that marginalised students, including adolescents, are empowered in school 
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(Millard 2006, Waff 1998, Fecho 1998, Young 1998). Cohen et al. (1998), for 

example, suggests that a critical pedagogy is perfectly suited for engaging 

adolescents who are defined by their age as ‘other than the dominant (adult) 
culture (Cohen et al. 1998:307). They argue that the developmental strengths of 

adolescents make them receptive to change and give them the potential to 
transform themselves and their communities. While some argue that a critical 

pedagogy needs to be embedded in young peoples ‘own modes of responding to 

and producing all manner of texts and artifacts’ (Millard 2006:251), others warn 
against ‘an overly simplistic celebration of youth culture’ (Alvermann 2006:39) 

and argue that schools need to focus on forms of literacy that are not easily 

mastered alone but which are needed for success in schools, workplaces or as 
involved citizens (Lewis & Fabos 2005:496). According to Gee (2002:66) schools 

need to be ‘sites in which all children can gain portfolios suitable for success in 
multiple ways and the ability to critique and transform social formations in the 

service of creating better worlds for all’. 

While recognising the value of critical literacy pedagogies for making available to 
adolescents ‘new roles to take up, new ways of constructing a self..’(Lewis 

1997:200 in Finders 1999), some researchers have expressed concern that the 
deconstruction aspect of critical literacy is overemphasised in published 

pedagogical practices (Kress 2000: 160; Martin 1999:297, Perry 2000). Such a 

focus, it is argued, has come at the expense of supporting students in developing 
practices to engage actively with their communities in ways which will make it 

more just and equitable (Freire & Macedo 1987; Gee, 2000b, Lankshear & 
Knobel 2003, Martin 2000a, Unsworth 2001). For Martin (2000a:297), this 

means: 

We have to spend less time looking at discourses which oppress and more time 
looking at discourses which challenge, subvert, renovate and liberate – and 
celebrate those discourses as enthusiastically as we can. 

Of particular concern to some literacy educators is that an emphasis on critiquing 
texts may come at the expense of developing students’ writing skills (Perry 2000). 

According to Perry, changing inequities and injustices in society ‘cannot happen if 
students needs to become effective users of the language of power are not met’ 
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(2). It is primarily through writing, he argues, that students can demonstrate their 

critical analysis abilities and ultimately change their worlds. Several critical, 

multi- and new literacy researchers have called for more visible pedagogic 
practices to centralize the role of language within the powerful discourse forms of 

adolescents’ lives (Kalnin 1998, Gee & Crawford 1998). Kalnin (1998:280) for 
example, argues that developing a metalanguage which enables analysis of the 

forms and functions of text is particularly important for adolescents today and 

may help them to ‘maneuver into powerful discourse communities and perhaps to 
alter present hierarchies between discourse and communities’  

2.2.2.2 Emancipatory literacies  

In response to calls by critical and situated literacy theorists to balance 
deconstruction with transformative practices, a number of pedagogies termed 

‘emancipatory’ (Janks & Ivanic1992) or ‘liberatory’ (Kamler 2001b) have 
emerged over recent years. Emancipatory literacies are concerned with endorsing 

‘the voicing of the powerless’ (Weiss & Wodak 2003:27) and represents a shift of 

focus from how patterns of domination are maintained in society to a focus on 
how these patterns may be contested through discursive practices (Janks & 

Ivanic1992:305). Janks and Ivanic argue that critical awareness and raised 
consciousness, while vital, are not liberatory enough and need to be turned into 

action in order to achieve shifts in power. In this sense the pedagogy is generative 

– supporting students in the production of texts. For example, deconstruction of 
texts to reveal ideological positions such as racism and sexism is followed in this 

pedagogy by support from the teacher to rewrite texts from an alternative subject 

position so that particular social groups are not offended and existing social 
relations are reshaped. An important distinction between emancipatory and genre-

based pedagogies described earlier is that emancipatory pedagogies focus on 
discussing how power is constructed in discourse and the different readings 

available from text. While most genre-based practices model language which is 

seen as most powerful in the particular context, there is little evidence of 
modelling in emancipatory pedagogies. Instead the focus is on discussing the 

options and risks of writing from different subject positions (Janks & 
Ivanic1992:324). These theorists argue that ‘with more critical language 
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awareness, people might want to question and resist being appropriated by the 

dominant and statusful conventions and thereby disassociate themselves from the 

interests, values, beliefs and power relations they represent’ (Clark & Ivanic 
1997:139). However, despite this invitation, Ivanic (1998) does recognize that 

mature writers of academic essays tend to follow similar conventions of academic 
discourse as those identified by genre theorists in Section 2.2.1. 

Kamler (2001b), in positing a model of what she terms liberatory pedagogy, also 

accepts conformity to academic conventions as a valid option, particularly for 
students in institutional contexts (86). Despite her criticism that models of 

exposition described by genre-theorists ‘present a static structure’ (94), Kamler 

does acknowledge that the specific context of writing essays for Australian exams 
does produce regularities of meaning, (94) and that students will be disadvantaged 

if they do not produce ‘socially and culturally familiar patterns of writing’ (95). In 
addition to modelling genres through building a shared metalanguage, however, 

the liberatory model also includes deconstruction of, for example, the subject 

positions of failure and positions of powerless experienced by student writers. 
Understanding the imbalances of power and learning to take up a subject position 

of authority in relation to the teacher is, according to Kamler as important in 
constructing an exposition as knowledge of the textual features of the genre.    

2.2.3 ‘Civic’ 5 literacy pedagogies 

Concern for modeling the transformation of power has also come from educators 

working within more text-oriented pedagogies informed by SFL (Moraitis & 

McCormack 1995, Kamler 2001b) and a methodological framework which has 
come to be known as Positive Discourse Analysis (Martin 2004a, Martin & Rose 

in press). These theorists argue that an important aspect of supporting 

emancipatory discourse practices, is to examine sites of ‘public debate’ (Moraitis 
& McCormack 1995:8) and to model ‘sites where people strive to make the world 

a better place’ (Martin 2003a:215). This focus seeks to address the concerns of 
participatory and civics and citizenship educators who are concerned both to 

                                                
5 . The term ‘civic literacy’ is here used to refer to all  ‘genre-based’ and ‘public’ pedagogical practices which 
examine sites of ‘positive’ social engagement –  (eg.Moraitis & McCormack 1995). Civic literacy is compatible 
with the subversive literacy pedagogy discussed in Martin (2006b). 
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celebrate and make visible the discursive politics of social activists (Gilbert, Carr 

& Singh 1995). Here I will examine civic literacy pedagogies which have 

emerged from genre based practices within school and adult educational contexts. 

2.2.3.1 School based ‘civic’ literacy pedagogies 

‘Civic literacy’ pedagogies share a concern to model ways of using literacy skills 

for social activism with a number of international social justice literacy 
pedagogies (eg. Singer & Shagoury 2005) and locally developed ‘pedagogies of 

responsibility and place’ (Comber, Nixon & Reid 2007). ‘Civic literacy’ 
pedagogies, however, can be seen as extensions of the genre approaches described 

earlier in that they centralize the building of a shared meta-language to make 

explicit the role of language in constructing meanings.  

While it is only recently that Martin has explicitly distinguished Positive 

Discourse Analysis (PDA) and its pedagogical implications from CDA or genre 
theory, the practice of modeling constructive social action within the community 

is certainly not new within ‘Sydney –school’ genre theory and broader SFL based 

pedagogies. Martin’s 1985 and 1986 studies, for example, described key linguistic 
resources of persuasive genres used in school and communities. Of particular 

interest to this study is the identification of hortatory exposition, which is a text 
favoured by social activists to enact change in the community.  

Martin (1995a, 2000) has provided valuable analyses of both adolescents and 

adults deploying hortatory exposition and other persuasive texts to engage 
critically with social and political institutions (eg. the media, local and state 

governments).  Of particular relevance to this study, is his study of a letter 

appealing for gun control by the middle class daughter of murdered heart surgeon 
Victor Chang to the then Premier of New South Wales, Nick Greiner (1995a). 

Also relevant, though written by younger students, is a letter, written by a group 
of students from a school servicing children from low socio-economic 

backgrounds to the local mayor, appealing against a decision to close the local 

pool (1999a). 
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In both studies, Martin focuses on the recontextualisations of language from the 

specialised domain, which he associates with Bernstein’s concept of elaborated 

code. Of particular significance is Martin’s analysis of the range of interpersonal 
resources used in Ms Chang’s text. These resources, which are also those 

privileged in the secondary school curriculum, are Martin argues, effective in 
rhetorically engaging Greiner ‘in a silent dialectic of repartee, which his own 

coding orientation will probably find difficult to refuse’(23). While Martin 

acknowledges that Chang’s access to these resources is likely to have been 
influenced by her middle class background, it is interesting that the text produced 

by the primary school students was written as a result of genre-based pedagogical 

practices based on making explicit the language of powerful political discourse 
and on extending the meaning making potential of individuals through interaction 

with ‘expert’ literacy users. 

These studies raise issues which are highly significant to this study.  While 

certainly supporting the arguments of genre theorists that language of the 

specialised domain of learning plays an important role in making effective appeals 
in public persuasion, the analyses of texts also support evidence of international 

socio-cultural and new literacies studies that powerful literacies beyond schooling 
involve issues of direct interest to students as well as language which is ‘emotive, 

alive and oriented to change ‘ (Martin 1986:248). Martin contrasts this language 

with the ‘dense, ponderous and factual’ language which is typical of the analytical 
expositions valued in the academic domain and which is oriented towards stasis 

rather than change (248). The studies also reinforce arguments from genre-based 
theorists that explicit teaching of the language used by activists as they go about 

their work can provide access to powerful literacies for critical social engagement 

(Bernstein 1990, Martin 1999a). As such these studies support the rationale for 
this research. 

One significant issue of text selection raised by these studies, however, relates to 
the identification of ‘successful’ or ‘powerful’ literacies. Unlike studies of 

academic literacies, which have been based on identification of texts valued 

within examinations and teacher assessment, there is no simple way of measuring 
effectiveness in the public domain. Ms Chang’s text can be more easily 
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acknowledged as effective because, not only was it published on its front page of 

a major Sydney newspaper, but its goal was arguably achieved (1995). However, 

many texts, such as the text written by the young students in Martin’s (1999a) 
study cannot be so easily evaluated. Their goal of keeping their local swimming 

pool open was not achieved and the response from the council was negative.  
Negative responses to critical social literacies, as with participatory citizenship 

more generally have also been noted by other theorists (McGregor 2000; Martin 

1999a). However, it can be argued that an important step to the achievement of 
social goals is to gain a response (whether positive or negative) from those in 

power. In this regard, the texts by the young students can be judged as effective 

and perhaps with more development of digital and multimodal resources and 
strategies for bringing the attention of local media, further response and public 

debate may have been produced. 

While these descriptions of critical social literacy practices provide useful 

descriptions of semiotic resources needed by young activists to persuade (often 

hostile) audiences to participate in social change, recent descriptions of adult civic 
discourse by Martin (eg. 2004) and broader public discourse by White (2003, 

2004), Miller (2004) and others drawing on emerging systems of Appraisal within 
SFL theory have allowed for more ‘covert’ persuasive strategies to be made 

visible and accessible. These systems, which White (2001:1) refers to as ‘the 

linguistic resources by which a text/speakers come to express, negotiate and 
naturalise particular inter-subjective and ultimately ideological positions’ have 

proved very valuable to positive discourse analysts and promise to provide a 
valuable foundation for exploring adolescent critical social literacy practices in 

the present study. Of particular interest are Martin’s descriptions of strategies 

deployed to enact reconciliation and build solidarity by political and community 
leaders such as Nelson Mandela (Martin 1999b, 2001a), Archbishop Desmond 

Tutu and former Australian Prime Minister Paul Keating (Martin 2002d), 
MakePovertyHistory activist Bono (Martin 2006c) and the multiple voices of 

Indigenous Australians who were stolen from their families as children due to 

government policy (Martin 2004b). These resources and their rhetorical effects in 
construing relationships of status and solidarity will be examined more fully in 

Chapter 3. 
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The rhetoric of reconciliation is also evident in recent modeling of genre-based 

pedagogies and literacy ‘debates’ (Martin 2002d) which have polarized theorists 

and educators in the past. While Martin maintains that effective literacy 
pedagogies depend at some level on apprenticeship of students (and teachers) into 

‘at least the rudiments of genre, register and discourse semantics’ (21), he, like 
Kamler (2001) and others (Alexander 2000), argues that differences in emphases 

in the theory based ‘subversive’ pedagogies need to be seen as complementarities 

rather than oppositions.  

2.2.3.2 Public literacy pedagogies in Adult Basic Education 

Work in the Australian Adult Basic Education (ABE) sector by McCormack and 

his colleagues (McCormack 1993, 2003; Moraitis and McCormack 1995) has 
focused on supporting students in developing the literacies needed to ‘voice their 

views in writing on matters of public debate’ (Moraitis & McCormack 1995:8). 
Like Macken-Horarik (1996a), McCormack (1993) proposes four regions, which 

he also describes as literacies needed to participate in life. These are the regions 

of: personal identity, organizations, modern knowledge, and citizenship6. 

McCormack also recognises the necessity of students from non-mainstream 

backgrounds to build on literacy practices associated with institutions such as 
schooling (ie the region of modern knowledge) in order to negotiate ‘a place for 

themselves in a post-modern world’ (Martin and McCormack 2001:2). However, 

he argues that ‘modern adults should be enabled to mobilise all four forms of 
meaning at any specific social site’ in order to have the capacity to ‘reframe social 

occasions’ (1991: 1-2). In allowing for influences from all domains this model is 

less hierarchically ordered than Macken-Horarik’s (1996a) model, a feature which 
is reflected in the naming of the regions.  

Of particular interest to the present study is McCormack’s description of the 
citizenship region, which includes ‘the forms of written interchange used to 

debate and negotiate social and political differences through public discourse 

within a modern polity’ (1). This conceptualisation draws on theories of the public 

                                                
6 These regions have also been termed by McCormack (eg. 1991) humanist, technical, epistemic and public. 
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sphere posited by Habermas (1979), who further distinguishes a ‘political public 

sphere’, concerned with the practices of the state (Eley 1992:289)7. 

Importantly, this region or domain is contextualized in the more dynamic 
environment of adult rather than school education. This realm of education has 

long been influenced by feminist discourses of self and by Frierian based 
Emancipatory pedagogies which involve giving voice to marginalised groups 

(Freire & Macedo 1987). While McCormack is doubtful that practices associated 

with the personal identity region can themselves provide a basis for a democratic 
politics, he does recognise that such practices have provided a powerful context 

within which oppressed groups can reappropriate their indigenous cultures’ (21).  

McCormack sees the literacy practices of the citizenship sphere as misunderstood 
and therefore underdeveloped within educational contexts. Within these contexts 

he maintains, it is dealt with largely in terms of oversimplified dichotomies of 
‘factual’ and ‘non-factual’ statements and the presence and absence of ‘emotional 

language’. This, he argues, ignores the powerful role of emotion and practices of 

humanist self expression in some practices of civic sphere discourse. Using 
descriptions of genre provided by Martin (1986), the public literacy pedagogy 

centralizes hortatory rather than analytical persuasive genres, focusing on 
hortatory subgenres found within Letters to the Editor. Moraitis & McCormack 

(1995:10) argue that public literacy pedagogies need to move away from the 

‘essay’ and include other genres, which are considered ‘more real’. More recently, 
McCormack (2005) has described the use of genres such as posters prepared by 

Indigenous students for a march to celebrate their cultural identity. Drawing from 
register theory, the pedagogy centralizes interpersonal dimensions of language in 

modeling these genres, however, despite noting the use of personal pronouns to 

take a stance and the use of ‘emotional language’ to frame situations as 
problematic in terms of values, the public literacy pedagogy does not offer a 

systematic description of the linguistic resources which construe persuasion.  

                                                
7 In this thesis I will refer to McCormack’s citizenship or public domain as the ‘civic domain', and, following 
Habermas, distinguish it from the domain of formal political activity. The term ‘public’ domain will be used to 
refer to more general discourse practices within the community which include both civic and political as well as 
organisational and media discourses. Further discussion of the theoretical dimensions of the civic domain will 
be provided in Chapters 3 and 4. 
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In addition to SFL, Moraitis & McCormack (1995) draw on classical (eg. 

Aristotle in Kennedy,G. 2007) and new rhetorical theories (eg. Perelmann 1970) 

to describe the purposes and styles of discourse which construe persuasion in the 
citizenship sphere. McCormack (2003:2) identifies the persuasive purposes of 

writers and speakers in the civic sphere as including establishing a common 
ground or senses communis and negotiating and coming to agreement on a way 

forward’. These purposes, which McCormack associates with the highly stylized, 

evocative and emotional discourse style of ‘epideictic discourse’ are very similar 
to those identified by civics and citizenship educators as needed by adolescents 

for full participatory citizenship. In order to better appreciate the role of rhetoric 

in construing the discursive practices of the civic sphere, it is necessary to briefly 
review relevant theoretical perspectives from classical and new rhetorical theories, 

and findings which focus on persuasion in the civic domain.  

2.2.4 Rhetoric in the civic domain 

Rhetorical forms and strategies such as those proposed by Moraitis & 
McCormack have been identified by a number of New Rhetoric theorists 

interested the discursive practices of participatory citizenship (Sowards & 

Renegar 2004, Schwarze 2006, Watson 2000; Kennedy,R. 2004), leadership (Fiol, 
Harris & House 1999, Harvey 2004) and formal politics (Partington 2003, 

Halmari & Virtanen 2005). These theorists draw on the classification of rhetorical 
tools proposed by Aristotle in his work On Rhetoric (see Kennedy G. 2007) as 

well as more recent New Rhetoric proposed by theorists such as Perelman (1970). 

Aristotle proposed three forms of persuasion, which are relevant in any speech 
situation (Kennedy G. 2007:21). These are:  

• Ethos – presentation of the trustworthy character of the speaker. Ethos 
consists of three elements: good sense (self-assurance and 
knowledgeableness); good will (identification with the audience) and good 
moral character (evidence of sincerity) (Kinneavy 1971:240). 

• Logos – the logical argument set out in the text 

• Pathos – the emotional effect created by the speaker and text on the 
audience or reader.  Importantly, these emotions are seen to precipitate 
action by the reader. 
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Successful persuasion is seen as the skillful combination of the appropriate forms 

or appeals (Virtanen & Halmari 2005:6). 

Also central is the recognition of three species or discourses of rhetoric, which 
realize the appeals ‘under particular sociopolitical and ideological constraints’ 

(Kennedy,G. 2007:35). These include the epideictic or performative discourse 
privileged in Moraitis and McCormack’s citizenship sphere; judicial or forensic 

discourse and deliberative rhetoric, which is used to gain or strengthen support for 

propositions (20). 

Epideictic discourse, though valued by sophists, has been received with suspicion 

throughout history. Cicero, (in Sipiora 1991:240), expressed reservations about its 

‘sweet, fluent and copious style, with bright conceits and sounding phrases’ and 
academic discourse has preferred the more ‘objective’ and factually reliable 

deliberative discourse. McCormack (2003) acknowledges that epideixis may be 
used by extremist groups to incite fear in an audience and others (eg. Matthews 

1995, McKenzie 2001) argue that the Aristotlean view of this form leaves it open 

to charges of emptiness and overly oriented towards entertainment. McKenzie, for 
example, argues that epideixis in Television Talk Shows functions to involve the 

audience emotionally with issues but does not necessarily lead to civic action. 
However, McCormack shares with new rhetoricians such as Perelman (1970) an 

understanding of its role in increasing adherence to commonly held values which 

one wants to see prevail and therefore as being future oriented. Perelman 
understood the affirmation of shared values to be essential to forming shared 

opinions and making decisions. More recently, Sheard (1996:777) associated 
epideictic discourse with self-reflection and self-criticism, arguing that: 

It can help us to scrutinize our own privately and publicly held beliefs and 
prejudices, to evaluate them and to decide whether to reaffirm or reform them. 

In philosophy, too, epideixis has been associated with meditative thinking 

(Sipiora 1991) and in religious studies, with ‘rhetorically arousing the faculties of 

the soul’ (O’Rourke Boyle 1989).  

Appeals to pathos are closely associated with epideixis, and have also been 

viewed with some suspicion in academic and civic discourse. Studies of rhetorical 
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strategies in both domains have placed more emphasis on appeals to logos 

(Connor 1996), which is foregrounded as ‘hard data’ to justify policy in political 

speeches and media commentary (Halmari & Virtanen 2005:6) and in the 
rationality and dispassionate observation of academic writing (Hyland 2005:65). 

However, recent studies have recognized a far wider repertoire of resources 
including the important roles of pathos and ethos in persuading particular 

audiences in particular contexts (Tannen 2007, Halmari 2005, Hyland 2005).  

Of particular importance is the emergence of analysis in the civic domain which 
foregrounds pathos (Schwarze 2006, Flam & King 2005) in providing ‘a rallying 

point and source of identification for those whose voices have been excised from 

the dominant social and political order’ (Schwarze 2006:251). While appeals to 
pathos have historically been criticised for their role in oversimplifying issues, 

polarising debates and manipulating audiences (Kinneavy 1971), Schwarze (2006) 
argues that emotion creates what is termed ‘monopathy’ – or unity of feeling that 

builds allegiances (251). Rather than oversimplifying issues, such rhetorical 

strategies have, according to Schwarze, the potential to complicate and transform 
conflict – particularly when ‘voices have been muted or excluded from the 

rhetorical field’ (255).  Emotion can in fact be most powerful when bonds 
between the audience and victims are least strong. 

The deployment of pathos in strengthening allegiances within social movements 

has also been noted by rhetorical theorists (Eyerman 2006). An important way of 
eliciting emotion and ‘bonding’ participants of social movement campaigns is 

through ritualistic and symbolic activity. Expressive behaviour such as songs, 
slogans and badges infused with symbolic value play a central role in creating and 

maintaining social movements. According to Maddison & Scalmer (2006:80), 

symbols attract new participants to campaigns and nourish solidarity, intensifying 
emotions and bonds between participants. The importance of such symbolic 

activities to social movements resonates with epideictic discourse, which 
McCormack (2003:1) argues is enacted ‘when a community is celebrating and 

intensifying its sense of self’. Epideixis and the semiotic realisation of symbolic 

expressions as Bonding Icons will be further discussed in Section 3.3. 
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Pathos and epideixis are also related to the use of first person autobiography or 

testimony (Schwarze 2006, Jehenson 1995), which has also emerged as a 

powerful persuasive genre within the civic domain. Testimonies, which are 
associated with feminist consciousness raising and the more overtly persuasive 

‘testimonio’, of Latin American women writers, allow the voices of 
disempowered people to be heard and, increasingly, serve as lightning rods in 

social rights campaigns (Schaffer & Smith 2004). Watson (2000) argues that the 

‘privileged speaking position’ provided by personal involvement and the 
representation of the speaker as credible gives authority to these autobiographies.  

While some analysts have noted the dispassionate style of testimony and the 

tendency for authors to let the events of their lives speak for themselves (Martin 
& Rose in press), others argue that testimony should not be treated as a monolithic 

category (Kennedy, R. 2001:128) and that features of context such as the 
conditions of production, the purpose and the immediate audience have an effect 

on shaping the text. Some testimonies focus on eliciting empathy from the 

audience while others are frequently rhetorical because their objective is ‘to 
persuade the reader to take immediate political action’ (Jehenson 1995:133). This 

purpose has been noted by a number of commentators (Kennedy, R. 2004, 
Jehenson 1995, Watson 2000), who argue that many testimony authors intervene 

with evaluation, commentary and interpretation of their experiences. Schaffer & 

Smith (2004) argue the personal narratives elicited in the Australian Human 
Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC) inquiry into the forced 

removal of Aboriginal children achieved their persuasive goals and led to a major 
change in public opinion. While some have criticised such narratives for their 

historical ‘weakness’ (Attwood 2001:2) and the valuing of subjective experience 

over objective evaluation (Watson 2000:143) and their dependence on other texts 
for interpretation (Jehenson 1995), others (Kennedy, R. 2001, 2004; Manne 2001, 

Watson 2000) argue that they provide an important voice in the dialogue of ‘the 
ongoing processes of contestation, debate and interrogation in which they were 

produced and received’ (Goodall 2006:513) and as such play an integral role in 

the civic sphere.  
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Testimonies, like autobiographical recounts, have received little attention in 

secondary school literacy pedagogies beyond their role as ‘ideal bridges into 

written genres’ (Martin & Rose to appear). While their rhetorical effect needs to 
be interpreted with reference to the goals of particular social movements and the 

subject positions of the authors, the evidence provided by rhetorical theorists 
suggests that they are powerful resources for ‘getting the reader onside’.  

While pathos has also been noted as an effective persuasive strategy in the public 

and political arenas, a number of rhetorical theorists have also drawn attention to 
the role of ethos (Clark, Drew & Pinch 2003, Halmari & Virtanen 2005, 

Thompson 1996) in these arenas. Despite what is seen as its ‘exploitation’ by spin 

doctors and commercial image creators (Kinneavy 1971), effective political and 
business leaders as well as salespeople, it is argued, mobilize audiences to action 

through building trust and a sense of collective or rapport.  

A number of linguistic and discourse features have been identified within 

rhetorical theories to realize persuasion in the civic and broader public domains. 

Most noted in the literature are parallelism, metaphor, inclusive pronouns, 
rhetorical questions, amplification, slogans and both explicit and implicit 

emotional language (McCormack 1993). While many studies focus on the 
rhetorical effects of individual strategies and linguistic resources (Ilie 1994, 

Myers 2007), most theorists stress the importance of interactions of these features 

in realizing persuasive appeals (Charteris-Black 2006:18, Fiol, Harris & House 
1999, Harvey 2004) and are also concerned with the unfolding of rhetorical 

strategies across different genres (Halmari & Virtanen 2005, Hyland 2005).  

While rhetoric theories do not offer a sufficiently delicate model for 

systematically mapping linguistic resources to the complex contextual 

configurations within the civic domain, discursive resources of epideixis and 
persuasive appeals offer an interpretative lens to complement SFL theories in 

characterizing persuasion in the civic sphere. In Chapter 3 I will review 
persuasive resources offered from within SFL theories and in Chapter 4, I will 

explore how perspectives offered by rhetorical studies of the civic domain can 

contribute to an analytical framework for examining adolescent critical social 
literacies. 



 Chapter 2 Placing the study in its social and educational context 

 70 

2.3 Conclusion  

The perspectives on youth engagement and participatory citizenship offered by 

youth studies and civics and citizenship researchers provide a valuable contextual 

frame for identifying and examining adolescent critical social literacy practices 
beyond schooling.  These perspectives complement those of socially oriented 

literacy studies, particular those which have focused on supporting students in 

developing critical social literacies. Research findings that many adolescents are 
engaged actively and critically in the civic sphere and that they deploy a wide 

range of literacies to achieve their social and political goals supports the concern 
of this research to make visible the semiotic resources associated with this 

engagement. While the usefulness of SFL theories to such an endeavour is widely 

acknowledged by socially oriented literacy theorists, the above review of public 
literacy pedagogies and of persuasive resources in the civic and wider public 

spheres indicates that rhetorical theories can also offer a valuable contribution to 
the development of a civic literacy pedagogy. 
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Chapter 3 

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 

This chapter examines social semiotic theories which will contribute to making 
visible the persuasive resources deployed by adolescents in their critical social 

literacy practices.  

Introduction 

In order to model the semiotic resources of adolescent participatory citizens for 
use within a civic literacy pedagogy, it is necessary to develop an analytical 

framework which is committed to exploring sites of constructive social action and 
which is able to account for the ‘complex, shifting and relational’ nature of 

adolescent literacy practices (Alvermann et al. 1998). In this chapter I will review 

the contribution of Positive Discourse Analysis (PDA) and the social semiotic 
theories which inform it, focussing on the valuable resources these theories offer 

to an analysis of adolescent critical social literacies beyond the school context. 

3.1 Positive Discourse Analysis 

Positive Discourse Analysis (PDA) has emerged in response to concerns of genre 
theorists and critical discourse analysts to balance deconstruction of texts with 

accounts of the resources deployed by social organizations oriented towards social 
change (Martin 2000a, 2004a; Kress 1996, 2000). Of particular significance to 

this study is Martin’s (2004a:7) concern to account for ‘how people get together 

and make room for themselves in the world – in ways that redistribute power 
without necessarily struggling against it’. In this sense, PDA shares the concern of 

a number of New Social Movement theorists who recognise the diversity of social 
movements and who seek to analyse their discursive practices in their own terms 

(Nash 2000:137). Such concerns also resonate with the concern of public literacy 

pedagogies to resource students so that they may ‘have the capacity to ‘reframe 
social occasions’ (McCormack 1991:2).  
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A second significant concern of PDA is with defining sites of contemporary 

change. Martin (2004a) argues for documentation not only of prominent political 
and media figures and global movements, but of grassroots movements and 

renovating ‘events’ within local communities. This concern too is shared by New 
Social Movement and New rhetoric (Schwarze 2006) theorists who are interested 

in diverse social movements, which may have significance for ‘less total social 

transformation’ (Nash 2000:137).   

The relationship of Positive Discourse Analysis with both SFL and Critical 

Discourse Analysis (CDA) means that it is able to mobilise a rich array of 
semiotic resources and methods to examine how language makes ‘interested 

truths’ (Martin 2004a:5) and how social change is achieved through subverting 

and appropriating the discourses of power as well as through developing new 
discursive forms. Of particular interest are resources which enable the analysis of 

solidarity building or in rhetorical terms senses communis (McCormack 2003:2). 

Like Jehenson (1995) and other scholars of discourse within social movements 
(eg. Kennedy,R. 2004, Schwarze 2006), PDA analysts recognise narrative genres 

such as testimony in giving voice to marginalised groups. Martin (2004a:12) 
argues that alignment depends on empathy –‘on getting people onside as far as 

shared values are concerned’. Analysis of the rhetorical effects of emotion, 

including institutionalised emotion, within these and other genres have been 
facilitated by the development of the resources of Appraisal (Martin & White 

2005), which play an important role, along with metaphors, symbols, ritual and 
ceremony, in exploring how texts function to align communities around shared 

values (Martin 2002d:222). These resources will be further explored in Section 

3.3.2. 

In summary, PDA provides an ideal analytical framework for examining and 

making visible the critical social literacies of adolescents both because of the 
extravagant toolkit offered from within SFL and its compatibility with 

contemporary social and social semiotic theories which have long been concerned 

with the enactment of discursive politics in the civic and broader public domain. 
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In the next section I will examine the theoretical contributions offered by SFL and 

related social semiotic theories to modelling the complex social and cultural 
environment of literacy practices in the civic domain.  

3.2 Systemic Functional Linguistics 

A systematic description of the resources deployed by adolescent participatory 

citizens to persuade and motivate their heterogenous and often multiple audiences 
necessitates a theoretical perspective which concerns itself with how the 

variations of meanings in social activities are construed in language and which 
provides a metalanguage for making these resources visible.  

As I outlined in Chapter 1, Systemic Functional Linguistics and in particular, 

recent theoretical developments on the level of genre and discourse semantics 
provides analytical resources for exploring the construal of persuasion at three 

different levels: the level of social activity, the level of discourse semantics and 
the level of lexico-grammar (Martin & Rose 2003:3). The relationship between 

these levels is represented in Figure 3.1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1:  Points of view on discourse (adapted from Martin & Rose 2007:5) 

In order to explain meanings within the text and to describe the resources needed, 
it is necessary to consider each of the three levels.  As Martin & Rose (2003:3) 

maintain,  
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discourse analysis employs the tools of grammarians to identify the roles of 
wordings in passages of text, and employs the tools of social theorists to 
explain why they make the meanings they do. 

The following review of the resources provided within SFL theory will therefore 

address relevant aspects of each of these levels, elaborating where necessary with 
relevant complementary perspectives.  

3.2.1 Modelling social activity 

The model of social activity developed within SFL theory recognises two aspects 

of context: context of culture, which is glossed by Halliday (1985:46) as ‘the 

broader background against which the text has to be interpreted’ and context of 
situation, glossed as ‘the immediate environment in which the text is actually 

functioning’. Halliday (1991:8) models the relationship between culture and 
situation in terms of instantiation – with situation an instance of a more abstract 

system. These dimensions and their relationship to language are shown in Figure 

3.2. 
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Figure 3.2: Language and Context (from Halliday 1991:8) 
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systematically to linguistic structures. Such an interpretation has proved valuable 

in environments where institutional purposes, role structures and assumptions are 
relatively uncomplicated, however, an analysis of the complex and multi-layered 

texts in this study demand a model of social activity which takes into account both 
internal and external perspectives and which considers context from the 

topological perspective suggested by Halliday’s representation in Figure 3.2. 

Consideration of intermediate contextual spaces between context of culture and 
context of situation necessitates theoretical contributions from within SFL as well 

as from broader social and social semiotic perspectives (Gee 2000c, 2003a, 2005; 
Macken-Horarik 1996a,b; McCormack 1991,1995; Bernstein 1990,1996; 

Habermas 1979, Maddison & Scalmer 2006). The following review includes 

theoretical spaces related to both context of culture and context of situation. 
 

3.2.1.1 Cultural domains 

In Chapter 2, I introduced two frameworks which have been developed to model 
the different domains of learning in school English (Macken-Horarik 1996a) and 

Adult Basic Education (McCormack 1991,1993,1995). Both models recognise 

four domains or regions to describe the literacies needed to participate. In 
semiotic terms, both can be seen as mapping onto Halliday’s (1985) concept of 

context of culture, by including particular clusterings of social purposes, social 
activities, social relationships and semiotic functions and in McCormack’s model, 

institutional locations, assumptions and values.  

While Macken-Horarik’s (1996a) model makes a valuable contribution in relating 
the linguistic resources deployed by the young activists to their school based 

literacy practices, McCormack’s (1995) modelling is particularly important to 
interpreting the semiotic resources deployed by the adolescents beyond schooling. 

McCormack’s conceptualisation of the citizenship sphere draws on theories of the 

public sphere posited by Habermas (1979) and New Social Movement theorists 
(Maddison & Scalmer 2006:206), who distinguish a ‘political public sphere’, 

concerned with the practices of the state (Eley 1992:289) from a public sphere 
separate ‘from the seats of governmental power’. Maddison & Scalmer 

(2006:206), argue that this public can be further categorised into the powerful 
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‘mainstream’ and the challenging subaltern or ‘counter’ publics. This 

characterisation is supported by Martin (1985:34-35) who distinguishes 
persuasive roles of ‘the Right’, concerned with maintaining the status quo and ‘the 

Left’ as challenging power. Martin further distinguishes roles of the Antagonist, 
which he glosses as ‘stirrers’ and Protagonists as resolvers on each side of issues. 

The positioning of the citizenship region within these models is shown in Figure 

3.3 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.3: Locating McCormack’s citizenship region within social and semiotic 
theories  
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importantly in bringing a community ‘together in one mind’ (2003:2). In 
achieving this function, McCormack focusses on the role of rhetoric and 

particularly on performative or epideictic discourse, which McCormack argues is 

central to ‘the struggle for a better life’. Epideictic discourse, while characterised 
by its highly stylised structures and emotional intensity, is, according to Perelman 

(1970) an essential form of argumentation because of its role in ‘bringing about 
consensus in the minds of the audience regarding the values that are celebrated in 

the speech’.  

The modelling of the ‘citizenship’ region proposed by McCormack (1995) 
provides a valuable contribution to a framework for exploring adolescent critical 
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social literacy practices. In particular, it allows the researcher to relate the 

semiotic choices of adolescent activists to the relevant practices salient for them 
in the culture and to relate these practices to other spheres or regions they inhabit. 

However, the complexity of purposes, practices and social roles recognised by 
McCormack within this region indicates that it may not be a delicate enough 

construct to account for the semiotic enactment of particular social movements. In 

the next section, I will review theoretical perspectives which may account for 
social semiotic spaces and affiliations within the citizenship region. 

3.2.1.2 Social affiliations  

The concept of social affiliation (Gee 2000c, 2003a,b, 2005) refers to the socio-
rhetorical environment of texts ‘beyond the level of immediate rhetorical context 

but not as broad as the entire culture’ Beaufort (1997:487). This concept can be 
distinguished from those of discourse community (Swales 1990) and community 

of practice (Lave & Wenger 1991) in educational research because of its focus on 

the more complex networks of people, spaces and shared endeavours beyond 
institutions such as the classroom or tertiary discipline areas. Within SFL, this 

space is typically accounted for within context of culture (eg. Halliday 1985) or 
within the field dimension of context of situation (eg. scientific discourse). The 

concept of social affiliation can be seen as an intermediate space along a 

continuum of context which takes into account the more complex networks of 
people and spaces engaged in literacy practices beyond the classroom.  

Gee further defines social affiliations as affinity groups (Gee 2003a,b) affinity 
identities (Gee 2000c) and affinity spaces (Gee 2005). An affinity group refers to 

the group of people who affiliate around common activities and contents, and 

involves, if not sharing, then at least having a common ‘language’ for talking 
about interactions, values and ways of identifying themselves. This concept is 

important for characterising affiliations within the civic sphere because it 

recognises firstly the fluid and changing nature of their boundaries (Gee 
2003a:35) and secondly that allegiances are ‘primarily to a set of common 

endeavours or practices’ (Gee 2000c:105). Gee (2000c) also recognises affinity 
identities, which, unlike biological, institutional or individual discourse identities, 

are formed through participation in the practices or endeavours of affinity groups. 
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Affinity groups and identities have the potential to be more ‘morally heated’ 

(Beck 1994:105 in Gee 2000c) than those formed through allegiances which are 
primarily to other people ‘in terms of shared culture or traits’. The concept of 

affinity identity supports the contention of rhetorical theorists that the projection 
of particular identities in discourse is an important way of building rapport and 

thus persuading audiences (Burke 1969, Cheney 1983, Clark, Drew & Pinch 

2003).  

More recently, Gee (2005) has posited the concept of ‘affinity space’ to focus on 

shared activity within spaces such as online games. Features of such spaces 
include common endeavour, encouragement of distributed, dispersed and tacit 

knowledge and a variety of routes to participation and status (225-228). Gee 

argues that affinity spaces are typical of social activist organisations which may 
involve individuals with little in common other than their cause (229). While Gee 

implies the notion of space as an alternative to that of community, the two notions 

may have complementary roles in an analysis of the complex configurations in 
which the activists in this study participate and in explaining the genres and 

registers of the texts produced.  

The concept of affinity space can also be related to the public and citizenship 

spheres conceptualised by McCormack (1991, 1995) and New Social Movement 

theorists (Maddison & Scalmer 2006: 204). These theorists describe spaces such 
as Sydney’s domain as ‘a theatre in modern societies in which participation is 

enacted through the medium of talk’ (Fraser 1995:287). Within civic sphere 
spaces, such as marches, rallies, podiums, celebrations and ‘soap boxes’, textual 

practices associated with epideictic discourse (McCormack 2003) are typically 

performed.  

In summary, the theoretical perspectives on social affiliations as with those on 

cultural domains outlined above provide a consistent and rigorous way to locate 
the literacy practices of adolescents within their multi-layered cultural 

environments. In Chapter 4, I will argue that the recognition of the goals and 

purposes as well as the particular semiotic conventions of particular social 
affiliations (eg. campaigns, rallies, weblogs) is vital to interpreting the language 

choices of the individual texts produced by the young activists in this study.  
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3.2.1.3 Ideology: Access to knowledge and learning   

In addition to his influential contributions to models of pedagogy outlined in 

Chapter 2, British sociologist, Basil Bernstein has contributed greatly to 

understanding the relationship of socio-cultural positioning, or in Martin’s 

(1992a) terms, ideology, and language. Bernstein’s theorising can be seen as 

emanating from findings that: 

‘in all known speech communities meaning-making is unevenly distributed 
according to what in semiotic theory are referred to as the discourses of class, 
gender, ethnicity and generation’ (Martin 1992a: 576)  

Bernstein was particularly interested in why such systemic inertia persists (Martin 

1992a:576) and importantly, with how it changes’ (Halliday 1978:101). Unlike 

many sociologists, however, Bernstein centralised the role of language in 

theorising social reproduction. From this he developed code theory, which 

recognises that speakers from different classes (and other socio-cultural groups 

including generation), make meaning in different ways. According to Hasan 

(1996:413):  

for any particular subculture, certain functions of language or areas of meaning 
within a given function, may receive relatively greater emphasis; these will often 
reflect values which are implicit and submerged.. or which might be explicitly 
recognised… 

Bernstein and others (eg. Hasan 1989) have identified particular speech codes 

associated with middle class (elaborated codes) and working class (restricted 

codes) language. According to Martin (1992a:581), all texts manifest the 

differential systems of coding orientations (i.e. ideologies) in the same way as 

they do language, register and genre. He argues, however, that ideology is not 

realised evenly and that this creates a tension in the system, which ultimately 

allows for challenge and change.  

While educational theories which have drawn on Bernstein's work have been 

concerned primarily with how elaborated codes are manifested in schooling (eg. 

Coffin 2006, Veel 2006), Bernstein (1990:111), like New Social Movement 

theorists, also recognises the importance of other organizations, including counter 

hegemonic sites in developing ‘oppositional’ elaborated codes.  
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Also relevant to the present study is recent work by Martin (in press) which has 

drawn on Bernstein's work to model the relationship between an individual’s 
repertoire of semiotic resources and the culture’s reservoir as a hierarchy within 

SFL, complementing hierachies of instantiation and realisation. This relationship 
is modelled topologically as a cline between system and persona as shown in 

Figure 3.4.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.4:  Individuation as a scale of communities of meaning Martin (in press) 

Martin (in press:20) argues that work at the level of affiliation is important for 

understanding ‘how individual interests resonate up the individuation hierarchy to 

affect communities as a whole’. This concept presents a promising theoretical 
construct to explain such features as macro-genres, “generic abnormalities” and 

recontextualisations of genres which are less valued in other domains to serve 
powerful political functions. Theories of genre and its relationship to context will 

be discussed more fully in Section 3.2.1.5. 

3.2.1.4 Context of situation: register 

While Halliday (1991:9) suggests that there is no clear dividing line between 

context of culture and context of situation, the latter is generally understood in 

terms of three dimensions (field, tenor and mode), relating to the recurrent 
patterns of meanings within particular texts1. A systematic relationship between 

context of situation and text is possible because of the recognition that the 
language system is organised according to three metafunctions and that patterns of 

meanings redound on each level of the language system (Halliday & Martin 
                                                
 
1 However, these variables are also seen within SFL as relevant to the broader environment (ie. the field of 
science) and as such could be related to Gee’s concept of social affiliation described above. 
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1993:42). In this section I will focus on the contribution of theories of tenor as it 

is that variable which is seen as most ‘at risk’ in studies of persuasive discourse in 
the public domain (Martin 1995, White 1998).  

3.2.1.4.1 Theories of tenor 

The number of different models of tenor which have been proposed by 
researchers indicates not only that understandings of this variable have been 

problematic but also reflects the range of contexts in which interpersonal 
meanings of texts have been examined. These include administration (Iedema et 

al 1995; Iedema 1997, 2004), education (Coffin 1996, 2000, 2006; Rothery and 

Stenglin 1997); Hood (2004, 2006) media (White 1998, 2003), casual 
conversation (Eggins &Slade 1997) popular science (Fuller 1998), law (Korner 

2000) and political discourse (Martin 1999b,2004a,b,c; Miller 2004). 

While researchers have generally been concerned to provide abstract 

representations which may account for a range of fields (Poynton 1990, Martin 

1992a), it is to be expected that some aspects of interpersonal relationships will be 
more or less salient in different domains of language use and that consequently, 

linguistic realizations will vary. Within the civic domain of adolescents lives for 
example, representations which take into account the goals of social movements 

to agitate for social change (Eyerman 2006:42), to ‘mobilize individuals for 

collective action’ (Flam 2005:19) and to ‘call a community to one mind’ 
(McCormack 2003:5) are of prime concern and thus need to be clearly delineated. 

The earliest model of tenor to address these concerns was developed by Poynton 

(1985; 1990) and further theorised by Martin (1992a). This three dimensional 
model builds on an earlier framework provided by Brown and Gilman (1960) and 

includes:  

• Power2 , which refers to the position of the interactants according to the 
culture’s social hierarchy. 

• Contact, which refers to how involved or familiar the participants are with 
one another and  

                                                
 
2 The term ‘status’ is also used in some versions of this model, eg Martin 1992a.  
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• Affect, which refers to ‘the degree of emotional charge’ in the 
relationship. 

Status is defined as the range of relations between the poles of equality and 

inequality. In Poynton’s model, power between interactants is seen to be derived 
from the unequal distribution of:  

• Physical superiority (force) 

• Socially legitimated inherently unequal role relationship such as teacher-
student or parent child (authority) 

• Some socially desirable object or standing or achievement such as wealth 
or location of residence (status) 

• Knowledge or skill (expertise). 

Poynton (1990) also recognised the effect of genre (eg. readers/listeners generally 
do not experience such unequal power relationships when they perceive 

themselves to be entertained) and other register variables on power relationships, 

including mode (restricted feedback channels in written and monologic spoken 
texts such as sermons); and field (certain ways of knowing and knowers are seen 

as more or less authoritative in certain fields). In recent models (Martin & White 
2005), sources of power inequality such as gender, age and race are included in 

tenor but also seen broadly as conditioning access, not only to the various 

hierarchies we encounter in life but also to affiliations such as relatives and team-
mates.  

The second dimension in Poynton’s model, contact, takes into account four 

factors: 

• the frequency of interaction  

• whether the relationship is long term and the interaction extends over a 
length of time (time)  

• whether people relate in one or more than one role (role-diversification) 

• whether the orientation of the interaction is primarily towards persons or 
towards tasks. 

The third dimension, affect, has been the most contested of this model of tenor. 

Affect relates more to the personal rather than the interactional aspects of 
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interpersonal relationships but, as Poynton (1990:100) notes, is also involved in 

‘positioning’ the reader interpersonally. It is described as the ‘degree of emotional 
charge’ by both Martin and Poynton who distinguish positive and negative and 

both transient and permanent emotional dispositions. Poynton (1990:95-98) 
includes not only emotions between the participants but also those directed by the 

individual speaker towards the topic. Emotions for Poynton include ‘want or 

desire, ideological commitment, belief, the conviction that something matters or is 
of importance’ (95).  

Both Poynton and Martin see all of the interpersonal systems realising all 
dimensions of tenor as dynamic – capable of being renegotiated throughout the 

text. They also posit a topological perspective on tenor, arguing that the 

dimensions operate as clines rather than binary distinctions.  

In recent years, Poynton’s and Martin’s (1992) three dimensional model of tenor 

has been challenged by a number of SFL theorists interested in the interpersonal 

aspects of language, including Martin himself (eg Coffin 2000; Martin 1997; 
White 1998; Martin & White 2005). Of particular concern have been the 

dimensions of contact and affect. Contact has been challenged as being too 
limited to relationships of direct contact such as those operating between 

individuals in the spoken mode (White 1998:Ch2:32). The status of affect as a 

dimension on the level of context has been criticised largely because of its 
dependence on power and contact. White and other theorists (eg. White 

1998:Ch2:32; Martin & White 2005:21) argue that Poynton’s emotional 
dimension of affect is better understood as a feature of discourse semantics which 

construes power and both emotional and physical contact. Such critiques and 

associated developments of interpersonal meanings on the level of discourse 
semantics have led to a reworking of tenor dimensions and an expanding of the 

linguistic realisations to account for interpersonal relationships in different 
contexts. Linguistic realisations of tenor relationships in contexts relevant to the 

present study will be further explored in Section 3.3. 

Two dimensional models of tenor have been developed largely through research 
by Martin, White and Iedema in examining the language of administration 

(Iedema et al. 1995) and mass media (Iedema, White & Feez 1994; White 1998). 
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While the dimension of power has remained relatively stable in recent tenor 

models, a significant difference is that they either omit the dimension of affect 
(eg. Iedema et al. 1995, 2004), or conflate some aspects of this dimension with 

that of contact (White 1998; Martin & White 2005, Coffin 2000).  

Iedema et al.’s 1995 model includes two dimensions, status and contact. Status 

refers essentially to the power difference which lies between commanding ‘up’ 

the hierarchy and commanding ‘down’. This model is concerned primarily with 
institutionalised power – which, while exercised by individuals, generally 

emanates from policies, provisions and positions further up the hierarchy. Contact 
in Iedema’s model again is understood in institutional terms – it refers to the 

degree to which interactants are ‘insiders’ in the institution – i.e. the extent to 

which they share knowledge of the practices and routines of the organization.  

One strength of Iedema’s model from the perspective of the present study is that 

relationships between poles are represented from a topological perspective, ie. in 

terms of degrees of proximity rather than categorical either/or choices. This 
modelling is shown in Figure 3.5. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.5: Topological representation of status and contact relationships (adapted 
from Iedema 2003) 

What is not made clear in Iedema’s model is the status of the ‘personal’ 
dimension of relationships. Iedema (2004:170) argues that the ‘time-space 

distanciation’ of organisational discourse ‘potentially enables workers to become 
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part of a specialised, well resourced, close-knit and empowered organisational 

sub-culture’, however, his realisations focus much more on familiarity with the 
organization than with collegiality. One affective dimension he includes is that of 

urgency (Iedema et al.1995:59), however he is not clear as to where this fits into 
the model. This limited conception of contact does not take into account the place 

of shared values and passions to the achievement of goals in the social affiliations 

under consideration. 

The model of tenor developed through analysis of mass media texts (eg.White 

1998; Martin & White 2005) draws more directly in its overall form and 
terminology on the framework of power and solidarity provided by Brown and 

Gilman (1960). However, to complement Iedema’s focus on realisations of power 

and familiarity, Martin & White’s model focuses much more on how writers and 
speakers align readers into relationships of solidarity. In this sense the model can 

be seen as much more dynamic than previous models, reflecting not only existing 

relationships but also how relationships are shaped across texts.  

Solidarity in Martin and White’s model is conceived of far more broadly than 

either Poynton’s contact or indeed, Brown and Gilmore’s solidarity. It refers to: 

degrees of compatibility and the possibility of negotiation between the different 
social positions which operate in any speech community….not simply a 
measure of the extent of the agreement between social subjectivities, but it is a 
more general measure of the degree of empathy, sympathy of openness of one 
social position to another. (White 1998:Ch2,32) 

In this sense, solidarity includes both the degree of familiarity and the emotional 
dimension of relationships. However, at issue for Martin and White is not how 

much one interactant likes or is close to another, but how aligned they are around 

common values and how open they are to negotiate opposing positions. The type 
and level of feelings expressed in the text certainly signal the writers’ emotional 

state and investment in the subject matter but it is how these feelings are used 
rhetorically to build a bond with the reader, so that the position put forward in the 

text is seen as natural, which is of prime interest.  

Martin & White’s perspective on solidarity reflects a concern in recent theorising 
of interpersonal relationships with the social rather than psychological aspects of 
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relationships, which is very pertinent to discourses of social activism. Discursive 

politics, as I have argued previously involves both persuading others that change 
is necessary and persuading others to make those changes. In these cases, it is not 

the expression of attitudes themselves, which effects the persuasion, but how 
these attitudes are shared and negotiated with the addressee – how the addressee is 

aligned around the values and feelings and level of commitment of the lobbyist. 

So, although the personal is included in Martin & White’s model, it needs to be 
seen as the ‘social personal’. 

One feature of tenor which seems to have been backgrounded in these recent two 
dimensional descriptions is that of the social roles of the interactants and 

particularly of the producer of the text. While Van Leeuwen (1996) does consider 

the role allocation of social actors, his concern is limited to representations within 
activity sequences of texts (ie. field roles) rather than with those producing or 

receiving the text (ie. tenor roles). Macken-Horarik (1996a), however, argues that 

different identities and role sets are available for producers of texts (eg. expert / 
apprentice) and the role taken up will determine how the audience is positioned. 

While the social roles valued in hierachical contexts such as school education are 
relatively straightforward, far more complex identities and role relationships can 

be expected in and between social affiliations in the civic domain. 

Recent modelling of voice (White 1998), which has also been termed voice roles 
(Hood 2004) or styles (Martin & White 2005) offer a promising framework for 

exploring the multiple roles construed in the civic domain. This model, which is 
as yet limited to exploring ‘recurrent patterns of variation’ in uses of evaluative 

language (White 1998:119), situates styles on a cline of instantiation with 

evaluative key representing the more generalised patterning across texts ‘whose 
voice recurs very generally in institutionalised settings’ (Martin & White 

2005:218) and ‘stance’ related to the construction of authorial personae across 
smaller numbers of texts. This cline and its relationship with the appraisal system 

is shown in Figure 3.6. 
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Figure 3.6: Cline of instantiation for evaluation adapted from Martin & White 2005:218 

The level of key can also be related to Gee’s concept of Affinity identity (2000c) 
discussed in Section 3.2.3, as well as to the Aristotlean concepts of ‘rhetorical 

discourse’ or ‘style’ discussed in Chapter 2. McCormack (2003) for example, 

glosses epideictic discourse as a key and relates the role of epideictic orators to 
that of priest or ceremonial leader.  

While key and stance are particularly useful concepts for exploring the voices or 
voice roles which are prominent in the texts in this study, Martin’s ‘vantage point’ 

of reaction also needs to be considered. Reaction relates to what has been termed 

‘reader positions’ (Macken-Horarik 2003b) which are constructed by texts. 
Successful persuasive writing employs rhetorical strategies to take into account 

resistant as well as compliant readers and to position them to a naturalised or 

‘ideal’ reading position. Considerations of reaction is particularly important in a 
study which explores resources for ‘getting the reader onside..even when you are 

saying what they don’t want to hear’ (Gilbert, Carr & Singh, 1995:42). 

In summary, two dimensional models of tenor which take into account both 

interactive and evaluative dimensions of relationships as well as the multi-layered 

roles available to rhetors present a useful framework to analysing the complex and 
dynamic roles and relationships of adolescent social activists and relating these to 

language use. In the next section I will review SFL perspectives on context from 
an internal perspective, focussing on the concept of genre.  

Appraisal (system)– global potential of the language for making evaluative meanings 

Key (register) – situational variants of the global evaluative meaning potential 

ersonalising shouldness 

 evaluative meaning potential 
Stance (text-type)– sub-selections for evaluative options within text; patterns of  
use within a given ‘key’ associated with particular rhetorical objectives and the 
construction of authorial personae 

 

authorial personae 
Reaction (reading) the take up of evaluative meanings in a text according 
to the listener/reader’s subjectively determined reading position 

Evaluation (instance)– instantiation of evaluative options in a text 
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3.2.1.5  Modelling variations in culture: genre  

While Halliday’s SFL model (eg. 1985) does not offer a linguistic model of the 
context of culture, Martin (1992a) suggested that the rhetorical aspects of text 

production (genre or the overall purpose of the text) be raised to the level of 

context of culture as it encompassed the overall purposes and goals of the culture 
and how these goals were achieved through predictable text structures. Figure 3.7 

illustrates the relationship of genre to register and the metafunctions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3.7: Relationship of genre to register and metafunctions (Martin 2001b:319) 

Glossed by Martin (1984:24-25) as ‘staged, goal oriented purposeful activity in 

which speakers engage as members of a culture’, genres were seen as integrating 
field, tenor and mode choices in predictable ways and underlying both register 

and language as a third semiotic system (Martin 1993:36). In this Martin’s 

conceptualisation was similar to that of Bakhtin (1986 –but writing in the 1950s) 
who recognised categories very similar to the register variables of field, tenor and 

mode but argued that:  

All three of these aspects – thematic content, style, and compositional structure 
– are inseparably linked to the whole of the utterance and are equally 
determined by the specific nature of the particular sphere of communication. 
Each separate utterance is individual, of course, but each sphere in which 
language is used develops its own relatively stable types of these utterances. 
These we may call speech genres. (Bakhtin 1986:60) 

As a methodological tool for the present study, genre represents a particularly 

useful ‘way in’ to text analysis. Firstly, Martin (1992a:505-506) argues that 
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recognising genre as a higher level of abstraction than register means that genres 

can be categorised (as narrative, recount etc) without restricting them to one 
metafunctional component. This also allows researchers to account for changes in 

experiential, interpersonal and textual meanings across stages of a text and allows 
for the identification of different genres within the same social activity (eg. a rally 

speech and a news story of the rally). Secondly, Martin’s concept of genre is 

widely used by educators working within Australia and internationally. Macken-
Horarik argues (1996a: 22-25), that this model ‘allows educators to be explicit 

about the linguistic patterning required in each genre’ (22) and encourages ‘a 
more global orientation to text’ (25). Importantly, analysis of genre allows for the 

broad purposes of text production within adolescent discursive politics to be 

characterised and for their relationship to texts deployed in educational domains 
to be articulated. Of particular value to the study are descriptions of the 

characteristics of persuasive genres (and their registers) generated within the civic 

domain (eg. Martin 1985, 1986, 1995). Descriptions by Martin & Rose (in press) 
of ‘story’ genres used in this domain are also relevant to interpreting texts in the 

study.  

However, as was discussed in Chapter 2, the emphasis in genre research on 

providing access to the relatively stable genres of the school curriculum during 

the 1990s has resulted in models of genre classification which do not fully 
account for emerging, blended and less stable genres created in other domains and 

particularly in the contemporary social movements discussed in Section 2.1.2. 
While acknowledging the usefulness of genre categorisation for both modelling 

valued learning in education (Macken- Horarik 2002) and for accounting for 

generic evolution in response to cultural change (Martin 2002a: 278), Kress 
(2003:102) warns that researchers need to be aware of the tensions between 

regularity and convention and ‘the dynamic for constant flux and change. These, 
he argues, are:  

the effect both of inevitable social change (even in the most conservatively 
stable societies) and of the constantly transformative action of people acting in 
ever-changing circumstances (even where the changes are of the subtlest 
kind). 
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In accordance with the principle that differences in purpose of texts will be 

reflected in the language of the text, genre theorists argue that the starting point 
for assigning texts to genre is an analysis of recurrent global patterns (Martin & 

Rose in press: 8) or generic structure of a text (Eggins & Martin 2002:290). In 
educational descriptions and applications of genre, however, the point of 

departure for categorising genre has tended to be field. For example, Martin and 

Rose (in press) distinguish between recount genres used in secondary school 
history according to criteria such as how time is realised and whether participants 

are individual or generalised. Categorisations such as these do not account for the 
‘latent persuasiveness’ (Macken-Horarik 1996a:17) of texts, for example, of how 

evaluative and other interpersonal meanings may be dispersed prosodically and 

implicitly across a recount to persuade the audience to take an evaluative position 
and/or to take action.  

However, recent developments within genre theory take into account criteria from 

different perspectives and recognise too that some genres ‘do the work of’ other 
genres (Martin 2002a: 77). In particular they enable explications of genres which 

may be differently valued within different contexts of use or whose meaning may 
be renewed by their deployment as stages within larger genres.  

3.2.1.6 Developments within genre theory 

Over the past twenty years, applications of genre theory in a range of contexts by 
Martin and his Sydney school colleagues have extended early accounts of genre to 

model the relationship of genres to each other in intertextual configurations and 
provided perspectives on genre structure from a multi-functional perspective. This 

work has entailed dialogue with theories of dialogism (Bakhtin 1986), 

intertextuality (Fairclough 1992) and individuation (Martin in press). 

3.2.1.6.1 Intertextual configurations of genres 

An emerging concern has been intertextual relationships of genres as parts of 

larger texts and their agnation to similar texts within genre families. Bakhtin 
(1986:82) distinguished between primary and secondary genres. He described 

secondary genres as those arising in more highly developed communicative 
practices and noted that they ‘absorb and digest various primary (simple) genres 
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..which are altered and assume a special character when they enter into complex 

ones’ (85). Within genre theory, strategies for combining primary or elemental 
genres have been explored through the notion of macrogenre (Martin 2002b, 

2006b). Experiential strategies involving multivariate part-whole relationships are 
particularly important for recognising the way genres may combine as different 

layers or ranks. Martin (2006b) glosses the formation of these ‘relatively 

unconscious’ macro-genres in terms of the ‘more designed layering’ of a tennis 
tournament, made up of matches, sets, games, points and strokes.   

Experiential strategies involving embedding have also been identified by genre 
theorists (Coffin 1996, Humphrey 1996, Martin 2001b, 2006b). Humphrey (1996) 

for example, recognised elemental explanation genres as Argument stages of 

analytical expositions within school geography. Martin (2006b:40) argues that 
such recontexualisations result in a ‘renewal of meaning potential’- for example, 

explanations functioning as Argument stages function to provide evidence to 

support a position on a thesis in addition to their role as explaining causes and 
effects of phenomena. Although strategies of layering and embedding can 

potentially produce several layers of macro-genre, Martin and others use the term 
macro-genre for all layers beyond the ‘elemental’ genre. While little work has 

been done examining the structure of macro-genres from an interpersonal 

perspective, Martin (2006b) examines the structure of a song to posit the 
development of macro-genre through strategies such as amplification, evaluation 

and repetition.  

Another important way in which genre relations have been modelled has been 

from a topological perspective in terms of agnation. Explorations of genres from 

this perspective have led to the positing of a category of genre family (Martin 
2002a). From a typological perspective, genre families can be seen as categories 

of genres, which share specific criteria for resemblance. However, from a 
topological perspective, they can be seen as regions of ‘family resemblances’. A 

topological perspective acknowledges that borders between families are often 

‘fuzzy’ (Martin 2002a: 270) and allows for considerations of reader positioning 
and metaphorical uses of genres to be considered when assigning texts to genre.   
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While a number of genre families have been recognised (Martin 2002a), an 

important (if fuzzy) distinction can be made between narrative or story genres and 
exposition genres. A great deal of attention has been given to explicating the 

relationships of agnate story genres (eg. Martin and Rose in press), particularly in 
developing ontological models to map development across secondary school 

history (Martin 2001b, Coffin 2006). However, as yet, little attention has been 

paid to relationships between the expository texts identified in applications of 
genre theory.  

More recently, Martin (in press) has extended work on modelling genre 
relationships in terms of realisation to theorising intertextual relations according 

to hierarchies of instantiation (ie. how genres may be related in terms of source or 

inspiration) and in terms of individuation. Using the hierarchy of individuation, 
Martin explores relations between story genres in terms of ‘how they serve the 

interests (after Kress 2003) of their writers and the communities they are 

negotiating around their discourse’ (Martin in press:12). Differences at the level 
of grammar (theme) and discourse semantics (appraisal) are used to explain how 

one writer uses the story genre to align readers into communities of sympathy for 
Japanese soldiers in World War 2 and thus create ‘a site for reconciliation’. The 

hierarchy of individuation offers a promising framework for explicating how 

repertoires of more personalised genres may be recontextualised within social 
movements to challenge the status quo and call a community to mind.  

3.2.1.6.2 Multifunctional perspectives on genre 

Despite Martin’s (2001b) notion of genre as coordinating and organising field, 
tenor and mode selections, descriptions of genres and genre families have tended 

to be experientially biased (Martin 2001b; Muntigl & Gruber 2005). Muntigl & 
Gruber (2005: 10) argue that an experiential perspective is reinforced when 

oppositions between genres focus on the ways in which reality is constructed (eg. 

through time) and argue that genres also imply certain interpersonal roles.  

Following Martin (1992b), Iedema (1997) interprets both directives and hortatory 

expositions as Macroproposals, because they function to require others to do 
things. As illustrated in Figure 3.8, the relationship between genres is viewed 
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from a topological perspective, with hortatory exposition seen as a directive 

‘whose clausal and textual structuring has undergone interpersonalisation, and 
whose generic structuring has succumbed to the imperative of institutional 

deference’. In analytical exposition, however, it is probability (ie. this may be the 
case) rather than obligation (you should do this) which is at stake and this genre 

can be seen as a Macro-proposition rather than a Macro- proposal.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.8: Generic topology of realizations of shouldness (Iedema 1997:94) 

Distinguishing between analytical exposition and hortatory exposition in 

interpersonal terms is particularly important to interpreting the texts in the present 
study and in relating the types of persuasion needed  in the civic sphere to those 

types valued within school and workplaces. Iedema’s topology offers an 
explanation for the preference for analytical exposition in secondary school and 

academic curricula (ie. its association with more specialised and abstract 

‘content’). However, this topology also allows us to interpret the more ‘personal’ 
language typically deployed in hortatory exposition as a response to both the low 

‘institutional’ authority and the social purpose of persuading the audience to take 

action.  As Martin (1985), contends, hortatory exposition is typically chosen by 
those who have few powerful friends. It can therefore be predicted that 

interpersonal resources used to ‘get the reader onside’ will be ‘at risk’ in the 
hortatory expositions used by the young activists in the study.   
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In educational contexts, text structure has been described in terms of categorical 

or constituent boundaries or ‘stages’ which, according to Martin (2006b:38) 
‘efface interpersonal, logical and textual considerations’. Although constituent 

structures have been acknowledged as valuable in exploring the way macro-
genres develop and in modelling text structure to apprentice writers, the need for 

the contribution of other metafunctional perspectives is also recognised in order to 

avoid ‘reductive accounts of text structure’ (Iedema 1997:82). Martin (1992b), 
and later Iedema (1997), however, recognised the central interpersonal function of 

Macro-proposals by modelling the central element of these texts as a ‘Demand for 
action’ (which in directives is realised as a ‘Command’ and in Hortatory 

Expositions as an ‘Appeal’). Both researchers also recognised that this central 

element is often  realised prosodically across the text in increasingly congruent 
ways, which has the effect of amplifying the urgency of the request. Figure 3.9 

illustrates Iedema’s representation of the interpersonal structure of macro-

proposals.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.9: Modelling the prosodic structure of Macro-proposals (Iedema 1997:87) 

Iedema acknowledges (1997:88), however, that modelling the unfolding of text 

prosodically does not take into account either the ‘underlying interpersonal 
currents’ (ie evaluative meanings) nor the contribution of other metafunctions to 

the structuring of the text. Drawing on Halliday’s representation of clauses as 

being organised according to different structuring principles, and Martin’s 
modelling of these principles at the level of text, Iedema proposes a ‘logogenetic’ 

reading of text structure which focuses on how elements foregrounding 
interpersonal, textual or experiential functions unfold dynamically to achieve the 

purposes in particular social contexts. Because of the centrality of the Command 

element in directives, Iedema prefers to model these texts orbitally (ie. as a central 
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Legitimation Legitimation 

‘nucleus’ with orbiting ‘satellites’, however, he argues that one structuring 

principle may ‘outbid’ others in response to contextual pressures and particularly 
different tenor relationships Iedema (1997: 86-87). In response, he has adapted the 

visual representation of the orbital structure to highlight the contribution of textual 
and interpersonal elements (see Figure 3.103).  The prosodic structuring is picked 

up in these multifunctional representations through one or more micro-

‘Command’ elements which Iedema names ‘Command trace’. Iedema does not 
elaborate on status of the functional element ‘trace’ but uses it to capture the 

prosodic reverberations of the Command element across the text. Supporting 
elements are named according to which metafunction is foregrounded. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.10:  Multifunctional representation of text structure (Adapted from Iedema et al. 
1995: 102) 

There has been comparatively little exploration by genre theorists of the structure 

of story genres such as recount from an interpersonal perspective. This is 
surprising given the acknowledged role of recount to ‘create a sense of solidarity 

among the members of a culture or subculture’ (Rothery & Stenglin 1997:239). 
Rothery and Stenglin however do model an Evaluation stage within Narrative 

which functions to ‘give significance to events’ and recognise that this stage may 

be realised prosodically (much like Iedema’s interpersonal ‘traces’) throughout 
other stages of the text (246-247). The difficulty of capturing evaluative meanings 

at the level of genre may be partly addressed through recent work at the level of 
discourse semantics, which has identified both referential and evaluative ‘phases’. 
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These units, which Rose (2007:2) defines as ‘waves of information carrying 

pulses of field and tenor’, will be discussed further in Section 3.3.2.1. 

While the educational purposes of the study make it necessary to represent the 

structure of the texts serially, multivariate models such as those modelled by 
Iedema will usefully complement this perspective, particularly in drawing 

attention to the important role of interactional meanings (eg requests for action) in 

the texts of young activists. Orbital models in particular allow for the centrality 
(and relative prominence) of Appeal and Command stages to be highlighted 

without overlooking the importance of experiential meanings to the purpose of the 
texts. Despite the limitations of modelling prosodic structures at the level of 

genre, this structuring principle is also useful for representing how the calls for 

social change are often built up across texts.  

3.2.1.6.3 Relationship between genre and context 

Genre and macro-genre have proved to be very useful generative categories 

within SFL research. However, modelling of the relationship of these linguistic 
abstractions to social context has, like the descriptions themselves, tended to be 

experientially biased - focussing on field (eg. knowledge valued in curriculum 
areas). This has been particularly true of educational research where the 

relationship of language to the demands of specialised subject areas such as 

Geography, History and English have been far more explicitly articulated than 
those to broader cultural and institutional practices and assumptions. 

While locating ‘global institutional purpose’ (Martin 1986:236) within field may 

work well for analyses of texts within defined curriculum areas with relatively 
homogenous assumptions, roles and hierarchies, several problems arise when 

considering this within a study of adolescent social activism. The most obvious is 
the need to account for the uses of complex genre configurations such as layering 

and recontexualisation identified above. A second is to explain why some genres 

are valued and taken up differently in different contexts. For example, while all 
the texts produced by the young activists in the present study share with hortatory 

exposition the broad goal of ‘stirring up issues’ (Martin 1986:228), many of the 
genres which are deployed to achieve this purpose are very different from those 
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modelled to achieve persuasive purposes in educational contexts. Martin 

(2006b:43) argues that concepts such as macro-genre can be seen as resources for 
adjusting social processes to their environment, however, the present modelling of 

that environment within genre theory is not adequate to capture the complexity of 
these relationships. In Chapter 4, I will explain how this limitation can be 

addressed for the purposes of this study through drawing on models of cultural 

domains and social affiliations.  

3.3  Modelling Discourse semantics 

While most attention within SFL has been paid to the connection between the 

strata of grammar and context, a number of theorists have sought to extend the 

description of language beyond the clause in order to interface more effectively 
with analyses of grammar and social activity (Martin 1992a,b; Martin & Rose 

2003:3). From this research has emerged an expansion of the discourse systems 
related to the interpersonal metafunction, to include the systems of Involvement 

(see Eggins and Slade 1997 for early work in this area), Negotiation (Iedema et al. 

1995, Iedema 2004, Lee,S. 2006) and Appraisal (Coffin 2000,2006; Eggins & 
Slade 1997, Macken-Horarik 2003a,b,c; Martin 1997, 2000a,c 2003a,b,c; White 

2002b, 2003; Martin & White 2005; Hood 2006).  These systems are glossed by 
Martin & Rose (2007) as follows. 

Discourse systems Key resources Metafunction 

Negotiation Relationship of systems of exchange (eg. 
speech acts) 

Involvement Swearing, technicality, antilanguages 

Appraisal Evaluative language (subsystems of 
Attitude, Graduation, Engagement) 

Interpersonal 

Table 3.1: Interpersonal discourse systems (adapted from Martin & Rose 2007) 

Interpersonal systems of Negotiation and Appraisal are particularly important for 
understanding the ways young activists enact persuasion across texts because they 

provide tools for analysing how both ‘acting’ and supporting ‘reacting’ aspects of 

interpersonal meaning (Martin 1992b:392) are realised prosodically across texts. 
Martin posits that ‘acting’ or interactional aspects include requests or proposals, 

which can be analysed through the systems of Mood at the level of grammar and 
Negotiation at the level of discourse. ‘Reacting’ aspects include evaluatively 
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loaded propositions, which can be most effectively analysed through the discourse 

system of Appraisal. However, Martin and Rose (2007) argue that the interaction 
of both these systems and their interaction with discourse systems related to other 

metafunctions need to be considered in analysing interactions. While this review 
will examine the resources within discrete systems, attention will be paid to 

interactions between systems in the reviews of contextual studies included. 

3.3.1 Negotiation: Interactional meanings 

The discourse semantic system of Negotiation refers to “mood based resources for 

exchanging goods and services” (Martin 1997:20). Fundamental to this theory are 
Halliday’s descriptions of Mood and modality within the clause and interpersonal 

metaphor beyond the clause (Halliday 1985, 1994; Halliday & Matthiessen 2004).  

Halliday proposed four fundamental speech functions which are implicated in the 
exchange of goods and services and information: offers, statements, commands 

and questions. Speech functions can be classified into two semantic functions of a 
clause which are realised in the grammar by the Mood of the clause: 

A proposition:  a statement or question involving the exchange of information 

A proposal:  an offer or command involving the exchange of goods and 
services 

Given the goals of activists to enact social change, it is proposals, and particularly 

‘commands’ (ie. demands or requests for action) which are of particular interest to 
this study. The typical way that commands are realised in the grammar is through 

the Imperative Mood. For example: 

Give me that teapot! 

However, Halliday also recognised non-typical ways of expressing commands 

which involve interactions with the system of modality. This system construes 
‘the region of uncertainty that lies between ‘yes’ and ‘no’ (Halliday & 

Matthiessen 2004:147). For commands, intermediate possibilities involve degrees 

of obligation, referred to as modulation. Modulation can be realised within the 
clause by a modal verb (eg. should, must); a passive verb (you’re supposed to 

know that) or an adjective (eg. It’s necessary to..). Systemic linguists recognise a 
number of other dimensions which lead to variants of modulation. These include 
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value (i.e. high, low), orientation –ie. whether the source of the command is 

subjective or objective – and manifestation, ie. whether it is implicit or explicit.  

Variants of Mood and modulation lead to interpersonal metaphor, which pushes 

the realisation of obligation ‘beyond the clause’ to the level of discourse 
semantics. Descriptions of interpersonal metaphor of most interest to the present 

study are those which relate metaphorical and non-metaphorical realisations of 

obligation in monologic texts to contexts within workplaces (eg. Iedema et al. 
1995), and academic (Lee,S. 2006) and civic domains (Martin 1992b, 1995).  

Metaphorical realisations of proposals can be usefully viewed as metaphors of 
Mood, which involve metaphorising the speech function, and metaphors of 

modulation, which involve metaphorising the obligation of the command (Iedema 

2004: 155).  

3.3.1.1  Metaphors of Mood  

Metaphors of Mood are realisations of Mood configurations other than those with 

which they are typically matched. Resources available for realising proposals 
metaphorically include:  

 a) A clause nexus of projection. For example 

i. I (we) encourage you – to (declarative) 

ii. May I (we) advise you – to (interrogative) 

By naming the speech function (ie. ask, advise), the ‘commander’ is able to make 
explicit the orientation of the proposal and to vary the type and value (ie. I 

suggest, I order) (Iedema 2004:155). Importantly, projection also allows for a 

shifting of the source of the command to an authority other than the writer or 
speaker, through active or passive constructions. For example: 

i. Section 15(2) of the Act requires // leases to be stamped within thirty days of 
execution,..(active). 

ii. Staff are encouraged // to attend.. (passive) 

However, Iedema (2004:167) notes that while structures which involve a 3rd 

person rather than first person commander tell us that a command is involved 

(The board encourages you to attend), they do not actually metaphorise the ‘I 
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commanding You’ situation implicit in ‘Do  it’. They can therefore be seen as a 

blend of metaphors of mood and modality.  

b) Modulated indicative clauses. For example: 

i. Perhaps you should tell me about your current project (declarative) 

ii. Oh can you get some napkins (interrogative) 

Modulated indicative clauses also allow for variations in meaning and value and 

also allow for responsibility for the requested action to be left implicit through, 
for example, use of generalised pronouns and non-interactant subjects who are not 

the ones responsible for carrying out the command as in example ii below: 

i. You cannot drink on the job 

ii. Children under 12 months must use a suitable, approved child restraint 

These modulated clauses represent ‘a blurring of the boundary between proposals 

directed to the addressee and propositions about how the world ought to be’ 
(Halliday & Matthiessen 2004:633). The use of metaphor for such blurring is 

particularly relevant to the present study as it allows for considerations of tenor 
relationships where less direct and confrontational demands need to be made. 

3.3.1.2 Metaphors of modulation  

Like metaphors of Mood, metaphors of modulation represent a ‘realignment in the 
realizational relationship between semantics and grammar’ (Halliday & 

Matthiessen 2004:614), through metaphorising the modulation or ‘mustness’ of 

the command (Iedema 2004:166). Because modulation is only grammatically 
possible in indicative clauses, metaphors of modulation are only possible where a 

metaphor of mood has already been made.  As will be seen below, there is 
considerable overlap between these types of metaphor. Iedema (2004) proposes a 

number of ways in which metaphors of modulation can be achieved in both 

declaratives and interrogatives. 

a) Declaratives 
In declaratives, metaphorical realisations may be explicit subjective, which 
involves shifting the modulation from modal verbs such as must to mental 
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processes such as ‘wish’ and ‘want’ and separating the requested action to a 

projected clause. For example:  

I want // John to go 

In addition, by introducing two subjects into the proposal, responsibility for the 
action can be shared. In the example above, ‘I’ is called the ‘Source’ of the 

command and has ultimate responsibility for its happening, while ‘John’ is the 

‘Onus’ and has immediate responsibility. Such a construction represents a 
blurring with metaphors of mood because the speech function is also named (i.e.. 

want). 

A second way of realising metaphors of modulation is through the explicit 
objective orientation. The explicit objective orientation involves firstly shifting 

the modulation or must-ness from the modal verb to an ideational verb (i.e. 
implicit objective modulation):   

i. You must do it  

ii. You are required to do it,  

And then changing the grammatical form of the modulation from a verb to an 

attribute or a nominal 

i. it is required  

ii. it is a requirement 

Because explicit objective modulation involves the use of grammatical metaphor, 
it opens up a large number of powerful resources, not only for realising the 

modulation incongruently but also for backgrounding the person(s) responsible 

for issuing the proposal and carrying out the requested action. As a result the 
modulation becomes ‘more substantial, more authoritative and less negotiable”  

(Iedema 2004:160). These resources generally involve a fusing of metaphors of 

mood and metaphors of modulation. They include nominalisation of: 

• the requested action, eg. Your assistance is required  

• the source of the communication, eg. The proposal calls for your support 

• the commanding action, eg.  The requirement is that staff attend  
as well as: 

• the use of embedded Facts: The requirement [that staff attend]..  
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b) Interrogatives 
Metaphorical versions of interrogative constructions are similarly available 
through the use of grammatical metaphor. In the following examples, the 

modulation has firstly been ideationalised from ‘can’ to ‘able’ and then shifted 
grammatically from the verb to the attributive and finally to the nominal form.   

i. Can you help me? 

ii. Are you able to help me?  

iii. Would it be possible for you to help me?  

iv. Would there be any possibility of you helping me? 

Interrogative commands can be made less direct by shifting the requested action 
to the back of the clause. This can be achieved through building in elements such 

as negative polarity: 

There wouldn’t be a possibility of you asking your director would there? 

Oblique or hypothetical modal auxiliaries: 

Could you / Would you  (rather than ‘can you?’) 

Metaphorising the modulation 

Is there any possibility of you doing it? 

c) Implied commands 
In addition to these realisations of commands, described as ‘motivated and 

principled extensions of the congruent system’ (Halliday and Matthiessen, 

2004:634), a range of strategies to realise commands without linguistic properties 
of ‘mustness’ are also recognised within ‘the general phenomenon of metaphor’ 

(Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004: 634). Lee,S. (2006) provides criteria for 
identifying what she terms, ‘declarative hints’ (128), which include explicit 

negative or positive evaluative language. For example:  

i. It’s hot here (open the door!) 

ii. The Western intellectual tradition may exploit land too much (Stop exploiting the land!) 

In summary, both Mood metaphors and metaphors of modulation result in an 

expansion of the potential for interpersonal meaning. Metaphors of Mood enable 
the commander to vary both the source and the level of explicitness of the 
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proposals by projecting them as reported. Because modality metaphors dislocate 

the mustness of the proposal from the requested action they allow the commandee 
the choice of responding to the obligation or the requested action. According to 

Iedema et al. (1995:116), the blending of metaphors further ‘broadens the number 
of options available to proposers’ and makes the demands harder to argue 

against’. This is particularly true when these interpersonal metaphors are 

combined with experiential metaphors which obscure actions and agency. The 
range of possibilities which are thus ‘opened up’ by interpersonal metaphors 

allow speakers and writers to adapt the directness and urgency of the command to 
construe different tenor relationships as demanded by the situation. While it is 

predicted that the tenor relationships of the civic sphere will vary considerably 

from the more hierachical workplaces, resources realising different power 
relationships will also need to be used in this sphere, particularly considering the 

lack of ‘institutional’ power held by those demanding social action. 

3.3.1.3 Semantic functions of proposals 

While semantic distinctions of modulation have been described in terms of their 

value or ‘semantic space between positive and negative poles’ (Halliday & 
Matthiessen 2004:619), there has been little attention given in Sydney school 

descriptions to more finely graded meanings of proposals themselves. This is 

particularly problematic for analysing the texts in this study as the term 
‘command’ does not take into account the relatively low status of young activists 

when requesting action from their multiple audiences nor the complex persuasive 
purposes identified by social movement theorists within the civic domain.  

Certainly the distinctions provided in values, type and polarity of modulation 

provide the researcher with the means of recognising more delicate semantic 
distinctions of command (eg. suggest v order; proscribe v prescribe), however, 

while the theorists reviewed above do refer to categories such as these4, they are 

                                                
 
4 For example, Halliday & Matthiessen (2004:634) provide metaphorically realised examples of command functions such as ‘warning’, 

‘threat’ and ‘advice’, and acknowledge the relationship of these semantic categories to ‘perlocutionary’ acts studied extensively in speech 

act theory. Eggins (1994: see above) adds ‘direction’ and ‘permission’ to these categories and Iedema (2004:162) also provides examples 

of ‘recommend’ and ‘suggest’. 
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not foregrounded in descriptions and no criteria are provided for distinguishing 

them.  

The lack of more delicate classes of demands for goods and services beyond 

‘command’ is surprising for a number of reasons. Firstly, a large number of 
Sydney school SFL theorists have recognised and responded to the need to 

identify delicate semantic categories of evaluative resources (described as the 

Appraisal system in Section 3.3.2 below) in recent years. Secondly, research into 
interpersonal meanings at the level of genre (Iedema 1997:88) has identified at 

least four types of directives using semantic criteria such as whether they function 
to limit the behaviour of workers, achieve change or repeat previous Commands. 

The notion of metaredundancy, which is drawn on in this research to relate the 

realisation of directive and command structure, suggests that similar semantic 
categories may also be found at the level of discourse. Finally, the omission of 

systematic distinctions is surprising given the attention given to illocutionary acts 

within speech act theory and to semantic functions within other SFL traditions 
(Butler 1988, Sinclair & Coultard 1975, Lassen 2003, Murcia-Bielsa 2000).  

While the notion of illocutionary acts proposed by theorists within Speech Act 
theory (eg. Searle 1979) has been criticised from a linguistic perspective for its 

dependence on universal speaker intention rather than use in context and for the 

lack of attention to the discourse semantic stratum (Sinclair & Coulthard 1975), a 
number of linguists have proposed similar semantic distinctions at the level of 

discourse. For example, Sinclair and Coultard, (1975:40-41), in examining 
discourse analysis in the classroom context, recognise a number of classes of acts 

realising demands for action, including directives, cues and prompts. Lassen 

(2003) approaches semantic distinctions of proposals from the perspective of 
grammatical realisation and finds a number of semantic functions or illocutionary 

acts realised by imperative clauses.  These include: recommendation, 
warning/advice; promise; instruction; offer; threat/warning and request. However, 

while this research provides grammatical evidence of a range of functions of 

proposal, Lassen acknowledges that the failure to consider context in such 
distinctions does limit accounts of speech acts. 
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3.3.1.4 Semantic distinctions between proposals and propositions 

While the discussion above suggests that semantic classes of proposals have not 
been adequately described in Sydney school SFL theories, a number of theorists 

have recognised that the semantic boundary between proposals and propositions 

are often blurred because both can express meanings of obligation. Eggins 
(1994:190) distinguishes two situations of potential confusion. The first is when 

the command involves a third party, who is not addressed. For example: 

i. Di to George: You really have to start reading some Henry James (demand for 
goods and services: modulated declarative: Onus 2nd person - command) 

ii. Di to Simon: George really has to start reading some Henry James (give 
information: modulated declarative: Onus 3rd person- opinion) 

Eggins argues that example ii is not a command because it is not directed to the 

person implicated in the command but an opinion. Therefore the expected 

response of Simon in this example is ‘Yes, I agree’ and not ‘OK’.  

The second situation is when the demand is not for a tangible commodity but for 

direction, advice or permission. For example: 

i. Must I read it now? 

ii. Can I read “Portrait of a Lady” first? 

iii. Should I read “The Bostonians”? 

Eggins argues that these questions demand a judgement or opinion rather than an 

action or commodity and likewise, should be coded as opinions. However, Eggins 

does recognise these as an intermediate step between a proposal and proposition 
because they do lead to action (191). When viewed from a grammatical 

perspective, advice and permission can be seen as types of goods rather than types 
of information (192).  

Iedema (2004:177) raises similar issues in relation to what he calls 1st order 

proposals (command) and 2nd order proposals (opinions). Iedema uses this 
distinction at discourse level to distinguish between analytical and hortatory 

expositions at the level of genre. However, he acknowledges that distinctions may 
be complicated in metaphorical forms of proposals when the addressee itself is 

elided or generalized.  



 Chapter 3 Theoretical foundations 

 
 

106 

Developing criteria for semantic distinctions in proposals is important 

methodologically for the present study. Such a distinction is necessary to 
distinguish analytically oriented texts from those which function primarily to 

bring about social change. The distinction also has implications for modelling the 
diversity of resources necessary for requesting action in contexts where power 

relations are not ‘fixed’. 

3.3.1.5 Addressers and addressees 

In addition to considerations of the requested action and obligation, theorists 

concerned with interactional meanings (Iedema 2004, Thompson 1996) also 

recognise that different realisations of addresser and addressees affect 
relationships of power and solidarity.  Iedema associates addressers realised as 1st 

person pronouns as being ‘more open to challenge and negotiation’ (and therefore 
less authoritative) than those realised as 3rd person pronouns or institutional 

identities or in those backgrounded or elided through passive or nominalisation. 

Similarly, backgrounded addressee roles are associated with greater institutional 
control because of their more generalised and universal reach. However, Iedema 

acknowledges that more direct forms of address (eg. You) are also associated with 
‘commanding down’ is relationships of familiarity or solidarity. This view is 

supported by Butt, Lukin & Matthiessen (2004:282), who argue that assigning 

modal responsibility through use of both ‘we’ and ‘you’ enacts solidarity because  

Other members of the immediate audience – and all those of us who access the 
text from a safe distance become, in effect, eavesdroppers.. 

Further contributions to understandings of personal pronouns will be discussed in 
Section 3.3.2.4. 

3.3.1.6  Summary of resources of Negotiation 

The resources developed by SFL theorists reviewed above offer a valuable 
contribution for making visible the resources used by young activists to persuade 

their audiences to take action. Because of the age and relatively low status of the 
activists in relation to their audiences and their goal of changing the status quo, it 

can be predicted that an extensive repertoire of interactional resources will be 

needed to achieve their goals. 
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3.3.2 The Appraisal system  

The Appraisal system has been developed to complement the Negotiation system 

of discourse semantics. The resources of Appraisal have allowed for what Bakhtin 

(1935/1981) has called the ‘internal dialogism’ of text – both spoken and written, 
to be accounted for in texts. This includes what Martin (2000c:144) calls ‘the 

semantics of evaluation – how the interlocutors are feeling, the judgements they 

make, and the value they place on the various phenomena of their experience’. 
These meanings may not be overtly expressed but have, according to Bakhtin 

(1935/1981:279) ‘such enormous power to shape style’. Of particular interest to 
this study is the concern of Appraisal with how texts build solidarity with their 

audiences and thus position them to agree with opinions and to comply with 

requests for action. 

From a methodological perspective, Appraisal is of particular interest because of 

the tools it has contributed to Positive Discourse Analysis. According to Macken-
Horarik (2003c:316), it has provided ‘a research agenda from which others can 

draw in times of ever-widening rifts and crises of communication at global and 

local levels’. This is evidenced in a number of recent studies by Martin (1999b, 
2001a, 2002d, 2004a,b), who has used Appraisal to make visible the resources 

used by adult activists to enact reconciliation.   

In developing the framework of Appraisal, theorists have both extended SFL 

research (Halliday 1985,1994; Lemke 1998) and built on theoretical perspectives 

from other linguistic perspectives (eg. Bakhtin 1986, Biber and Finegan 1988, 
Chafe & Nichols 1986, Fairclough 1992, Hyland 1996,  Lyons 1977, Palmer 

1986). Early models, which were developed largely from research in school and 
media workplace contexts, have since been extended as new areas have been 

examined5. The most recent broad representation of the model is presented in 

Figure 3.11. 

                                                
 
5 These areas include: .academic writing (Hood 2004,2004,2006); popular science (Fuller 1998), political and ‘emancipatory’ discourses 

(Martin 2002b; Martin 2003a; Martin & Rose 2007) and continuing work with media texts (Martin 2003b; White 1999; 2000; 2003; Martin & 

White 2005).  
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Figure 3.11: Appraisal - Martin 2003c 

It is important to stress that, following Bakhtin, Appraisal theorists are not so 

much concerned with the interactions between individuals but rather with the 

relationships between broader social groups or positions. While the framework of 
Appraisal used in the present study will be fully explicated in Chapter 4, here I 

will review key theoretical concepts which have contributed to the development 
of the framework.  

3.3.2.1  ATTITUDE 

The system of ATTITUDE consists of three sub-systems of meanings concerned 
with emotions (affect), assessments of people’s behaviour (judgment) and 

assessments of things, -including people’s appearance (appreciation). Martin and 

White (2005:53) argue that feelings are at the heart of evaluation and refer to 
judgment and appreciation as ‘institutionalised feeling’. Institutionalised feelings, 

realised through the Valuation category of Appreciation have been found to be 
particularly valued in academic persuasive texts (Coffin 2006, Lee,S. 2006). 

Affect values tend to cluster within texts which apprentice students in history 

(Coffin 2006:158) and within recount texts in subject English. In the personal 
domain (Page 2003; Eggins & Slade 1997), however, Affect values have been 

associated with social functions such as building empathy (Page 2003).  

Values of ATTITUDE have been further characterised according to a number of 

criteria. These include, whether they are: 
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• positive or negative 

• graded as more or less intense 

• realised as a ‘surge of emotion’ (eg. the captain wept) or as an internal 
state (the captain felt sad) 

• directed at a specific Trigger (eg. she likes him) or as a mood (eg. she is 
happy) 

• intended , ie. realised (eg I like it) or unintended, ie. provisional (eg. I’d 
like it) 

• asserted as a proposition which is at issue or treated as a given, ie. 
assumed 

Importantly, ATTITUDE values can be realised as both explicit (inscribed) and 
implied (invoked). Invoked values may be achieved either by describing 

ideational meanings (eg behaviours and events) in such a way as to evoke a 
particular response or by using figurative language (eg lexical metaphor). This 

evoked ATTITUDE is, according to Macken-Horarik (2003b:299), a very important 

method by which ‘a text insinuates itself into reader’s attitudes ’. The inclusion of 
evoked ATTITUDE enables text analysts to ‘unpick the values and judgements in 

what might otherwise appear to be ‘faceless’ discourse’ (Coffin 2000:261). Both 

invoked and inscribed ATTITUDE values have been found to be associated with 
persuasion in academic and media contexts, however, inscribed values in 

persuasive genres tend to be of Valuation rather than Affect (White 1998; Hood 
2006). Direct expressions of feelings are generally associated with less mature 

persuasion in the academic domain (Coffin 2006; Lee,S. 2006) and in the civic 

domain, have been associated more with the function of entertaining (eg. Martin 
& Rose 2003:55) than persuasion. 

While the recognition of invoked ATTITUDE has been acknowledged by theorists 
associated with its development as ‘a coding nightmare’ (Martin 2003c:173), 

recent attempts by Appraisal theorists to negotiate methodological challenges 

have resulted in a more optimistic outlook (Macken-Horarik 2003c:319). Firstly, 
Halliday’s proposal that interpersonal meanings are realised prosodically 

(1991:37) has been recognised by Appraisal theorists as presenting a way of 
dealing with the ‘fuzzy boundedness’ (Macken-Horarik 2003c:313) of evaluation 

in texts. Macken-Horarik maintains, for example, that recognition of the fact that 
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values of ATTITUDE ‘accumulate significance on the basis of the company they 

keep and the relations they contract with other wordings in the text’ (299) offers a 
way of distinguishing ATTITUDE. In this, Appraisal draws on work by Labov 

(1984) who recognised evaluative meanings as being spread throughout narrative 
in ‘waves of evaluation’ (Labov 1984 in Coffin 2000:262) and Lemke (1998), 

who recognised the propogation of values across texts through interactions of both 

evaluative and structural elements (Lemke 1998:50). Importantly, Martin & White 
(2005) and others (eg. Hood 2006) acknowledge the role of values from both 

GRADUATION and ENGAGEMENT as well as interactions with experiential and textual 
meanings in developing these prosodies. Macken-Horarik (2003b:303) argues that 

it is largely through the ‘rhythmic interaction’ of experiential and interpersonal 

meanings developed through these prosodic structures that texts, ‘stitch’ the 
audience to the point of view of the rhetor. 

Macken-Horarik (2003b) also suggests that Appraisal analysis deal with the 

semantic unit of phase as well as stage in order to capture the ‘internal dialogism’ 
of text. The discourse semantic unit of phase, originally identified by Gregory & 

Malcolm (1981), has proved useful to SFL theorists, in examining patterns of 
experiential and interpersonal meanings which unfold at a more delicate level than 

genre stages or elements. Rose (2007:2) defines phases as ‘waves of information 

carrying pulses of field and tenor’.  

As a methodological tool, phases allow analysts to ‘chunk’ texts meaningfully and 

thus code more systematically for appraisal values (Macken-Horarik 2003b:289). 
Macken-Horarik has used the notion of phase to describe evaluative meta- 

relationships (eg. of opposition or confirmation) in which evaluative meanings in 

one phase ‘relate and redound with metarelations elsewhere in the text’ (307).  

3.3.2.2  GRADUATION 

Until relatively recently, the sub-systems of GRADUATION and ENGAGEMENT were 

seen to be an ‘attendant’ resource to ATTITUDE (Martin 2000c:165), however, in 
more recent models, these sub-systems and the interactions of all systems across 

stretches of text have been increasingly foregrounded (eg. Martin & White 2005). 
Subsystems of GRADUATION include Focus, which involves sharpening or 
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softening of meanings and Force, which involves amplifying meanings through 

quantification and intensification. Both Force and Focus can be realised as 
isolating or infusing and can be either upscaled or down-scaled. Hood 

(2004,2006) has expanded the system network of GRADUATION to more fully 
account for the grading of non-attitudinal as well as attitudinal meanings in 

academic research papers. She argues that grading experiential meanings is 

important in constructing degrees of solidarity between ‘in-group’ v ‘out-group’ 
alignment (Hood 2004:232). Values of GRADUATION have been found to interact 

with ATTITUDE values to assist students in the academic domain ‘to meet the dual 
expectations of the register, that is, that their writing be both persuasive and 

‘objective’’ (Hood 2006:231). Hood found, for example that the resources of 

GRADUATION such as quantification could be used to grade experiential meanings 
within research articles to give a subjective and personal ‘slant’ to the objective.  

While Appraisal theorists recognise the role of rhetorical strategies such as 

metaphor and repetition in scaling and invoking evaluation in texts, one important 
strategy which has not been foregrounded within the system is grammatical 

parallelism. Partington (2003:214) maintains that lexico-syntactic parallelism 
(referred to by Aristotle as the isocolon) is ‘the single most striking rhetorical 

device’ to be found in political addresses to the media. Cockcroft and Cockcroft 

(1992: 129) note that the rhetorical effect of appropriate parallelism is to convey 
‘the spontaneous energy of deep feeling or conviction’, which, as discussed in 

Chapter 2 is an emerging concern of contemporary social movement rhetoricians. 
The role of grammatical parallelism in amplifying meanings across texts will 

therefore need to be included within an analytical framework of GRADUATION. 

3.3.2.3  ENGAGEMENT 

Expansions of the subsystem of ENGAGEMENT have come largely from research 

into media texts by White (1998, 2002a, 2003). Meanings in this system are 

distinguished according to the extent to which speakers and writers acknowledge 
the voices of prior or potential speakers and the ways in which they engage with 

these voices (Martin &White 2005:125). White (2001) relates the systems of 
ENGAGEMENT to concerns within Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) with 

dialogism, heteroglossia and intertextuality (Bakhtin 1986, Fairclough (1989; 
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1992; Lemke 1995). These aspects of texts are potentially of great interest to an 

examination of critical social literacy practices since they are largely engaged 
with ongoing debates on issues about which there may be varying and conflicting 

positions in need of negotiation.  

According to Bakhtin, all texts are dialogic in that they are always responding to 

other voices which have gone before or which are anticipated. He expresses this 

as follows:  

Any speaker is himself a respondent to a greater or lesser degree. He is not, 
after all, the first speaker, the one who disturbs the eternal silence of the 
universe. And he presupposes not only the existence of the language system 
he is using, but also the existence of preceding utterances – his own and 
others’ – with which his given utterance enters into one kind of relation or 
another (builds on them, polemicises with them, simply presumes that they are 
already known to the listener). Any utterance is a link in a very complexly 
organised chain of other utterances (1935/86:69) 

Bakhtin and others (Fairclough 1992, Halliday 1985, Lemke 1995) stress that 
dialogism does not only occur within a text but also ‘from text to text’ (Lemke 

1995:41). 

An important way of incorporating other voices into texts is through 

intertextuality, which refers to the connections of texts to each other through such 

means as quoting and paraphrasing or, as discussed in Section 3.2, incorporating 
elemental genres as stages within macro-genres. White (2000: 72) argues that 

texts move through stages by bringing other texts in, responding to prior texts and 
the expected responses of texts in the present and future. Of particular relevance 

to the present study is the question of the extent to which the evaluative resources 

of adult political discourse are incorporated into the texts of young political 
activists.  

Heteroglossia builds on the notion of intertextuality to argue that the relationships 

which are constructed between different texts are not neutral but in fact 
constructed by text users (Thibault 1989). Bakhtin recognised that different social 

groups use language in different ways and that these ways (which Thibault relates 
to Halliday’s semantic registers) intersect with others in various kinds of 

relationships.  According to Thibault 1989:185,  
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Bakhtin showed that a single textual production may realize or voice not just a 
single, stable position but a (potentially) conflicting plurality of textual voices, 
each related to other voices both in the same and in different texts.  

With heteroglossia, Bakhtin places intertextuality into an explicitly social frame 

recognising that different groups will bring different knowledges of other texts 
(intertexts) to both the production and interpretation of texts (Lemke 1995:38). 

The diversity of social languages is recognised by Bakhtin as including 

Social class dialects, languages of special groups, professional jargons (including 
those of lawyers, doctors, teachers, and novelists), genre languages, the 
languages of generations and age groups, of the authorities, of literary and political 
movements, historical epochs, etc,, (Bakhtin 1935/1981:262-3, in Lemke 1995:24) 

By firstly recognising that texts do not make meaning alone and then by 

recognising the way that the language of different social groups relate to each 
other, Bakhtin has, according to Lemke (1995:25), like Bernstein, Halliday and 

others, contributed to building a bridge from text to the broader groupings and 

practices within society. The focus on establishing dialogue between social 
positions provides an important theoretical base for considering texts produced by 

adolescents within social movements. For example it enables us to ask questions 
such as how adolescent social activists enter into dialogue with people 

representing social positions which are aligned or potentially in conflict.  

The systems of ENGAGEMENT take as a starting point the degree to which the 
writer/speaker acknowledges heteroglossic diversity to be represented in texts. 

Recent models (eg. Martin & White 2005) foreground the degree to which 
dialogue with these voices is contracted or expanded as shown in Figure 3.12. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.12: The Engagement system (based on Martin & White 2005:117- 122) 

Relatively few studies of evaluative meanings have focussed on, particularly in 
the academic domain. Studies which consider the role of ENGAGEMENT in 

Heterogloss 
 recognising 
alternate  
positions 

Contract 
Excluding or constraining alternate positions by rejecting or 
supplanting them (disclaim) or by confronting, challenging 
or overwhelming them (proclaim) 

Expand 
Opening space for alternate positions by grounding 
positions in the subjectivity of the speaker (entertain) or by 
attributing the proposition to an external source (attribution) 
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academic discourse have found that the resources of expansion are most 

associated with successful academic persuasion because of the pressure to appear 
objective and open to other perspectives (Coffin 2006, Lee,S. 2006). In political, 

media and other areas of public discourse, contracting resources such as rhetorical 
questions and concession have been found to be persuasive (White 2003; Miller 

2004). In an analysis of a political speech of George W. Bush, Miller (2004) 

argues that the resources of contraction ‘defeat’ those of expansion in producing 
consensus in the audience. She notes particularly the use of endorsement, 

pronouns, distancing attribution and deontic modality to contract space for the 
alternate voices which are introduced into the text and to align the audience 

around the values of an ‘us’ group.  

3.3.2.4 Issues with Appraisal  

While the Appraisal system provides a great many resources to analyse the way 

persuasion develops rhetorically across text, there remain a number of unresolved 

issues which are particularly pertinent to the analysis of texts in this study. These 
may be addressed to some extent through dialogue with interpretations from 

complementary rhetorical theories. 

One relevant area which is not fully accounted for in recent models of 

engagement is that of responsibility for the utterances and the status of their 

source.  White (2001) initially drew on work on social actors by Van Leeuwen 
(1996) to propose distinguishing between sources according to such factors as 

whether they are: 

• Personalised or impersonalised 

• generalised or specified  

• identified or anonymous 

• individuated or grouped 

• of high or low status 

According to White (2001), each of these choices has an effect on dialogic 

positioning. Of particular interest here is the potential of high status source types 

to ‘suppress or challenge disagreements by prospective respondents’ (Pt 4:5). 
While in the current model the contracting option of proclaim: endorse accounts 
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for utterances which are construed as warrantable through the choice of verbs (eg 

show, prove, demonstrate etc), no such space exists for the role of source type. 
Such an omission is problematic for the texts in the current study as many call on 

high profile sources within the social affiliation and wider civic domain to add 
weight to both proposals and propositions.  

Symbolic attributes and bonding icons. As discussed in Chapter 2, an important 

way of attracting new participants and nourishing solidarity within contemporary 
social movements is through the use of expressive behaviour infused with 

symbolic value such as songs, slogans and badges (Maddison & Scalmer 
2006:80). The concerns to account for such rhetorically powerful semiotic 

resources has also emerged with SFL and Appraisal theories, particularly by 

theorists interested in intertextual and multimodal representations (Martin in 
press, Kress & van Leeuwen 1996, Stenglin 2004).  

Of particular relevance to the texts in this study are concepts of symbolic 

attributes and bonding icons. Symbolic attributes are glossed by Kress and Van 
Leeuwen (1996) as objects which draw on shared intertextual meanings and thus 

evoke the community which share these meanings. In verbal texts, these can be 
related to culturally valued utterances such as proverbs, ‘folk quotes’ and other 

phrases, which have a recognisable value within particular communities 

(Thompson 1996: 509).  

Bonding Icons are glossed by Stenglin (2004:406) as ‘emblems or powerfully 

evocative symbols of social belonging which have a strong potential for rallying..’ 
According to Stenglin, ‘they are able to do this by ‘crystallising strong 

interpersonal attitudes to ideational meanings. In doing so, they allow members of 

a group to identify with them and rally around them.’ (410). While Stenglin’s 
focus is on three dimensional spaces such as iconic buildings, sculptures or busts, 

she also acknowledges other representations such as flags, war cries and songs. 
Significantly, Stenglin relates the use of Bonding Icons to specialist discursive 

codes (Bernstein 1990), which are created to shape consciousness at both macro 

and micro levels. Also significant is the recognition that Bonding Icons do not 
only unite but divide – thereby heightening the sense of belonging.  
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In their ability to multiply meanings, Bonding Icons are likened to lexical 

metaphor and other figurative uses of language (Stenglin 2004:417). In this sense 
their rhetorical function can be seen also as multiple, in provoking and amplifying 

attitudinal values as well as working dialogically to increase the interpersonal cost 
of non- alignment.  

The status of personal pronouns Despite a great deal of attention given to the 

role of personal pronouns in rhetorical studies of persuasion, there is as yet little 
work within Appraisal theory to account for their role in building solidarity. As a 

source of proposals, as outlined earlier, the subjective pronoun ‘I’ is associated 
with positions of relatively low power and can therefore be seen as expanding 

space for dialogic alternatives.  Miller (2004) however, suggests that personal 

pronouns which are seen as inclusive (eg. ‘we’, ‘our’) need to be seen as 
contracting space for alternate positions. 

Miller’s position is supported by work in applied linguistic fields (Partington 

2003; Fiol et al. 1999). Despite ambiguities involved in the use of personal 
pronouns, the pronoun ‘we’ is typically associated with establishing relationships 

of intimacy and informality. In the context of political discourse, its use has been 
linked to gaining allegiance and trust by explicitly including the listener and 

establishing a ‘we-group’ which is bonded by the exclusion of another group 

(Partington 2003). Some theorists (eg. Wilson 1990) have proposed a topological 
perspective on the use of the 1st person plural with a series of expanding circles 

from ‘I + one other’ to ‘I + the universe’. Such a perspective presents a useful 
heuristic for interpreting the role of pronominal reference in increasing the cost of 

non-alignment for the audiences in the present study.  
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3.4 Conclusion 

While Appraisal is still an emerging system of resources for interpersonal 

meanings, the resources it offers for the analysis of political discourse, and 
particularly for discourse within the civic sphere has been recognised by a number 

of researchers (Macken-Horarik 2003a; Martin 2003c; Weiss & Wodak 2003). 

The ability of the Appraisal system to deal with explicit and implicit expressions 
of feeling enable the researcher to explore how young people construct 

‘communities of feeling’ through speech or writing and how they build the kinds 
of relationships needed to engage, persuade, move and provoke the reader or 

listener. With the perspectives on interactional meanings developed within the 

Negotiation system and the perspectives on how whole texts are structured to 
achieve persuasion within genre theory the resources of Appraisal system 

represent an important theoretical and methodological foundation for the present 
study. The analytical framework and methodological processes of collecting, 

selecting and analysing texts will be discussed in Chapter 4.  

 




