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Overview

1. A functional approach to language: meaning making and function >> operationalising 
systemic functional linguistics (SFL) as literacy pedagogy

2. Impacts of SFL on education curriculum, pedagogy and assessment

3. Affordances and challenges of the SFL approach



1. A functional approach to language

•The language system is a resource for making meaning
•Language is functional, it reflects the purposes for which  
humans use language

Language is as it is because of what we make it do for us. Language 
serves certain very concrete functions, as the child is aware early in 
his life: he soon internalizes the fact that language is meaningful 
behaviour that marks him off from, and at the same time relates him 
to his environment. (Halliday 1971/2002: 43)

M.A.K. Halliday



Constant interaction 
between the language 
system and the context.

As the context changes, our 
choices from the system 
change.

 
Figure 4.23: A typological perspective on relations between genres in science  
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What functions does language serve?

•It represents experience
•It enables interaction
•It provides resources for forming text



genre

register Context

Language



1. Operationalising SFL as pedagogy

• The social nature of learning (after Vygotsky)
Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, 
on the social level, and later, on the individual level; first between 
people (interpsychological), and then inside the child 
(intrapsychological)  … All higher functions originate as actual relations 
between human individuals (Vygotsky 1978 p57).

• Guided instruction or scaffolding (after Bruner)

• Guidance through interaction in the context of shared 
experience (Painter, 1986)

• Learning language, learning through language and 
learning about language (Halliday)

Joan Rothery 1995



A teaching and learning cycle

Engaging and beginning 
to build shared context 

brainstorming, hands-on 
experiences (experiments, 
problem-solving), research 

tasks,  field trips etc.

Developing conceptual 
knowledge

research tasks with genre-specific 
scaffolds, bundling and categorizing, 

shared reading/viewing of texts, semi-
structured interviews with experts

Derewianka & Jones, 2023

Focus on genre and 
language/image features 

with shared 
metalanguage

Model or mentor texts, jumbled 
text, cloze activities, labelling and 

bundling text under stages and 
phases

Gaining control over text 
and topic

Modelled writing, joint 
construction, guided writing, 

collaborative writing

Developing the text
Drafting, editing, publishing, 

reflecting

Extending knowledge of 
the topic and text 

Teacher-led reading (read-alouds, 
modelled reading), shared reading, 

guided reading, collaborative & 
independent reading (close 

reading, information transfer) 



Benefits of the SFL informed teaching learning cycle

• integrates all elements of literacy: talking and listening, 
reading/viewing, and writing/representing

• supports students’ deep learning of content, particularly 
subject-specific knowledge.

• works toward ‘handover’ with student agency and 
independence as goals

• features explicit teaching alongside guided practice and 
planned immersion

• draws on a semiotically-oriented metalanguage so that 
teachers and students have a shared, consistent language 
for talking about texts and meanings

• enables evidence of students’ content and literacy learning 
to be assembled at different points in an instructional 
sequence.

Beverly Derewianka



2. Impact of SLF on curriculum, pedagogy & 
assessment 

Educational tasks involving language 
(which means most of them) range from 
some which are extremely practical to 
others which are highly theoretical 
research tasks; and the ideological traffic 
moves both ways – there is movement 
from the theory into the work of the 
educator, and also movement from 
educational work into the theory. That is 
how the theory continues to evolve. 
(Halliday, 2023, p.284)





2. Impact of SLF research on curriculum, pedagogy & 
assessment 

• Subject specific mapping of changing demands in writing 
development (Christie & Derewianka, 2008)

• Genre maps (Rose & Martin, 2012) - informing curriculum and 
practice

• Register continua (Dare & Polias, 2022) - broad brush view of 
curriculum demands

• Language-based assessment criteria (Rose, 2015)
• Descriptions of visual meanings (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2021) 

visual verbal relations (Unsworth, 2021; Painter et al., 2021)



2. Impact of SLF on curriculum & pedagogy

• Textbooks recontextualising theory (Derewianka & Jones, 
2023) for initial teacher education

• Professional learning programs (Acevedo et al., 2023 (R2L); 
Dare & Polias, 2022; NSW Dept of Education (TELL), 2007-
2024; Weekes, 2023)

• Teacher professional learning materials (Callow, 2023; 
Derewianka, 2022; Parkin & Harper, 2018; Humphrey & Vale, 
2020; Unsworth, 2024)



3. Challenges to the SFL approach

• SFL is an ‘extravagant’ theory
• Teachers and teacher education are undergoing a major 

generational change 
• Increasing commercialisation and privatisation of professional 

learning 
• Policy makers demand particularly kinds of evidence at the 

moment



Halliday on the nature of educational evidence 

… what children do linguistically under 
experimental conditions is very little 
guide to what they are doing naturally, 
and it is necessary to back up the vast 
amount of experimental . . . studies of 
children’s language with . . . intensive 
observations. 
(2007, p. 184)



An example of what we might lose ….

Focus on genre and 
language/image features 

with shared 
metalanguage

Model or mentor texts, jumbled 
text, cloze activities, labelling and 

bundling text under stages and 
phases

Extending knowledge of 
the topic and text 

Teacher-led reading (read-
alouds, modelled reading), 

shared reading, guided reading, 
collaborative & independent 

reading (close reading, 
information transfer) 



Supported reading & metalanguage >> guided dialogue



Supported reading & metalanguage >> guided dialogue



The Journey of the Jenolan Caves



useful references 


