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FUNCTIONS AND FORMS OF SCHOOL LANGUAGE
Graham Littie
Canberra College of Advanced Education

ABSTRACT
This paper outlines an approach to currioulum evaluation and student developmemt by sampling language in use
in schools and analysing i% for its funetions and its forms cercss the curviculum and throughout the age levels.
This approach is part of a paradigm shift in the study of language in education which attende to the sivewmsbances
in which language s used and the uses to which it is put as well as the forms 1t takes, thus plazing the Ybasie
skills" in psychological and social context. Such an approash leads to new types of observation and measurement.
Principles are set out and exanples of findings are given.
APPROACH
Functiconalism
What might be termed a functionalist school of thought représented by Moffett (1968},
Britton (1972) and Halliday (1973) has fostered a paradigm shift in the study of language and
learning which has been more influential in curriculum and teaching than in measurement and
evaluation. The present studies attempt to apply the new paradigm to the latter tasks.
Traditional approaches in terms of "basic skills" have focussed on isolated aspacts of
language use in a narrow range of situations, attending to selected "standards" with inadequate
analysis of the total complex'bf competencies involved. As a consequence, grave doubis can be
cast on the validity of such appreoaches. (Little and Ransley, 1978).
The paradigm shift referred to inveolves enlarging the field of vision to take account. of
language as a coherent functiohal system inveolving:
Situation: who is speaking or writing to whom, about what, and in what circumstances.
Function: the cognitive, affective and social bases of language use.
+ Form: the skills of managing the use of language according to situation and function.
On such a view, language competence is seen as ability to use the language in a variety of
situations for a variety of purposes, rather than in one type of situation for one type of
purpose, such as gaining marks on a test. The argument is not that tést—type situvations must be
avoided (they are sometimes used in these studies) but that a much wider range of observations
is called for. Such observations need to be comprehensively descriptive, rather than
prematurely normative.
Sampling
Such an approach demands the comprehensive sampling of language behaviour, as faxr as
possible making observations of the same person using language in a variety of situations so
that the range of the person's adaptations may be discernsd. The present studies are based on
tape recordings of what students of various ages listen to and say, and photocopies of what they
read and write in the normal course of studies in English and other subjects, and in other
situations designed to trace language adaptations bayond the normal curriculum. So far over
4,000 examples of such language in use from pre-school, primary, secondary and adult education
in five education systems have been processed. Some studies have been informal pilot studies
sampling any data that happened to be ready to hand; others have been carefully designed in
terms of sampling. Results of the two types of studies have usually been very similarz,
suggesting that the aspects of language behaviour under study are highly regular. While it
would be false to claim that the studies represent a fully systematic set of investigations,
enough has been discovered to make a report of work in progress worthwhile.
The present report concentrates upon the functions of school language in general; effects
of the situational variables age, subject and mode (spoken and written); relations between
function and form; and implications for curriculum evaluation and student assegsment.
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FUNCTION
Qutline

Function may be given a preliminary definition as what the language is used for in a given
gituation: the type of meaning it conveys in the circumstances in which it is used. Meaning is
defined as the expression of thought and feeling. Thought is analysed in terms of content and
level of abstraction. Feeling is analysed in terms of communicative purpose and sense of
audience. The functional variables studies are thus content, purpose, abstraction and audience,

Punction is analysed by consensus of panels of competent native speakers working on standard
definitions illustrated by examples, as in the Language Analysis #andbook (Little, 1983 a). 1In
most of the studies, the analysts have been the teachers from whose classrooms the examples of
language in use have been sampled, working in groups undexr the ieadership of trained consultants.
The projects have thus mainly consisted of action research in which teachers have analysed and
reflected ﬁpon proceedings in their classrooms, usually in workshops lasting one or two days.
The data is treated as confidential to the participating teachers and schools, but is pooled
anonymously to gain a general picture.

Functional analysis produces a set of percentage tables indicating the distributions of
various kinds of content, abstraction, purposes and types of communication relationships across
a variety of school situations for students of various ages. Such data gives a picture of the
kinds of thought and feeling being fostered (or neglected) acyoss the curriculum at various
stages of formal education. Language is thus used as a window to view psychosocial processes
which are not in themselves linguistic. In linguistic terms (e.g., Halliday, 1878} we gain'a
picture of the "register" of schocl language by reference to “"f£ield" (in this case school subject
and content), "tenor" {(relationships between speaker/writer and listerner/reader) and mode"
(whether spoken or written, and with what types of communicative purpose and level of
abstraction} .

A Model

The model of functions of language presented in Figure 1 is based on the premise that we
are dealing with a social situation in which a person {("1"} is interacting with an environmant
which is both social ("you") and physical ("it"). These three items are basic reference-points
in the analysis.

The basic function of language is taken to be the expression of meaning related to the
situation, four aspects of meaning being analysed.

Content is what is talked about: not the words, but what they refer to in presumed reality.
Content is analysed by classifying all or a random sample of content words {(nouns, adjectives,
verbs and adverbs), or as a convenient short cut, nouns only, according to categories
corresponding to "I", "vou" and "it" in Roget's Thesaurus of English Words and Phrases, with two
additional categories: references to persons by name; and figurative language, in which
phenomena from one content area referred to in terms from another, as in metaphor. The broad
categories of Mind, Society and Matter may be used, cr the finer categories into which Roget
subdivides these may be used, down to the ultimate 1,600 kinds of things that Roget's systenm
says we can talk about.

Purpose is the immediate communicative intention of the discourse. There are four basic
categories which may be grouped into three. Expressive language relates particularly to the
self, as in autobiography or confession. Interactional language has a major thrust towards the
audience, as in persuasion or regulation. Because these two types of expression particularly
emphasise personal and social values, they may be grouped together as Bvaluative, and be
described as dealing with the question, Who cares? Informational language is not particularly
related to the self or the audience, but concentrates on some other subject, as in an
encyclopedia entry. It deals with the guestion, What are the facts? Imaginative language,

unlike the Evaluative and the Informational, is not meant to be taken literally. It may be
said to deal with the guestion What if ...? as in a work of fiction which imagines what it
would be like to live in another worid, or a poem in which nature speaks to us. While content
and purpose are related they are not identical, as a great deal of content in Expressive language
may not be about the self, but what the self values.

Abstraction is the level of generality of thought. The main divisions are Concrete,

Generalised and Abstract, though further levels may be distinguished within these, as in
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Britton (1972) or Biggs and Colliss (1982, in a system fox classifying the structure of
responses, which is closely related to their function)., Concrete discourse can be defined in
terms of identifying phenomena in the environment, and recording what is happening; and

seqguencing events over time, reporting what happened.

Generalised discourse can be defined as
dealing with categories of events rather than specific instances, generalising about what usually
or always happens. Abstract discourse puts up hypotheses about why things happen the way they

de.  These categories apply in a straightforward way to Informational
but Imaginative discourse presents a different case. In this kind of
presented as if concrete carries more abstract meaning as in pointing
abstract ideas. The Imaginative is thus best treated for abstractien

Sense of Audjence involves the relationship of speaker/writer to

and Evaluative discourse,
discourse, what is

a moral or dramatising
as a class of its own,

listener/reader, and may

be dealt with on a "social distance” type of scals recognising audiences as Self as in a diary,

or interior monologue, Intimate as in a friendly conversation or letter, Public as in a newspaper
or journal, or specialised as in the case of this paper. The main form of specialised audience

found in school discourse is Academic, involving the social relationships evident in instruction

and testing.

Figure 1. Functions of Language: A Model
Person
(1)
SITUATLON

Social Physical

Environment Bnvironment

(you) (it)

FUNCTION
Thought Feeling
o Content Abstraction Purpose “\\\\\‘N\XEhience
| .
ilu Ml?ﬁ Roget!s L. Coucrete l. Expressive 1. Self
: (z N\\“‘Thesaurus What is happening? (1) ™~ Evaluative:
L, 5, What happened? Who carea?

2, Generalised 2. Interactional 2. Intimate
E What happens? (vou)
é
. Roget )
E3o Maiter 1,g2, 3 3. Abstract kP Informatio;@i What are 3, Public
; (it) Why? (i't:) the facta?
L, , . 1 o
j"e Pigurative Notb Ly Imaginative 4. Imaginative What if...? 4, Specialised

literal Conerete meaning e.g. academic
generalised oxr
5. Persons By name ahstract




215

Example

Figure 2 presents results from an unpublished study of the functions of language for 140
students in an Australian education system., Fourteen teachers sampled the language of ten
students each; 1. listening to the teacher in class, 2. speaking in class, 3. speaking in small
groups dealing with a task set by the teacher, 4. reading and 5. writing sustained, original
material (not jottings or copied notes), all of these (a} in the subject English and (b} in
other subjects. For primary schools, ages 7 and 10 years were concentrated upon; for secondary,
ages 14 and 17.

Figures 2{a) gives the percentages distributions of functions for the three speech
situations. Figure 2{b) compares the average for these with written language (reading and
writing) in English, and written language in other subjects. This grouping is made in the light
of findings that in each subject area, what students read and what they write are functionally
very similar. Figure 2(¢) combines spoken and written language in egqual weighting to compare
the functiong of language at the primary and secondary stages of schooling.

The aspects of function analysed are greouped with data particularly associated with
Information on the left (Gen, generalised level of abstraction; INF, informational purpose; and
Pub, public -~ including academic - sense of audience). Data particularly asscciated with
Imagination is in the middle (Con, concrete or apparently concrete level of abstraction; and IM,
Imaginative purpose}. Data particularly associated with the BEvaluative is on the right (Ab,
abstract level of thoughit; int, intimate sense of audience; and BV, evaluative purpose}.

As N = 1400 communications, a 7% difference would be statistically significant at the 5%
level for the smaller-number comparisons nmede, and a 4% difference for the larger-number
comparisong (Oppenheim, 1966).

Figure 2. Functions of School Language by Situation
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Interpretation
Content analysis was not part of this study, but it is relevant to report from other studies

that references to Matter tend to predominate from 60% to 90% - least in speech and most in
written language in subjects other than English. Most of the remaining content is reference to
Persons by name, and Filgurative language tends to figure at only about 1%. Content is thus
consistently highly materialistic, and there does not appear to be any consistent difference
between primary and secondary schooling in this respect.

For Purpose, Abstraction and Audience in the present study, results may be interpreted as
follows. The general trend of the graphs is towards high percentages on the left (Information),
low percentages on the right (Evaluaticn) and even lower percentages in the middle {Imagination).
Broadly speaking, there is an 80% leaning towards concrete and generalised information. School
discourse thus concentrates on the guestions, What is happening? What happened? and What

happens?, with a public academic sense of audience.

The trend may be summed up as a strong tendency towards positivism, defined as concentration
on public information about concrete and generalised matters of material fact, allied with a
tendency to avoid human content, the imaginative, the evaluative, the abstract and an intimate
sense of audience. Juch a finding is in accord with the dominant curriculum ideclogy as analysed
by Apple {19738), and with prevailing perceptions by students and others of what schools are
generally iike (Colilins 19§0).

Positivism does not stand at 100%, however, and there are some notable variations of
function with situation.

The written language in subjects other than English is mest positivistic. It is almost
excliusively informational in purpose, generalised in level of abstraction, and public and
academic in sense of audience. Most school time is evidently spent on propositions of the
type "6 x 8 = 48", "Water is H20", "Wheat, wool and minerals are major products of Australia®.

Written language in the subject English is less positivistic. It is still addressed to a
public audience (less academic than other subjects, as closer study reveals), but the level of
generalisation is distinctly more concrete. This proves to be & matter of concentration on
narrative: both literal narrative ("Our Visit to the Zoo") and fiction ("An Adventure in Outer
Space"). In the upper secondary school, narrative decreases and generalised information about
literature tends to replace it.

Spoken language is the least positivistic. Figure 2(b) presents the average profile for
the three speech situations, showing a least a 20% incidence of the abstract, evaluative and
intimate -~ far higher than in the written language. But as Figure 2{a) shows, there are alsoc
marked variations in speech situations. Teacher and pupil speech in class are fairly
positivistic ~ though with the pupils engaging in less intimate and discourse than the teachers.
What is ocutstanding is the uniguely abstract, evaluative and intimate nature of small group
discussions, which present the only non-positivistic profile of all the language situations
studied. It is a common finding in these studies that small group discussions, which are
deliberately fostered by thelr design, present this unigue functional profile - in this case
with an outstanding 60% of abstract thinking - associated with the evaluative purpose and
intimate sense of audience, If it were not for the inciusion of small group discussions in the
sampling, the curriculum would emerge as even more than 80% positivistic as a whole. The
language of small group discussions 1s the language of reasoning about subject matter from value
positions, and might be represented by the following quotation:

- And the officers in the Corps were angry at Bligh and they arrested hinm.

- And they hated Bligh because they could see an end to all the easy money
they were making, so they arrested Bligh.

~ What for? You can't arrest him for nothing, can you?
- They made up the charges.

There are alsoc differences by age. Figure 2{c) summarises functional differences between
language in the primary and secondary school samples. As is the case in other studies in the
series, age differences are minor compared to differences between situations. The main age
difference is the 15% increase in informational language at the expense of the imaginative and
evaluative, and the rise in the level of abstraction of information, consisting in this case of
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a 20% increase in generalisation and a somewhat lower than usual increase of 3% in higher
abstraction.

In summary, functional analysis tends to reveal:

1. A general emphasis on positivism.
2, variations by situation in which there are three fairly distinct sub-registers of language:

{a} Written language in subjects other than English: relatively public, generalised,

informational,

(k) Written language in the subject English: public, concrete, imaginative.

(c) Spoken language, especially in small groups: intimate, abstract, evaluative.

3. Variations by age by way of an increase in the informational and the level of abstraction
at which it is handled.

The functions of language which are least represented are as follows:

1. Reference to human content generally, and figurative language especially.
2. The intimate, abstract and evaluative in the written language.

While these trends are general in studies so far completed, there are exceptions.
Individual classrooms have been observed in which language is less positivistic, and one of the
survey studies (Little, 1983b) shows that a group of schools deliberately setting out to
diversify the functions of language virtually halved the incidence of positivistic language.
Evaluation

As noted, most of the studies have consisted of action research in which teachers have
gathered and analysed data in order to obtain a description of language as used in their own
classrooms. The description is in itself only minimally evaluative, in the sense that certain
items are considered to be worth loocking at, and communications are judged to be making one kind
of sense rather than another. It has been observed, however that teachers are very ready to
bring further evaluative criteria to the data, in view of aims which they and their schools and
systems avowedly hold for education.

While teachers tend to agree that the general predominance of positivism can be interpreted
to mean that an important function of schools is in imparing information about the material world
is being carried out, they alsc tend to the view that other kinde of mental processes also need
to be fostered, in the interests of sound learning of content and of comprehensive language
experience and competence. The view tends to be taken that there should be more human content,
and that without neglect of the guesticns, What is happening?, What happened? and What happens?,

there should be more emphasis on the guestions, Why?, What if...? and Who cares?: across the
curriculum and at all age levels. The issues tend to be seen in terms of what is a desirable
scope and balance.

A major concern appears to be the dearth of abstract thought modelled in reading material or
attempted in student writing, although students show themselves capable of a considerable amount
of abstract thought per medium of speech.

Participating teachers have viewed this approach te evaluation very favourably. They £find
an obvious relevance in data Ffrom their own classrooms which they themselves have analysed. They
testify that the process of analysis gives valuable insights, and an array of data to which they
may apply the criteria appropriate to their own curriculum zims in the context of the situation
in which they teach. They find that the data is of diagnostic value in suggesting areas of the
curriculum in which desired changes might be sought, and ways of seeking them. They see the
same techaiques as capable of monitoring progress in this direction. (Little, 1983b).

Functional analysis thus appears to be of value as a method of evaluation of the curriculum
through language, using language as a source of evidence about the content and mental/social
processes in which students are engaged. It also provides a basis for evaluating skills in the
use of language, by analysis of the Fforms of language used in their relationships to the
functions served.

FORM
Form Follows Function

Language competence has been defined as ability to use its forms to serve a variety of
functions. This implies changing forms with changing functions, and learning to use a
comprehensive range of forms by experiencing a comprehensive range of functions. The principie
is not that form follows function does not mean "One form, one function and one function one form".






