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Abstract Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) is a
multi-perspectival linguistic theory rooted in a theoretical
framework that describes, analyzes, interprets, and
understands language. SFL studies the relationship
between language and its functions in different contexts by
regarding language as a semiotic system. This paper
provides an overview of the Sydney School genre theory,
including key concepts, research methodology, and
applications. Register is identified as context of situation.
The three variables of register, which are field, tenor and
mode, are realized respectively by ideational, interpersonal
and textual metafunctions. Genre is identified with the
context of culture. The typological genre analysis focuses
on difference between genres and highlights genres in
terms of their categories. The topological genre analysis
focuses on both similarity and difference between genres.
The Sydney School genre theory has been applied to
literacy education in Australian schools. Genre-based
literacy pedagogy was developed as a visible pedagogy,
providing learners with explicit knowledge of genre. The
three stages of pedagogy of genre-based literacy pedagogy
are Deconstruction, Joint Construction, and Independent
Construction, with constructing context of genre and
acquiring knowledge of field cutting across the whole
process. A detailed analysis of recount and exposition
genres shows their schematic structures, with typical stages
of recount including Orientation, Record of Events, and
Reorientation and exposition  Thesis, Supporting
Arguments, and Reiteration of Thesis. The paper highlights
the functions of genre as tools for communicating and
understanding social practices and identities. The Sydney
School genre analysis expands the study of the complicated
relations between language and culture.

Keywords Register, Genre, Genre-Based Literacy,
Recount, Exposition

1. Introduction

SFL provides a powerful theoretical framework to
describe and interpret language [1]. It regards language as a
choice and views language as a semiotic system. It studies
the relationship between language and its functions in
social contexts. SFL perceives language as a choice and
regards language as a semiotic system. The basic concepts
in SFL are system and choice. Language is understood as a
system of systems. It is a system network of meaning
potentials [2]. Each time a speaker speaks, he is making
constant choices, from the many choices he could have
chosen. These choices are in a paradigmatic relation. In
addition to paradigmatic relations of system, systemic
theory also studies the syntagmatic relation of structure by
exploring the realisation of features in a system as some
kind of structure. System underlies paradigmatic relations
in language, and structure underlies the syntagmatic
relations in language [2].

As a theoretical sociolinguistic construct, situation is
interpreted by Halliday as a situation type, or social context
in Bernstein’s term, and a semiotic structure. For Halliday,
context of situation is a collection of meanings deriving
from the language system that makes up the culture [2].
Halliday represents register as a complex of three variables:
the continuous social communication, the roles people play
in the communication, and means or channels of
communication [2]. They are referred to as field, tenor and
mode. Context of situation is referred to as register. The
three dimensions of field, tenor and mode are referred to as
register variables.

Register variables can shape the realization of Halliday’s
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three metafunctions of language, which are ideational
metafunction, interpersonal metafunction and textual
metafunction. The three metafunctions can be realized
respectively by Transitivity system, Mood system, Theme
system and Information system. Halliday proposes that,
with context of situation, people can make predictions
about language functions that will be employed, as well as
the semantic structure that will be used. Simultaneously,
the prediction works the other way around. In other words,
context and semantic structure are interdependent and
inter-predictable.

Systemic linguists have different perspectives on genre.
Halliday had regarded genre as “an aspect of what we are
calling the ‘mode’” [2]. Hasan has derived the essential
elements of genre from the field of text and regards genre
to be identical to register [3,4]. Martin proposes to develop
an integrated multifunctional perspective on genre, cutting
across register variables [5-8]. Genre is constructed at the
stratum of culture, transcending the scope of register. It is
realised through variables of field, tenor, and mode, which
are respectively realised through language. Martin’s genre
model has been influential in educational linguistics.

In this article, we will review the Sydney School genre
traditions by focusing on the following issues: the
modelling of register as context of situation, the construal
of genre as context of culture, the Sydney School
genre-based pedagogy, and genres of recount and
exposition.

2. Modelling Context as Register

Register is the main construct used in SFL to model
context. It is defined as the arrangement of semantic
resources that individuals with a culture commonly
associate with a specific type of situation. It represents the
meaning potential which is available in a particular society
[2]. There are three dimensions of register. Field refers to
the ongoing social activities. It is about the nature of social
actions. Tenor is the role relationship of the people
involved. It is about the nature of participants. Mode is the
means or channel of communication. It is about the roles
that language plays. Field, tenor, and mode represent the
three register variables which define the register of a text.

Register is realised by metafunctions of language.

Halliday categorizes language functions into three
metafunctions. Ideational ~metafunction means the
functions of language as construing experience;

interpersonal metafunction refers to functions of language
as enacting relationships; textual metafunction refers to
functions of languages as organizing discourse. Field, tenor,
and mode interplay to determine text by the specification of
register. Meanwhile, field, tenor and mode maintain
consistent connection to language system by way of the
functional aspects of semantics [2].

The register variables of field, tenor, mode are realized
respectively by ideational metafunction, interpersonal

metafunction, and textual metafunction. Metafunctions in
turn can be realized by lexicogrammatical choices in
systems of transitivity, mood and modality, thematic
system, and information system. Context and language are
interdependent and inter-predictable. With context of
situation, people can predict language functions and
semantic structures used in texts. On the other hand, when
we communicate, either in spoken language or written
language, we employ different language functions and
semantic structures in different context of situation.

Martin [5-8] holds a different view of register.
Following Hjelmslev’s definition of connotative semiotics
as semiotics which have other semiotics as their expression
planes, Martin proposes to construe the register parameters
of field, mode and tenor as connotative semiotics. Register
is regarded as a cover term for field, mode and tenor. Field
is concerned with social activity of the interactants. Tenor
is about the relationship between people, while mode deals
with the role of language. Since language realises its social
contexts, metafunctions of language realise register
variables. The three dimensions of registers are realised
respectively by three metafunctions of language. Field,
tenor and mode work together to construct the register of
text. The configuration of register variables is constrained
by a higher level — context of culture. Genre is modelled at
the stratum of culture, as another social semiotic system.
Genre and register constitute together the connotative
semiotics. Therefore, register is the interface between
genre and language. The relation between genre and
register is characterised as realisation.

3. Mapping Culture as System of
Genres

The Sydney School genre analysis establishes a new
level of genre which is posited above register. Genre is
modelled at the stratum of culture, while register is
modelled at the stratum of situation. In this way, register
and genre are modelled on different strata so we can
develop a multi-functional perspective on genre, cutting
across the variables of register [8]. Influenced by
Halliday’s concept of language as text in context [1,2] and
Bernstein’s concept of language in different social contexts
as “codes” [9-11], Martin [6-8] sets up genre as a stratum
of analysis above register. Genre is defined as “a staged,
goal-oriented social process” [6-8], and identified with the
context of culture.

Feez [12] describes the relationship among language,
genre and context of culture in a more explicit way.
Language occurs in a larger cultural framework known as
the context of culture. Over time, specific structural and
linguistic patterns of discourse have developed in the
context of culture. These structural and linguistic patterns
have evolved to serve certain purposes, and similar patterns
recur in texts with similar purposes. These recurring
patterns are called genres.
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The definition of genre shows the concept of genre is
closely related to context of culture. Genres constitute
culture from a semiotic perspective. With their specific
linguistic and rhetorical features, genres are seen as
recurring patterns of meaning and the recurring patterns of
meaning enact the social activities within a particular
society [8].

Register is recontextualized with a layer of genre which
coordinates register parameters of field, tenor and mode,
and organizes them in a series of “staged, goal-oriented
social processes” [7, 8]. Genre and register are
complementary interpretations of context, with register
offering varied readings in terms of metafunctions, and
genre providing readings which are transcendent in terms
of metafunctions [13].

The Sydney School genre studies provide typological
and topological perspectives on genre agnation. The
typological analysis “approaches genre agnation
categorically, classifying text as one generic type or
another” [13]. It focuses on the differences among different
genres and highlights their differences in terms of
categories. In the system of story genres, news stories are
different from the other story genres because they are
organized by textual resources rather than by temporal
sequences. Within the time structured story genres,
recounts are different because they describe an expectant
course of events while the others record an unexpected
sequence of events. Within the counter expectant sequence
of events, narratives are resolved stories. For the
unresolved story genres, anecdotes are the stories reacted
to, exemplums are stories being interpreted, and
observations are stories being commented on.

Table 1. A topological perspective on genre agnation (for secondary
school history genres) [13]
1 | prosodic appraisal periodic appraisal thesis
appraisal
2 | proposition proposition
Iproposal
3| tell record explain
reveal probe argue
auto/biograp | historical | historical | factorial exposition/
hical recount | recount recount and challenge
conseque I -
ntial discussion
recount
4 | individual group (+ hero) focus
focus
5 | text time = field time text time = field time
6 | episodic unfolding in time | causal internal unfolding
unfolding

Topological analysis complements typological analysis
by focusing on parameters which establish both similarity
and difference among genres. It regards genre agnation as a
kind of degree, in which texts are arranged on clines

according to their similarities and differences [13]. Since
genres sometimes blend into one another, topological
analysis complements typological analysis by establishing
a cline between different genres. In Australian educational
linguistics, topological analysis on genre agnation has been
applied in ontogenetic contexts, which helps learners
develop pathways for genre cognition. [13]. Table 1
outlines topological perspective on genres of school history,
and can be illustrated from the three metafunctional
meanings.

For interpersonal meaning, prosodic appraisal refers to
“ongoing reaction to what went on” [13], periodic appraisal
refers to “clusters of evaluation of what went on” [13], and
thesis appraisal refers to “formulate thesis around appraisal
of what went on” [13]. Proposition tells what happened,
while proposition/proposal justifies why it happened. For
ideational meaning, history genres narrate, document,
elucidate (reveal or investigate), or argue what happened.
For textual meaning, it can be individual focus
(auto/biographical recount), or group + ‘here’ focus
(historical recount, factorial and consequential recount,
exposition/challenge, and discussion). Text time can be
congruent with field time, or incongruent with field time.
Episodic development over time means “external
temporal”, causal development means “external
metaphorical consequential”, and internal development
means “internal conjunctive organization” [13]. In this way,
the table presents topological perspective on genres of
secondary school history. Table 1 arranges history genres
in a sequence for pedagogic development. It scaffolds from
apprenticeship to discipline by displaying genres on the left
which are relatively easy for students and approaching
genres on the right which are relatively difficult and
abstract [8,13].

The Sydney School educational linguists believe that
knowledge of genre is accumulated through experience,
including, sometimes, instructions from others, such as
teachers. In the past decades, they have dedicated to the
study of genre and made great achievement in its theory
and practice. Research on genre in Australian educational
linguistics is mainly focused on two issues. The first is the
modelling of relations among genres. The second is the
exploration and description of the nature of generic
structure. Genres in educational contexts are grouped in the
following families [7,8,14]:

e stories

*  textresponses
e arguments

e factual stories
e explanations

*  reports

e procedures

Genres are interrelated to each other in genre systems.
For instance, the genre family of story includes genres of
recount, narrative, anecdote, exemplum, observation and
news story, with each of them serving different social
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purposes.

In addition to the identification and classification of
genres, the Sydney School educational linguists have
discussed the main purposes of genres and their
characteristic schematic structures of stages and phases.
For each of the genres, there is a purpose and several stages.
Texts may have more than one purpose, but the main
central one determines the stages that texts go through to
achieve it. For instance, recount aims to record personal
experience while the purpose of exposition is to persuade.
The characteristic schematic structure of stages of recount
are Orientation, Record of Events and Reorientation, while
stages of exposition involve Thesis, Argument and
Reiteration. Stages are usually composed of several phases.
Stages and phases shift from one to the other, usually
signalled by Theme, the starting point of a message.

The dynamic feature of genres makes research on genre
a complex undertaking. To resolve the difficulties involved
in identifying and classifying genres, texts can be regarded
as spreading along a cline of similarities and differences to
the prototypical genres with variations of choices and
constraints which operate in particular cases of genre [15].

4. Genre-based Literacy Pedagogy

The concept of genre in Sydney School educational
linguistics has been applied to literacy education across
different levels, including primary education, secondary
education, tertiary education, adult ESL education and
workplace training programs in Australia. It developed as
an action research project in 1979, involving Department
of Linguistics in the University of Sydney and Sydney’s
Metropolitan East Region Disadvantaged Schools. The
objective of the action research project is to engage and
improve writing skills in both educational institutions and
professional settings with the guidance of SFL theory [6,
14]. In addition to facilitating students with language
knowledge they need for reading and writing, the literacy
research aims to work with the teachers with curriculum
design and pedagogy. By doing so, Australian educational
linguists are committed to the emancipation of the meaning
potential of the students and the “redistribution of literacy
resources and critical language awareness” [14].

The literacy pedagogy of the Sydney School educational
linguistics has drawn heavily from Bernstein’s work on the
sociology of education, especially his deconstructions of
progressive pedagogy [14]. Bernstein distinguishes visible
pedagogy from invisible pedagogy, and refers to traditional
pedagogy as an invisible one and progressive pedagogy as
a visible one. According to Bernstein [9], an invisible
pedagogy is created by implicit hierarchy, pursuit of
interests and implicit criteria for assessment, with the
underlying rule of putting things together. A visible
pedagogy is established by explicit hierarchical structure,
explicit sequencing outlines and explicit evaluation criteria,
with the underlying rule of keeping things apart. The

communicative approaches are based on an invisible
pedagogy. The traditional grammar-translation approaches
are based on visible pedagogy. Australian Genre-based
literacy teaching methods have been developed as a visible
pedagogy, in which the teachers will intervene whenever
necessary in the learning process to help students learn
knowledge of language. It provides language learners with
explicit knowledge of language and values interaction
between students as well as that between teachers and
students.

The ideas for genre-based literacy pedagogy are later
found to be correspondent with Russian psychologist

Vygotsky’s learning theory of “zone of proximal
development”. Vygotsky proposes two levels of
development in areas of skills, knowledge or
understanding [16]. The initial level represents

independent performance, while the second level signifies
potential performance. The space between the two levels is
what Vygotsky called “the zone of proximal development”
[16]. According to Vygotsky, language input itself is
insufficient for language learners to fulfill their potential.
He proposes that language learning is a collaborative work
between teacher and students in which teacher should take
the authoritative role to support the learning of students.
The term scaffolding is used to describe teacher’s role in
the collaborative learning process. Rather than leaving the
students to move through the zone of proximal
development by themselves, Sydney School educators
prefer to adopt a supportive role and scaffold students in
their learning by providing explicit knowledge about
language.

The theories of Bernstein and Vygotsky have been
combined, along with the works of Halliday [17] and
Painter [18-21] on oral language development of their own
children, from which arises the genre-based literacy
teaching method. With the basic principle for the teaching
method being “guidance through interaction in the context
of shared experience” [18], Australian educational
linguistics has developed instructional frameworks for the
application of genre-based literacy pedagogy.

The model outlines the instructional and learning cycle
of genre-based literacy education. There are three
instructional stages in the model: Deconstruction, Joint
Construction and Independent Construction. All the stages
involve establishing social context of genre and developing
knowledge of field throughout the entire circle. In
Deconstruction stage, educators introduce a model of the
desired genre by analyzing and discussing its cultural
context, structural patterns and linguistic elements. In Joint
Construction stage, educators lead the learners in
collectively creating a new text within the same genre. In
Independent Construction stage, learners are required to
draw on their knowledge of genre from the first two stages
and write an instance of the genre independently. The cycle
empowers learners to take control of various genres,
enabling them to generate, evaluate, and reform the genres
while mobilizing the genres to challenge power dynamics
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within the culture [14].

5. Genre Studies of Recount and
Exposition

In this segment, we will review genre studies of the
recount and exposition conducted by Sydney School genre
studies. In SFL, the definition of genre is “a staged,
goal-oriented social process” [7, 8]. Genre is regarded as a
recurring pattern of meaning in culture, whereas clause is
understood as a recurring pattern of meaning in text [7].
Recount is defined as a genre which chronicles a sequence
of experiences over time [7]. Exposition, on the other hand,
refers to a genre which explains and justifies the socially
significant judgments [5]. The social purpose of exposition
is to convince the audience of the “thesis”, which is the
writer’s perspective or viewpoint. Each genre has a set of
schematic structures. The stages of a genre usually unfold
in a highly predictable sequence. The typical stages of a
recount may include Orientation, Record of Events, and
Reorientation. Within the three stages of recount, Record
of Events is obligatory, while the stages of Orientation and
Reorientation are optional. The schematic structure stages
of an exposition generally include Thesis, supporting
Arguments, and Reiteration of the Thesis [5, 7].

As one of the story genres, recount was introduced
through oral texts by Plum [22]. By analyzing informal
interview of people’s experience of breeding dogs, Plum
deliberately uses oral examples of story to demonstrate that
story are fundamental genre in people’s daily interaction in
English-speaking cultures. Plum has found a range of story
text types as responses to his dog breeding question. For
instance, when 34 subjects of his are asked to tell their
experience of a surprising show success, 6% of the
interviewees respond with recounts, 15% with narratives,
35% with observations, 38% with exemplum and 6% with
non-story genres [22]. The texts show that the responses
are all appropriate in everyday interaction context.

Rothery & Stenglin discuss the generic structure of
recount and other story genres in terms of their staging and
the realization of the stages. According to Rothery &
Stenglin, recount deals with “a temporal succession of
events and giving them significance” [23]. The generic
structure of recount is
(Abstract) ~ (Synopsis) ~ Orientation ~ Record of
events = Reorientation ~ (Coda) [23]. Abstract is a stage
which provides the audience with a preview of what to
expect in the story. [23]. Synopsis, as another optional
opening stage, offers an overview of the story’s events.
Orientation has the function of orienting the audience to the
following story. It introduces the main characters and
settings of the story. Meanwhile, it also creates the context
to understand what might happen in the following stages of
the story genre [23]. The Reorientation stage in the genre
of recount brings the events in the story to full circle, and
sometimes it refers to the beginning of the story. Coda is

seen as an elective and supplementary concluding phase
for story genres [23].

Martin and Rose have studied historical recounts, and
reviewed the major linguistic resources to document and
comprehend history. By looking at resources for dealing
with time in history, they [8] identified personal recount,
autobiographical recount and historical recount and studied
the linguistic resources to realize the genres in terms of
abstraction, cause, value and arguing. It shows the progress
of informal oral history moving to formal written history
[8]. The study leads to a topological overview of historical
genres by outlining the key factors of interpersonal
meaning, ideational meaning and textual meaning. Martin
& Rose have explored historical genres by studying
generic and linguistic resources that construct the discourse
of history [8].

Following the seminal work on narrative by Labov &
Waletsky [24], SFL linguists have explored other story
genres such as narrative, observation, and exemplum.
Martin & Rose [8] put news story into the story genre, too.
Narratives deal with and evaluate problematic events and
their outcome. The typical stage of a narrative is
(Abstract) ~ Orientation ~ Complication ~ Evaluation * R
esolution ~ (Coda) [24]. Other members of story family
include anecdotes, exemplum and observation. Anecdotes
refer to accounts of a remarkable event, which might invite
the listener to react by laughing groaning, crying, etc. [8].
The typical stage of an anecdote is
(Orientation) ~ Remarkable  Event ~ Reaction ~ (Coda).
Exemplum is concerned with sharing a moral judgment of
what happened [8]. The typical stage of an exemplum is
(Orientation) ~ Incident " Interpretation ~ (Coda).
Observations are things we are supposed to reflect upon.
They comment reflectively on the significance of events.
The typical stage of an  observation is
(Abstract) ~ (Synopsis) ~ Orientation ~ Event Description
~ Comment [23].

The goal of the exposition is to persuade audience to
believe the authenticity or rightness of the proposition [25].
It explains and justifies the socially significant judgment.
The generic stages of exposition are usually put as Thesis
" Arguments " Reiteration of Thesis. Rothery has
analyzed an expository essay of a Year 11 history student
and pointed out the major problems of the essay as far as
generic features of exposition are concerned [25]. For
instance, the essay fails to present a thesis, which makes it
difficult and less effective to develop arguments to
supportb“thesis”, the writer’s point of view. Rothery thus
calls for the explicit teaching of genres, especially
prestigious ones like exposition [25]. Martin has analyzed
an exposition essay written by a Year 11 student in Sydney
in terms of lexical cohesion, schematic structure,
conjunction and Theme [5].

Martin proposes two categories of exposition: analytical
exposition and hortatory exposition [5]. The aim of
analytical exposition is to convince readers that the Thesis
is well structured. [5]. Analytical exposition is usually
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found in lectures, tutorials, seminars, research papers, etc.
The purpose of hortatory exposition is to persuade readers
to do what the Thesis has recommended. Hortatory
exposition is more typical of sermons, editorials, letters to
the editors, etc. The academic writing of exposition in the
present study belongs to the genre of hortatory exposition
[5].

The other members of the genre family of argumentation
include challenge and discussion. Challenge is about a
counter-argument to a popular belief [8]. The social
purpose of challenge is to “demolish an established
position” [8]. Challenge is anti-expositions, to rebut
arguments and proffer counter-arguments [8]. The
argumentation genre of discussion contrasts with the genre
of exposition. A discussion presents two or more
viewpoints and argues for one position on the issue over
the others.

Table 2 displays the primary features of exposition,
challenge, and discussion. The generic stages of exposition
are usually Thesis, and Arguments. Exposition justifies
problematic viewpoints. The generic stages of challenge
are usually Position and Rebuttal. Challenge is one-sided
and demolishes people’s problematic viewpoints. The
generic stages of discussion are usually Issue, Sides, and
Resolution. Discussion is multi-sided, which presents more
than one viewpoint.

Table 2. Key features of exposition, challenge and discussion [8]

sided; promote
[Thesis ~ Arguments]

interpretation that
needs justifying

GENRE INFORMAL KEY LINGUISTIC
[staging] DESCRIPTION FEATURES
exposition — one problematic Internal

conjunction keying
on thesis

challenge — one
sided; rebut

[Position ~ Rebuttal]

someone else’s
problematic
interpretation that
needs demolishing

internal conjunction
keying on thesis

discussion — more than one internal conjunction
multi-sided; interpretation keying on thesis &
adjudicate considered internal

[Issue " Sides " organization of
Resolution] points of view

Recent studies show the applications of the Sydney
School genre theory in academic and professional contexts.
Szene [26] analyzed decision-making in high-scoring
country reports and found students have embedded the
argumentative genres of Exposition, Discussion, and
Challenge in the “Recommendations and Conclusions”
section of the country report. When the Resolution is
embedded as Exposition, the students present the one-sided
opinion of whether the company should expand. When
Resolution is embedded as Discussion, the students discuss
both the benefits and drawbacks of the issue. When the
Resolution is embedded as Challenge, the students reject
the alternative opinion. Another application of Sydney
School genre studies focuses on the pedagogy of

composing the recommendation section of business case
analysis [27]. They found that business Administration
students demonstrated varying levels of effectiveness
when they composed Discussion genre for the
recommendation section of business case proposals.
Gdmez [28] used the socio-semiotic approach to teach
expository in a foreign language setting. He described and
discussed action research based on genre pedagogy stages
of Deconstruction, Joint Construction, and Individual
Construction. The research shows that the genre-based
pedagogy is effective and students improved their
expository writing after the intervention.

6. Conclusions

The Sydney School genre studies have made significant
contributions to genre theories and practice by applying
SFL theoretical framework to genre analysis. The Sydney
School genre studies have explored the structure, function
and application of genres, emphasizing the social and
communicative nature of genres and highlighting genre’s
importance of shaping, reflecting, and reproducing social
activities, power relations and linguistic choices [29]. The
Sydney School genre-based pedagogy addresses social
inequality, and empowers students to be successful in
school and workplace contexts [6,8,29].

The review of Sydney School genre theories and
practices underpins three major perceptions of genre. First,
genre is a staged social process within certain cultural
settings to achieve various purposes. Second, genre is
conventionalized, with certain linguistic features and
rhetorical styles. Third, there are variations, even with the
same genre, due to the difference in culture and text
parameters. By reviewing Sydney School genre tradition,
its theories for analysis and pedagogy for literacy, we hope
to contribute, among many studies on genre and genre
pedagogy, to a better understanding of the genre theory and
a more effective approach to its literacy.
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