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Introduction

The Write it Right research into science literacy, media literacy and administration literacy was undertaken 
in two stages for each literacy area. Secondary school curriculums and their relation to workplace literacy 
demands were analysed and interviews with secondary educators were conducted. The second stage 
involved interviewing people working in the three industry sectors and collecting and analysing relevant 
texts. The analysis focused on the degree of specialised and technical knowledge assumed or provided 
by the producers of the texts and on the specialisation of the grammar. The literacy demands of the 
industries were compared with the demands of the related secondary school curriculums.  

It is possible to relate the types of texts … and the types of language used in school subjects, with corresponding fields 
of economic production and community life. For example, the secondary science curriculum is significant for a wide 
range of sectors in the society such as manufacturing, agriculture, medicine and urban development. At the most general 
level, industrial economies are often divided into sectors concerned with the production of goods, services or information. 
The basic distinction is between the production of goods, eg: consumer goods, heavy manufacturing, agriculture, 
mining, and the production of services, eg: retailing, transport, health services, administration, education. Production of 
information is generally classified as part of the services sector. The information sector includes the media, advertising, 
the arts, financial services, computing and education at all levels. The relative proportions of the economy engaged in 
each sector (or field of production) have shifted markedly over the past two decades and these proportions will continue 
to change with shifts in the global economy (Korner, McInnes and Rose 2007: 4). 

This article outlines the major findings of the Write it Right research project and their implications 
for secondary teachers and adult language and literacy teachers. To give a sense of the findings from 
the overall research project and the complexity of becoming literate to meet the demands of secondary 
education and the contemporary workplace, this article looks in detail at one genre from each of the 
industry areas. 

School and work

Contemporary societies, such as Australia, are characterised by complexity in occupational specialisations. 
Highly specialised occupations are ‘located in a stratified system of organisation and rewards’ (Korner, 
McInnes and Rose 2007: 5). Figure 1 illustrates the relationships between horizontal specialisations of work 
and fields of study in science and the alignment of the vertical hierarchy of work with educational sectors. 

People employed in the production of goods, administration and marketing all need different language 
and literacy skills, and it is the schools that train students towards these specialised roles. Table 1 outlines 
the role of language in these fields of work and the grammatical resources employees need to control if 
they are to succeed within the industry sectors.   

Researching the language links between school and work
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Figure 1:  Alignment of horizontal specialisations of work and fields of study
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 specialisation

divisions of labour 
in industrial society

Science specialisations: physics, chemistry, geology and biology

Industry specialisations: steelmaking, chemicals, machinery and food

(Adapted from Korner, McInnes and Rose 2007: 5) 

Table 1: Language and fields of work

Industry sector Role of language Grammatical resources 

Manufacturing to organise the physical •	
environment

to design and control •	
material production

specialised terms•	  for technology 

technicality•	  for describing scientific processes

expanded resources for tracking industrial •	
processes through space and time

expanded resources to name parts of •	
processes and machinery through specialised 
terms

expanded resources of •	 technicality for 
describing and explaining things and processes 
not directly observable by human senses

Administration to organise the social •	
environment

to design and control social •	
processes

abstraction•	 , which enables people to talk and 
write about social processes as if they were 
abstract things that can then be manipulated, 
quantified and causally related

Marketing 
and cultural 
production 

to produce information •	
about personal and cultural 
identities

complex resources for constructing personal •	
and social identities

(After Korner, McInnes and Rose 2007)

The language resources outlined in the third column in the table have developed from written language 
and are learned at school within school subject areas, as outlined in Figure 2.  
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The language resources outlined in the third column in the table have developed from written language 
and are learned at school within school subject areas, as outlined in Figure 2.  

Figure 2:  Alignment of industry sectors to   Figure 3:  Distribution of discursive and 
school subject         material resources 
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• Electronics & 
hi-tech

(Korner, McInnes and Rose 2007: 8) 

The point at which people enter the world of work depends on how long they have spent in formal 
education, and this largely depends on the economic background of their parents. Middle-class parents 
have generally completed secondary school, and reading and writing are likely to be used for a wide 
range of purposes within the home environment. Reading and writing are not generally taught beyond 
primary school, as subject teachers concentrate on the content of their subject areas and not the language 
specific to the disciplines. 

From these perspectives, secondary education can be thought of as a device for directing members of the society towards 
specialised economic roles. These specialisations are both horizontal, most generally between production of goods, services 
and information, and vertical, most generally between professional, vocational, and unqualified labour. It is assumed 
that students specialise according to their ability or their interest in a field. However, from a socioeconomic perspective, 
specialisation depends more on social factors such as class, ethnicity and gender  
(Korner, McInnes and Rose 2007: 10). 

Figure 3 illustrates the parallel between how secondary education distributes access to discursive resources 
and how economic production distributes material resources to different groups. 

The next section outlines how the Write it Right project identified the discursive resources aligned 
to secondary curriculums, and the following sections show how the secondary school genres align to 
workplace texts. 

economic production
distributes

material resources
unequally

secondary education
distributes

discursive resources
unequally

higher 
paid

lower 
paid

tertiary trained 
workers

vocationally trained 
workers

unqualified 
workers

higher  
literacy skills

lower  
literacy skills

(Korner, McInnes and Rose 2007: 10)

 Government &
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Genres and genre families

A genre accounts for the distinctive and predictable language patterns common to texts that achieve 
the same general purpose in our culture. The Language as Social Power Project, an earlier research project 
undertaken by the Metropolitan East Disadvantaged Schools Program in the early 1990s, described a set  
of genres and their structural stages significant in primary school, as set out in Table 2. 

Through the investigation of secondary school literacy demands in the Write it Right project, many 
more genre descriptions emerged. The large number of identified genres threatened to become unwieldy 
but it became clear that the genres could be grouped into families with related structures and language 
features. The progression of language demands from primary to secondary school and into adult contexts 
could be mapped in pathways across these genre families. Table 3 outlines three of the genre families 
aligned to secondary school subject areas.

It is possible to track how more complex genres build on and become more finely differentiated 
from earlier, more elemental genres. The primary school context is reasonably fixed, with topics and 
social activities covered by the curriculum conforming to broad key learning areas. They have not 
yet been splintered into the myriad discrete topics and social activities that, via secondary and further 
education, adults eventually navigate. In the primary school, written language is still a novelty and so 
limited written language is presented in clear contrast to spoken language. The characteristics of different 
channels, such as teacher-talk, books, videos and computers, are highlighted. Ways of responding to 
these in terms of listening, speaking, reading or writing are clearly signalled, although the linguistic 
consequences of these different modes are not always made explicit. The characteristics of the primary 
education context mean that the written genres expected of learners at this level are limited in number 
and straightforward in expression. 

In secondary school an increased number of specialisations are addressed and secondary students are 
expected to deal with a wider variety of written texts. It is because of this greater diversity that secondary 
school students still need explicit scaffolding of subject-specific literacy in order to read and write the 
genres that are part of the curriculums.

Table 2:  Primary school genres and their structural stages

Genre and purpose Stages

Recounts

To respond personally to temporal series  
of events

 
Orientation ^ Series of events ^ Personal comment

Instruction

To instruct how to do something through 
sequence of steps

 
Goal ^ List of materials in order of use ^ Steps

Narrative

To deal with and evaluate unusual or 
problematic events and their outcomes

 
(Abstract ) ^ Orientation ^ Complication ^ 
Evaluation ^ Resolution ^ (Coda)

Information report

To give information about a type of thing
General classification statement ^ Description

Explanation

To describe a phenomenon
Phenomenon ^ Explanation

Argument

To argue for a point of view
Issue ^ Argument ^ Recommendation

(After Derewianka 1990)   Note:   ^ = followed by    (   ) = optional stage
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Table 3:  Three families of secondary school genres and their structural stages

Genre 
family

Genre and purpose Stages 
School 
subject

St
or

y 

Observation

To respond personally to things or 
events

(Abstract) ^ Orientation ^ Event 
description ^ Comment ^ (Coda)

English

Recount

To respond personally to a 
temporal sequence of events

Orientation ^ Record of events  ^ 
(Reorientation)

English

Autobiographical recount

To retell the events of own life
Orientation ^ Record of events ^ 
(Reorientation)

English 
History

Narrative

To deal with and evaluate unusual 
or problematic events and their 
outcomes

Orientation ^ Complication ^ 
Evaluation ^ Resolution

English

Moral tale/Fable

To tell a story with an explicit 
moral point of view

Orientation ^ Complication ^ 
(Evaluation) ^ Resolution ^ Coda

English

Exemplum

To deal with incidents and give 
them significance in cultural terms

Orientation ^ Incident ^ 
Interpretation 

English

News story

To chronicle a newsworthy event
(Headline) ^ Lead ^ (Lead 
development)  ^ (Wrap-up)

English

Pe
rs

ua
si

ve

Exposition

To argue for a particular point of 
view

(Background)  ^ Thesis [Position ^ 
Preview] ^ Argument 1 [Point ^ 
Elaboration] ^ Argument 2 [Point 
^ Elaboration] ^ Reinforcement of 
thesis ^ (Recommendation)

English
History
Geography
Science

Discussion 

To argue the case for two or more 
points of view about an issue

Issue ^ Arguments against ^ 
Arguments for ^ Statement of 
differing points of view ^ Assessment 
^ (Recommendation)

English
History
Geography
Science

Challenge 

To argue against a particular point 
of view

Position challenged ^ Rebuttals [Point 
^ Elaboration]  ^ Antithesis

History

C
hr

on
ic

le

Historical recount

To retell events from the past
Orientation ^ Record of events ^ 
(Deduction)

History
Geography

Biographical recount

To retell the events of a person’s 
life

Orientation ^ Record of events ^ 
(Deduction)

History

Historical account

To account for why events 
happened

Orientation ^ Account of events ^ 
(Deduction)

History
Geography
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The language of science

In any typical group of science students there will be some who find themselves in difficulty – who find the disciplines 
of physics, biology, or mathematics forbidding and obscure. To such students, these subjects appear decidedly unfriendly. 
When their teacher tries to diagnose the problems the students are having it is usually not long before the discussion 
begins to focus on language (Halliday 2004b: 159).

Science makes possible the production of goods and services, and ‘scientific knowledge is important for 
informed consuming’ (Korner, McInnes and Rose 2007: 12). It is essential that citizens have a scientific 
education in order to understand both the natural world and the implications of various forms of 
industrial development.  

The development of scientific discourse accompanied the development of science. To meet the 
requirements of science, English borrowed heavily from Greek and Latin but also developed patterns at 
the text and sentence level, which increasingly moved scientific discourse further  
from everyday English (see Halliday 2004a). The purpose of scientific English is to describe, explain, 
define and classify the natural world and, in order to fulfil these purposes, scientific discourse developed 
specialised forms to express specialised meanings, becoming very elaborate, as can be seen in this example:

A non-linear relationship between wear resistance and hardness of tempered martensite was confirmed for both 
0.38%C and 0.75%C steels. This behaviour indicates that abrasive wear resistance is not simply related to the 
hardness of materials, but is determined also by the microstructure and fracture properties (Xu and Kennon 1991 in 

Korner, McInnes and Rose 2007: 14).

Scientific English has taken the grammatical forms of everyday discourse and redeployed them in highly metaphorical 
and complex ways to express meanings that are remote from commonsense experience. It is this difference in 
grammatical form that makes scientific writing so hard to read for many speakers of English. It is not that their 
cognitive potential is insufficient to understand scientific concepts but these concepts are expressed in grammatical forms 
that most English speakers are not familiar with, and have never been taught to read (Korner, McInnes and Rose 

2007: 14).

Those who work in science-related occupations work within a classification system specific to their 
fields of science. They have access to textbooks, reference books, lists, tables, reports and experimental 
procedures, where scientific knowledge, relevant to different fields of science, is stored. The specific 
systems of knowledge are continually changing as the work of science continues through research and 
experimentation, which are reported in research articles. Those who work in science-related occupations 
learn to read science in secondary school and tertiary education. 

Although science is compulsory in junior secondary school, it has traditionally been seen as a subject 
leading to academic study, with a minority of students going on to study science at university. However, 
changes in vocational training and increased technology in the workplace mean that science is now an 
important component of vocational courses, making it more urgent that students develop science literacy 
in secondary school. Table 4 outlines the secondary school genres relevant to science, which students need  
to learn to read and write.
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Table 4: Secondary science genres

Genre and purpose Stages

Sequential explanation

To describe the phases of a process in a linear 
sequence

Phenomenon identification ^ Temporal 
sequence (Phases 1- n)

Causal explanation

To describe and link the phases of a process in 
predominantly cause and effect relationships

Phenomenon identification ^ Implication 
sequence (Phases 1- n)

Theoretical explanation

To illustrate a theoretical principal
Phenomenon identification ^ Statement of 
theory ^ Elaborations 1- n

Factorial explanation

To explain the effects of consequences of an event
Outcome ^ Factors 1- n

Consequential explanation

To explain the effects of consequences of an event Outcome ^ Consequences 1- n

Exploration

To explore competing explanations or theories for a 
situation

Issue ^ Explanations 1- n

Description

To describe what something looks like
Description

Descriptive report

To give information about one type of thing
General statement ^ Description from more 
important parts or types to less important parts 
or types + other detail 

Taxonomic report

To describe parts or types of a group of things
General statement ^ Description from most 
important aspects to less important aspects

Procedure

To instruct someone how to do something through  
a sequence of steps

Goal ^ (Materials needed) ^ Steps 1- n

Protocol 

To establish the conditions to enable someone to  
do something

Statement of function ^ Conditions 1-n

Procedural recount 

To retell the aim, method and outcome of an activity Aim ^ Record of steps ^ Outcome

Experimental record 

To enable scientific activity to occur and to retell the 
results and conclusion

Aim ^ (Materials needed) ^ Steps ^ (Diagram)
^ Results ^ Conclusion

Note: 1- n means number of items is not fixed
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 Workplace instructions 

Procedures enable people to operate equipment or to make things, and are very common throughout 
most social contexts. The Write it Right project, when investigating the literacy demands of science-related 
industries, expanded the procedure family of genres, as outlined in Table 5, which aligns these genres to 
school and work contexts. 

Operators in the workplace often need to make choices within a set of instructions, and such 
conditional procedural texts can be very complex, as can be seen in the following text about maintenance 
safety procedures in a steel manufacturing plant. The complexity lies in the following:

the specialised language (eg •	 tar precipitators), although an experienced operator would be expected to 
know the vocabulary  

each new stage in the procedure is indicated by an •	 if clause 

there are up to three possible courses of action at each stage of the procedure•	

the commands comprise two or more clauses (eg ‘Close the outlet gas valve slowly, and tag, OUT OF •	
SERVICE in two positions: Rotork isolator with the lugs tied together/Manual valve handle’).

Step 1 of the procedure contains a command (‘Check the number of the tar precipitators on line to assure an 
uninterrupted gas flow’) and a reason why the command is necessary (‘to assure an uninterrupted gas flow’). 
The next piece of information (‘Currently four (4) tar precipitators are the minimum number that have to 
be on line to maintain an acceptable back pressure range of 8–14 kPa’) is needed to decide the course of 
action. Step 2 begins the decision-making with the if clause (‘If after this precipitator is isolated’). At the 
decision points in Step 2 and Step 6, the if clauses come first because they determine the following action. 

Table 5: Procedural genres in school and science

Genre and purpose Generic staging Contexts 

Procedure

To instruct someone how to do 
something through sequence of 
steps

Goal ^ (Materials needed) ^ Steps 1-n
English 
Science Visual Arts

Simple procedure

To instruct someone in a sequence 
of tasks involving technology

Statement of purpose ^ Steps 1-n
Entry level general 
training

Conditional procedure 

To instruct someone in applying 
specialised knowledge to make 
choices in a sequence of tasks

Statement of purpose ^ Conditions and 
possible steps 1-n ^ (Flowchart)

Trade certificate or 
equivalent

Topographic procedure 

To explain a production process 
through a verbal map of industrial 
process

Statement of function ^ Located steps 
1-n ^ (Diagram)

Trade certificate or 
equivalent

Cooperative procedure 

To assign tasks to several operators 
who apply specialised knowledge in 
teamwork

Statement of function ^ Assigned steps 
1-n

Trade certificate or 
equivalent

Technical procedure 

To instruct in performance of 
scientific tests

Objective ^ Sample preparation ^ 
Testing procedure ^ Results

Initial post-trade 
certificate or equivalent

(After Korner, McInnes and Rose 2007: 68)
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In simple procedures, numbers mark the sequence in which the steps must be carried out.  
However, in conditional procedures numbers may refer to choices of action, as seen in this next extract.
The text … is only an extract from a much longer conditional procedure, which repeats the same pattern over and over 

again. This type of procedure is very common in workplaces 
where operators need to make a series of choices about 
courses of action. Since all manufacturing jobs are being 
upgraded from simple repetitive manual tasks, it is likely 
that this type of procedure will become more common. 
However, it is not a simple text to read. It is already a long 
way from the simple procedure where events occur one after 
another in succession. For this reason many readers will 
find this type of procedure difficult or impossible to follow 
(Korner, McInnes and Rose 2007: 76).

Statement  
of purpose

5.3 Stop Gas Flow through Precipitator

Step 1 5.3.1 Check the number of the tar precipitators on line to assure an uninterrupted 
gas flow.  

 Currently four (4) tar precipitators are the minimum number that have to be on 
line to maintain an acceptable back pressure range of 8–14 kPa.

Step 2

Decision 
point

If after this precipitator is isolated:
i.   there will be fewer than four (4) tar precipitators in operation, go to step 

5.3.2
ii.   there are four (4) or more tar precipitators in operation, go to step 5.3.3.

Step 3 5.3.2 Open tar precipitators by pass gas valve (5 or 6 turns).

Step 4 5.3.3 Close the inlet gas valve slowly, and tag, OUT OF SERVICE in two positions:  
- Rotork isolator with the lugs tied together,
-   Manual valve handle.

Step 5 5.3.4 Exhauster driver to monitor back pressure which must be in the acceptable 
range if enough precipitators are on line  
(Range 8–14 kPa).

Step 6

Decision 
point

If when the precipitator bypass gas valve is open: 
i.   Pressure range is OK, go to step 5.3.7
ii.   Pressure range is too high, go to step 5.3.5
iii.     Pressure range is too low, go step 5.3.6.

Step 7 5.3.5 Open the precipitator bypass gas valve until exhauster back pressure is in range.

Step 8 5.3.6 Close tar precipitator bypass gas valve until exhauster back pressure is in range.

Step 9 Close the outlet gas valve slowly, and tag, OUT OF SERVICE in two positions: 
-  Rotork isolator with the lugs tied together
-   Manual valve handle.

(Korner, McInnes and Rose 2007: 73)

If <<when the precipitator bypass 
gas valve is open>>:

either i.  Pressure range is OK, go to step 
5.3.7

or ii.  Pressure range is too high, go to 
step 5.3.5

or iii.  Pressure range is too low, go to 
step 5.3.6.

(Korner, McInnes and Rose 2007: 77)
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The language of administration

Administration concerns the organising of people in time and space. Organising people … takes place by means of 
an intricate set of disciplinary and supervisory practices, and is supported by a host of information storage techniques 
(Iedema forthcoming).
 
In modern societies, social organisation and order is maintained through administrative structures. 
The administration of people and of the goods, services and information they exchange is expressed as 
language. In fact, the initial development of written language has been linked to the need to organise 
people and goods. 

The majority of the oldest written documents that have been found are administrative documents. This has led writers 
to believe that the invention of writing was primarily motivated by administrative needs  
(Iedema forthcoming).

Administrative language is the language of control and has three main functions. 

1  Recording

Language is used to gather information about states of affairs and events, to record it and to store it 
in a retrievable form. In societies people are organised and controlled on the basis of the information 
collected about them. For this reason, one of the most basic functions of administration is to collect 
and store information and to disseminate it selectively. Administrative records are kept in the form of 
formatted texts, descriptions, recounts, historical recounts and accounts, as well as complex reports 
that incorporate a combination of these text-types. These text-types are members of the report and 
chronicle genre families that students learn to control when they study history at school. 

In recent years the study of history has not been as highly valued in many schools as, for example, 
the study of subjects that are more obviously linked to vocational outcomes. One effect of this trend 
will be to deny many students the linguistic knowledge they require to negotiate and, where necessary, 
challenge the meanings of administrative language. People have to negotiate administrative language to 
access and undertake work, to access social services and to exercise their democratic rights. To have a 
large proportion of the population unable to engage in these activities because they cannot meet the 
language demands has disturbing implications.
   The literacy needed to negotiate administrative records involves knowledge about:

 
• the kind of information valued and demanded by administrative bodies 

 
• how the kind of information valued and demanded by administrative bodies is used

 
•  the conventions and regulations concerning the collection, recording and communicating of 

information valued and demanded by administrative bodies
 

• the kind of language used.

2  Planning

Language is used to plan, allocate roles and specify codes of behaviour and routines to be followed in the 
future. In a democracy, administrative bodies are required to provide a rationale for and give notice of the 
way in which they intend to organise and control people and their activities. Planning for the future is 
achieved by laying down principles and policies, setting goals and objectives, and specifying roles.

These functions are achieved through short mission statements, longer corporate plans, and in structure 
charts, job descriptions and performance criteria. Planning is also embedded in complex report genres 
such as annual reports. Because these documents are often general and idealised overviews establishing 
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formal principles, much of the language used can be very abstract. At school students are introduced to 
the language of abstraction in subjects traditionally grouped under humanities, such as English and History. 

3  Directing

In societies governed by administrative practices, individuals have to be told what is expected of 
them. The text that tells people what to do is the directive. A directive is used to elicit or stop action. 
The directive can take many forms, but somewhere in a directive, no matter what form it takes, 
there is always a command. The most straightforward way of commanding someone is to use a clause 
structured as an imperative (eg Finish this!). This clause certainly communicates what is required 
very efficiently but it is a very blunt, even harsh, way of commanding. The relationship between the 
commander and the person being commanded may not be very effective if this is the way they usually 
communicate with one another. In English-speaking cultures imperatives are not generally used when 
individuals are being directed to carry out some action, even though imperatives express commands 
very succinctly. The culture usually expects those commanding to do a bit more work with language. 

English offers a whole repertoire of alternatives to a blunt imperative when commanding someone 
else. The repertoire is complex, fluid and overlapping, offering an almost infinite number of 
permutations and combinations. Choices from the repertoire can be graded according to how much 
linguistic work they involve. The amount and kind of linguistic work in commanding depends on 
configurations of factors such as:

• the relationship between the commander and the person being commanded

•  how often the commander and the person being commanded are in contact and the emotional 
charge of that contact, as well as the relative status in terms of power or expertise

•  the relationship the commander wishes to maintain or build with the person being commanded in 
terms of contact and status

•  how much of an imposition the command involves and on whose behalf the commander  
is commanding.

Procedures and protocols 

How particular instances of an administrative plan or policy are to be carried out is laid down in 
procedures and protocols. In these texts the language becomes specific and often technical. Many of the 
text-types used in this aspect of administrative planning belong to the procedural genre family. Students 
learn to control procedures in the study of science. Procedures and protocols are also found in many other 
areas of the school curriculum as students negotiate the educational and social framework laid down by 
the school. At school students are socialised to respond effectively to procedures and protocols such as:

don’t run•	

don’t push•	

keep to the left, especially on the stairs•	

move quietly•	

stand aside for teachers.•	

It is important that they also learn to respond reflectively and critically to these kinds of texts and to 
understand the relationship between these texts and the generalisations and abstractions found in more 
formal planning documentation, such as:

student safety is a priority and the responsibility of all staff at all times. •	
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Here, verbs (run, push, move) become abstract nouns (safety, priority, responsibility), and specific and 
concrete actions become abstract concepts. In contemporary society many relationships taken for granted 
in earlier decades are now being renegotiated. Unequal relationships based on traditional cultural notions 
of superiority and inferiority related to gender, class, ethnicity and age, for example, are constantly being 
challenged. Now that social relationships are much more fluid, being able to interact successfully using 
effective and valued language choices, particularly when we want people to do things, is a powerful skill. 

One arena in which relationships have become much more fluid is the workplace. In Australia since 
the late 1980s many organisations have been eliminating several layers of management. Employees 
increasingly work in teams and take part in consultative decision-making. They are often contributing to 
the management of the organisation, rather than being at the bottom of a steep hierarchy. To be a part of 
the new structures, employees need to broaden their skills through training. Not only do they need more 
technical knowledge in order to take part in planning and control, they also need to know the language 
that constructs the new structures and the roles they have to fulfil. Employees are now increasingly being 
expected to be a part of planning, training and problem-solving. They must consult, advise and negotiate in 
teams and committees and take part in training schemes and career development. 

Differences in access to power and influence still exist in these new structures, but now these differences 
are not so visible and clear-cut. The traditional school is a very effective preparation for working and living 
in a society made up of clearly visible steep hierarchies. Three curriculum initiatives provide students 
with opportunities to acquire the knowledge they will need to successfully negotiate contemporary social 
structures:

1  the establishment of cooperative learning principles leading to the negotiation of new relationships 
between teachers and learners 

2 the development of civics curriculums to explore the nature of government, social organisation and 
how institutions work

3  the establishment of student representative councils and regular class meetings to give students practical 
experience with initiating , as well as responding to, cooperative negotiation and decision-making.

As in all areas of the curriculum, however, unless the language constructing knowledge is made 
visible, some students will never be able to learn successfully. Many students come from socioeconomic 
backgrounds where powerlessness is a fact of life. These students will not bring to school a finely tuned 
repertoire of the language resources valued by the dominant culture for eliciting responses and actions 
from others. Unless such language resources are taught explicitly, these students will never be able to 
take part in the active initiation and response of effective negotiation. They will never be able to exploit, 
challenge or change the circumstances around them, but will remain stuck in their historical roles. The 
timid ones will respond passively, remaining largely invisible and unheard. The more aggressive ones will 
employ guerrilla tactics in an attempt to undermine the whole process, but will ultimately be defeated 
and silenced anyway.

The language of command

It is not possible in this article to cover the full repertoire of possibilities for commanding others. It 
is a very complex, involved and fascinating area of language study. The most straightforward way of 
commanding someone else is with an imperative but there are key language resources used to make 
imperatives less blunt.

The most obvious way is to add please to a command (eg Please prepare a draft of the November notices). 
This command was given by an executive officer to his administrative assistant, who carries out this task 
as part of her work. There is no need to negotiate the relationship any further, but the executive officer 
obviously feels he needs to be polite to keep the relationship working smoothly.

It is also possible to give a command using other grammatical structures, structures that are usually 
associated with exchanging information rather than with getting things done.
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Interrogative commands
The command, Would you prepare a proposal for us to discuss on Friday?, was given by the same executive 

officer. This time, however, he was directing members of the professional consulting team. He was asking 
the team members to undertake a specialised task that, having long-term implications, would take longer 
and would involve more theoretical and technical expertise than the preparation of routine monthly notices. 
Once the command has been expressed as an interrogative clause, many choices are then available for making 
the language do more work. Notice the increases in the work being done  
at the front of each of the following clauses:

Would you prepare a proposal for us to discuss on Friday?

Would you mind preparing a proposal for us to discuss  
on Friday?

I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind very much preparing a proposal for us to discuss on Friday?

Declarative commands
A command can be expressed as a declarative clause, for example:

Active – You should finish it. 

Passive –  It should be finished. 

When this choice is made, another set of options becomes available. Notice how the commands in the 
following progression become more and more impersonal. In the last clause there is no indication that 
anyone at all is even doing the commanding. The command appears to be quite objective.

You should finish it.

You are required to finish it.

It is required that you finish it.

The requirement is that you finish it.

The following clause appeared in a notice to university students. Notice how all the people involved have 
disappeared in order to make the command appear objective, official and non-negotiable. 

By putting people back in, the command might be expressed as, You must attend classes and submit your 
assignments to us in order to pass. In the official university command, however, the actions (attending, 
submitting) and the obligation part of the command (must) are expressed as abstract nouns (attendance, 
submissions, requirements). It is the kind of command that is typical of institutions.

Sometimes institutions take abstraction even further, for example:

The obligation (must) can be expressed as fact or substance (eg The rule that students must attend ... )

The obligation (must) can be expressed in terms of a concrete structure such as a policy, a scheme, a 
framework or a mechanism (eg The scheme is designed to maintain standards of attendance).

Using all options
This command appeared in a letter from a local council to a State Government minister: 

Council seeks your advice as to the consideration that will be given to the needs of residents from non-English 
speaking backgrounds in the final determination of hospital services in the Inner East.

by whom? by whom? to whom? says who?

Attendance at 
classes

and submission of all 
assignments

are the minimal subject requirements.

(Iedema forthcoming)
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The council is commanding the minister to do something about the problem of hospital services.  
The difference in power and status is quite significant, so the writer has put a lot of work into the  
front of the clause and has also used abstraction. 

The directive

When people are directing others, they rarely use a command in isolation. A command is usually part 
of a longer text called a directive. The directive is used to elicit or stop some kind of action. It can be in 
the form of a sign, order, direction, request, memo, note, notice, circular, submission, proposal or a report 
with recommendations. Directives are of different lengths and can be written or spoken. A spoken request 
might be just a few words or an extended text with the recipient negotiating the meanings. A note might 
be a sentence long, a letter might be less than a page long or a submission might be many pages long. 
Nevertheless, they all have the same basic structure, a structure that does not rely on a series  
of obligatory stages in a fixed order. 

The study of genre has shown that many texts, notably written texts, achieve their purpose through a set 
of stable, predictable stages in a fixed order. Stable texts are found in situations such as schools, where the 
immediate context is reasonably predictable and stable, especially in terms of power relationships. In less 
stable and predictable situations, texts may be more dynamic and flexible, with fewer clearly defined stages.

The directive is a flexible genre but at its core  
is a command. This command is combined with a set of elements selected from a much wider repertoire 
of elements. As outlined above, the command can be expressed in many different ways depending on the 
relationship between the person or institution commanding and those being commanded. Which of the 
elements of the repertoire are chosen to accompany the command, how they relate to the command and 
the order in which they are placed also depend mostly on the relationship between commander and the 
receiver, and to a lesser extent on the topic and the way in which the text is delivered. 

To construct a directive, there must first be a command, the obligatory element. The command can 
occur at any stage in the text, but usually occurs towards the beginning or the end. It can be more or 
less direct and more or less formal. For the command to have the best chance of success and for the 
relationship to remain sound, the person giving the command needs to do more work. Working the 
clause can only go so far, so extra elements of text often have to be combined with the command 
element. A selection is made from two different types of possible supporting elements.

1 Enabling elements

Enabling elements support the carrying out of the 
action, as seen in this directive from an executive 
officer (discussed above):

As well as using please in the command, the executive officer also follows the command with Ta, an 
expression of thanks, one of the possible enabling moves. The executive officer has done very little work 
here, but he has been conciliatory in order to facilitate willing compliance. It is possible to represent the 
structure of this directive as in Figure 4.

Jane

Please prepare a draft of the November notices.

Ta

John 

Figure 4: Enabling element in directive 

command
Thanks
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The following directive is the full text surrounding the executive officer’s command to his professional 
consultants.

In this directive the command no longer comes first. It is placed after another kind of enabling element 
that provides background. The executive officer gives his consultants the reason before he gives the 
command. The structure of this directive has three elements, as represented in Figure 5.

The main types of enabling elements are:

orientation (introducing the topic and predicting what follows)•	

conciliation (building solidarity)•	

facilitation (assisting)•	

background (reasons, history etc)•	

command specification (how to comply with the command)•	

expression of thanks.•	

2 Legitimising elements

In the second directive, above, the executive officer could have added another kind of element. If he was 
directing his regional manager, he might have felt he had to do a lot more work. For example, after giving 
some background, he might legitimise his command by first appealing to a higher authority and then 
appealing to the negative consequences of not carrying out the command. The text might look like this 
following directive.

Note how the language used to express the command and the thanks has changed. The structure of this 
directive can be represented as in Figure 6.

James and Robert

We need to develop EGS Support Packages for schools 
in 94. 

Would you prepare a proposal for us to discuss on 
Friday?

Ta

John

Figure 5: Three enabling elements in directive 

command

ThanksBackground

Jenny

We need to develop EGS Support Packages for schools in 94. 

The Assistant Director-General has requested that these be ready by next week. 

If we don’t finish in time, we might lose our funding.

Would you mind preparing a proposal for us to discuss at our next meeting.

Thank you very much indeed.

John
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The main types of legitimising elements are:

appeals to consequence to do with cause, purpose or condition•	

appeals to institutional entities such as:•	

instruments of control (eg law, regulations, precedent, procedures) •	

agencies of control (eg government department) •	

agents of control (eg director, minister)•	  

appeals to judgments to do with fate, usuality, capacity, resolve, truth and ethics.•	

An element in a directive can be a sentence long, a paragraph long or several paragraphs long.  
The length of the whole text usually depends on the seriousness or weightiness of the area of concern. 
Sometimes whole genres might constitute an element of a directive. For example, a background element 
might be a recount or an explanation. The order of the elements depends on the relationship between the 
writer and reader (ie who has the most power or status) and how well they know each other, the level of 
imposition and the emotional charge (ie does the receiver need to be softened up?).

Customised directives

The flexible structure of the directive and the different ways the command can be expressed make it 
possible to construct an extraordinary number of different types of texts. Although the examples given 
in this article are all written directives, spoken directives are also very common. Like many spoken texts, 
however, the language of spoken directives can be very complex.

Memos 1-3 are examples of written directives taken from two separate organisations. These directives 
provide examples of a range of commands and supporting elements. Because the organisations have 
different functions and because the roles and relationships of the writers and readers differ, these texts 
look quite different.

This directive (Memo 1) was collected by the Write it Right researchers in a large quality hotel in 
Sydney. It addresses specific employees lower in the hierarchy than the person commanding. Although 
there are a lot of enabling elements, the writer does not need to legitimise the command.

 Figure 6: Structure of complex directive 

command

Thanks

Background

Appeal  
to agent of 

control

Appeal to 
consequence: 

condition
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The next directive is a memo circulated to all staff at all levels of the same hotel. This time the subject 
has some emotional charge. The Controller has constructed the directive with the command towards the 
end, after it has been supported by the enabling and legitimising elements. (Memo 2)

Memo 1

Memorandum

To: J R, B R, J L, ...
From:  C F
Date:  21st April, 1993
Subj.:  Guest Escorting

Enabling: 
background

It was announced at Tuesday’s Communication meeting that new guest escorting 
procedures have recently been put in place.

Enabling: 
background

In order for all staff on the guest escort roster to be fully aware of these 
procedures Claire will conduct a training session tomorrow.

Command I would like to encourage all of you to attend.

Enabling: 
command 
specification

Please advise Debbie as to your availability so that she can inform Claire and Fay.

Enabling: 
expression of 
thanks

Thank you

C F

Memo 2

Memo to all staff
Conflict of interest

Enabling: 
orientation

At around this time of year many invitations are received from companies and 
consultants to Christmas drinks/dinner. Gifts are also sometimes received.

Enabling: 
conciliation

I am sure that such offers only eventuate from a job being well done and it is 
certainly pleasing to know that the level of service provided by staff is appreciated.

Legitimising: appeal 
to judgment: 
propriety

The acceptance of any offers of entertainment or gifts can however lead to either  
a real or perceived conflict of interest.

Legitimising: appeal 
to consequence: 
purpose

To ensure that a real or perceived conflict of interest does not arise

Command all such offers should be declined and gifts returned.

[signed]

Controller of Planning & Building
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The next directive (Memo 3) was collected at Qantas. It is a directive informing staff of a policy that is 
binding on the whole organisation. The command comes first in the text. 

Abstraction drives administrative language and, therefore, administration itself. Control of the language 
of abstraction is a very powerful resource in our society, but it is a resource that is not equitably distributed 
throughout the community. Students who do not continue with academic subjects beyond Year 10 will never 
have easy access to this valuable cultural capital, and therefore will not be fairly represented among those in 
positions of power in the bureaucracy, management and government.

The language of the media

Contemporary society is saturated with products  
of the media, traditionally through newspapers, radio and television, and increasingly through online 
computer services. People used to engaging with this material take it for granted, interpreting it and 
accepting it at face value, although sometimes they might choose to reflect on what the media offer from 
a more critical perspective. For language learners these options are not always available. The nature of 
media texts means that they are often quite difficult to decode and to interpret, and even more difficult to 
resist or challenge. 

Table 6 outlines the range of texts within the media, identified through the Write it Right project, and 
their correspondence to the genre families within secondary school curriculums.

Rothery (1994: 84) reveals the centrality of the story genres to school English and points out that story 
genres are the basis of persuasive and interpretative writing: 

What the story genres have in common is a social purpose to entertain. They achieve this by dealing with particular 
or unique events in which specific characters are involved and through meanings which make these events noteworthy 
in some way. A most important feature, one which clearly distinguishes the story genres from factual ones, is that they 
highlight or foreground meanings which evaluate or give significance to the events depicted.

Memo 3

To:    From:

Date:

Command I am writing to confirm that the painting of all Qantas vehicles should conform with 
those guidelines outlined in the Company’s Graphic Standards Application Manual.

Legitimising:
appeal to 
instrument of 
control

As you may be aware, the Graphic Standards Application Manual was one of the 
elements approved by the Board of Qantas when the company embarked on 
its new corporate identity program 10 years ago. It remains the standard for all 
applications of Qantas graphic disciplines worldwide.

Legitimising:
appeal to 
judgment: 
normality

It is particularly important that our vehicles present a consistent look as they are 
very visible, especially in and around airports where our imagery is applied to many 
elements and consistency is paramount.

Facilitation If you wish to clarify the application of the Qantas branding to all of the vehicles, 
please contact our Production Coordinator Melissa Madden and she will gladly 
assist you.
Regards

[signed]
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Bell (1991: 147) describes journalists as the ‘professional storytellers of our age’ and the Write it Right 
project findings support this description. Story genres that chronicle news events are at the heart of 
media language. Similarly the story genres that chronicle the news are the source for the persuasive and 
interpretative genres of the media. This article focuses briefly on the most representative of the story 
genres in the English language media, the news story.

The news story

Everyday all over the world human beings are engaged in an infinite number of events. The events that make 
the news are selected on the basis of newsworthiness. There are more than a dozen criteria, first studied by 
Galtung and Ruge (1965) and discussed in Bell (1991: 155–60), which determine whether an event has news 
value. These criteria include:

Negative and recent •	  
Conflicts and disasters that have just happened are the basis of the news but news also needs to be 
constructed so it appears meaningful and relevant to the perceived audience (eg because it happens 
nearby or affects similar people). An earthquake that kills two people in Newcastle is headline news 
all over Australia for many weeks. At the same time, an earthquake in Armenia will have to kill many 

Table 6: Media genres

Genre 
family

Genre and purpose Stages 

 R
el

at
ed

 t
o 

st
or

y 
ge

nr
es

News story (Hard news)

To chronicle event and indicate the 
social relevance of events

Headline ^ Lead ^ Lead development ^ (Wrap-up)

Media exemplum

To chronicle events and share 
experiences

Headline ^ Orientation ^ Incident ^ Interpretation

Media anecdote

To chronicle events and elaborate 
the significance of events

Headline ^ Orientation ^ Remarkable event ^ 
(Reaction)

Media feature

To chronicle events and elaborate 
the significance of events

Headline ^ (Orientation) ^ Lead ^ Lead 
development ^ (Wrap-up)

R
el

at
ed

 t
o 

fa
ct

ua
l g

en
re

s

Media exposition

To present aspects of a view or 
judgment regarding an issue

Headline ^ Orientation (Thesis) ^ Judgment 
^ (Argument)  ^ Reiteration of judgment ^ 
(Conclusion)

Media challenge

To argue against a view, an issue or 
proposal

Headline ^ Position challenged ^ Rebuttal argument1  
^ (Rebuttal argument)  ^ Antithesis

Media discussion

To survey different views on an issue 
Headline ^ Statement of issue ^ Argument(s) for  ^ 
Argument(s) against  ^ (Recommendation)

R
el

at
ed

 t
o 

re
vi

ew
 g

en
re Media review

To evaluate published print,  
visual and audio works Headline ^ Context  ^ Text description ^ Judgment 
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thousands to create one large headline in Australia and, even then, Australians will have to be affected 
for it to have extensive coverage.

Eliteness •	  
Elite nations and individuals can make the news even when the events surrounding them are quite 
mundane, compared with the kinds of events that can overtake less elite nations and individuals 
without ever reaching the news. 

Preconceptions •	  
News needs to fulfil our preconceptions of the way things are and the way certain categories of people 
behave. For example, Bell (1991: 157) noted the ‘inability of Western media to escape from a cold-war 
framework in reporting the changes in Eastern Europe in 1989–1990’.  

Journalists take events that meet at least one, and preferably more than one, of the news value criteria 
and work the event into copy. After a hazardous journey through the news-editing process, this copy 
may survive to become a published or broadcast news story that attracts an audience and is entertaining 
because it portrays an event as being socially and culturally significant. The way a news story gives an 
event social and cultural significance is by reconstructing the event as newsworthy. The portrayal of events 
as significant in the news media reflects the perspectives and interests of journalists, editors and other 
influential people in the industry. Newsworthiness is not an outcome of intrinsic truth or worth; rather, it 
reflects a particular view of what constitutes social order and what events threaten or support that order.

The way journalists reconstruct events as newsworthy in their writing is what determines the 
distinctive and predictable structure of the news story and the language features expressing that 
structure. The structure of a news story is completely different from the structure of the narrative. 
News stories chronicle destabilising events in terms of their newsworthiness through the stages of 
Headline ^ Lead ^ Lead development ^ Wrap-up, as seen in the following story (p43), which was 
published in the Telegraph Mirror (date unknown) and analysed as part of the Write it Right research. 

The news story trumpets the most impact-charged details of the disruption right at the beginning of 
the text in the headline and then again in the lead. There is no gradual building of suspense: only the 
maximum impact, intensity and urgency can be packed into the very beginning of the story. Cultural 
values and judgments are embedded more or less implicitly in news stories. In this news story it is the 
danger being posed to a woman in very early pregnancy that is selected and constructed as the aspect 
of the event most disruptive of social order. This is the angle of the story. It reinforces the cultural belief 
that young pregnant women are sacred and helpless and to threaten and frighten one, even unwittingly, is 
more destabilising and socially reprehensible than robbing banks and threatening other kinds of people. 
This angle was reiterated in the newspaper by a close-up photograph of the distressed young woman 
being supported by another person, as seen in Figure 7, an illustration of the original photograph. 

 Figure 7: Image from mum-to-be story 

(Feez, Iedema and White 2008: 257)
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After the headline and the lead, the rest of the story returns again and again to the disruption, first reported 
by people in authority assisting with the aftermath, the ambulance officers, and then by an eyewitness. More 
detail is added each time. One detail was the pinning of the burglar to the ceiling, an event that in its own 
right is interesting and significant. One can only speculate that, if there had been a dramatic photograph 
of the criminal in this position, it might have become the angle of the story and overtaken the distressed 
pregnant woman for newsworthiness. Finally, order is restored in the wrap-up, with the villain charged and 
the social institution of the law back in control, protecting pregnant women working in banks. 

HEADLINE
Events and characters 
crammed into the headline to 
herald a destabilising event.

BYLINE

Mum-to-be Bank Teller’s Raid Ordeal

By Stewart Hawkins

NUCLEUS

LEAD
The destabilising event 
is summarised with 
newsworthiness highlighted.

A pregnant woman was taken to hospital 
in a state of shock yesterday after her 
fourth hold-up since being employed as a 
bank teller

Satellites and their language features

LEAD 
DEVELOP-
MENT

The lead 
story is told 
another 
four times 
including 
accounts 
from 
ambulance 
officers 
and an 
eyewitness.

SATELLITE 1 
elaboration 
lead

Ambulance officers said the tearful 
woman, in her late 20s, was two months 
pregnant and although unhurt was 
extremely upset.

Being processes – •	 was 
Attributes – •	 two months 
pregnant, unhurt, extremely 
upset

SATELLITE 2 
about event

The mum-to-be suffered severe shock 
after the man made a bungled attempt to 
rob the Norton St, Leichhardt branch of 
the Commonwealth Bank.

Doing processes – •	
suffered, made an attempt 
to rob 
Time reference – •	 after
Focus on mum-to-be•	

SATELLITE 2.1 
about event

The man was pinned to the ceiling by 
his ankle when bank staff activated the 
security screen as he tried to leap across 
the counter after ordering tellers to fill 
the bag with money.

David Santarelli, co-owner of a restaurant 
opposite the bank, said the man was left 
hanging by his ankle for about 15 minutes 
before police got him down.

Doing processes – •	 was 
pinned, activated, tried 
to leap, ordering, was left 
hanging
Time references – •	 when, 
as, after, for about 15 
minutes, before 
Focus on the man during •	
and after the event

SATELLITE 2.2 
leading up to 
event
Eyewitness 
recounts events 
before the lead 
event

Mr Santarelli said the offender had 
spoken to a number of customers in the 
bank and told them to leave before he 
approached the tellers.

‘I saw this bloke jump over the counter 
and midflight they pulled the glass up on 
him,’ he said.

Doing processes – •	
approached, saw, jump, 
pulled 
Saying processes – •	 had 
spoken, told 
Focus on the man before •	
and during the event

WRAP-UP A man was later charged with demanding 
money with menaces.

Indefinite article – •	 a man 
After the event – •	 later
Stabilisation – •	 was 
charged

 (Adapted from Feez, Iedema and White 2008: 113)
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Instead of moving from an introductory stage and gradually accumulating meanings from stage to stage 
as the text moves towards closure, a news story begins with a summary of all the meanings of the text in 
the first stage and then elaborates on those meanings with a series of segments that seem to orbit around 
the initial nucleus without necessarily moving the text towards a concluding stage, as seen in Figure 8. 

In its journey through the editing process, a news story constructed as nucleus with a series of orbiting, 
rather than temporally sequenced, segments can easily be cut down or expanded as subeditors juggle the 
stories of the day to fit the available space. Knowledge about the production processes of newspapers, 
radio and television is an important part of understanding the nature of media texts.

News and views and positioning  
the reader

Journalists make a clear distinction between those texts that present the facts of the news and those that 
provide a commentary on the news. The Write it Right project, however, found that all media texts had 
some kind of perspective spread across the text. This is the way journalists express their perspective, 
leading media texts to be interpreted as either subjective or objective. A writer can give a text a 
particular flavour or perspective through choices of words and grammatical structures spread across 
the whole text. They can intrude their point of view, sometimes implicitly and sometimes explicitly, 
to influence how the audience will respond to the events, characters, concepts or issues in the text. In 
the mum-to-be news story above, words such as ordeal and state of shock greatly influence the reader’s 
response to the story. This kind of colourful language has come to be accepted as a part of chronicling 
the news, with such stories seen as objective. 

Sophisticated speakers and writers are able to express their perspective by spreading it out across the 
whole text in explicit and implicit ways, so that the audience is drawn towards a particular point of view, 
a point of view that will seem natural. Sophisticated listeners and readers recognise that they are being 
positioned. They can then choose whether they wish to align themselves to that point of view or not. 
The Write it Right researchers developed a system of authorial voice to account for the different levels of 
perceived objectivity and subjectivity in media texts, aligning this system with the career path of the 
journalists as outlined in Table 7. 

Generic staging

Orbital structure

HL

Headline Lead Wrap-upLead development

Lead

STEP 1

STEP 2

Nucleus Satellites

Figure 8: Structure of news story 
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Implications for the classroom 

The language of science has developed over the centuries and has become remote from everyday spoken 
English. This means that it is not accessible to many English speakers. 

This was not a problem for the production-line industrial system, which required only a few scientifically literate 
workers, nor for the education systems, which ejected students into the workforce, once they could no longer read and 
write what the curriculum demanded. It is, however, a problem now. Grammatical metaphor, technical terms, and 
scientific genres are introduced early in junior secondary science so that students can begin their apprenticeship.  
If students do not learn to read and write the discourse of science in the junior secondary years, they cannot even begin 
the science apprenticeship spiral. They will not learn the fields of science, with consequences for their future employment 
prospects (Korner, McInnes and Rose 2007: 144).

Being able to read written directives and interpret spoken directives is an important skill in the 
community and in the workplace. It is important to know what is being asked. Sometimes just 
negotiating and interpreting the command when the language is doing a lot of work can be quite 
difficult for novice readers. 

Ideally students should learn to read and write directives in the classroom in order to achieve authentic 
purposes. These purposes could relate to the social organisation of the school or the community. In 
schools, language not only presents students with knowledge, it also regulates their behaviour. All levels of 
government issue directives to the public, always conscious that they are commanding voters. 

Table 7: Reporter voice

Authorial voice Language choices Example

Reporter voice

Writing considered 
impersonal and non-
evaluating but may: 

set up implicit •	
judgments
amplify meanings •	
report comments of •	
others

Journalists at the beginning of their 
careers construct newsworthiness 
by choosing expressions that amplify 
meanings, for example: 

the dollar never falls, it •	 plummets
a baby is •	 dumped not left.
industrial disruption is •	 widespread

Minister quits

The Minster for Education, 
Mr John Smith, made a shock 
resignation today after admitting 
he had inadvertently misled the 
parliament.

Correspondent voice

Often within news 
features, media 
exemplums or media 
profiles

Once journalists have considerable 
experience as journalists, or if they have 
a particular expertise in the field they 
are writing about, they may begin to:

evaluate aspects of behaviour, •	
particularly people’s ability and 
determination to do things
speculate on cause and effect based •	
on evidence and their knowledge

The minister is expected to resign. 
He has not been able to contain 
the fallout over the extraordinary 
events of the past week nor has 
he been prepared to make the 
hard decisions. It is inevitable that 
he will have to pay the price.

Commentator voice
Personalised texts with 
explicit subjectivity, the 
voice of high authority. 

Once journalists have gained authority 
they can offer a range of personal 
views to the audience. Senior journalists 
may have a regular column or current 
affairs slot. These journalists can choose 
expressions that praise or condemn the 
honesty or ethics of those in the news

The minister’s protestations are 
disingenuous and insulting. The 
public cannot be expected to 
believe such nonsense.
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If teachers model explicitly how authority is expressed in language, both their own language and that 
of other people and institutions, students will become aware of how they are being controlled for the 
purposes of social organisation within the school and outside it. Students with a critical approach to 
directives will be much more willing to comply if, after critical appraisal, they agree that it is a reasonable 
command. Equally, if the command appears to them to be unjustifiable, they will have the resources to 
mount reasoned and considered challenges and alternatives, rather than finding that their only option for 
dissent is disruptive behaviour.

Media texts are easily, cheaply and constantly available and are a rich source of material for teachers, but 
students need to gain a sophisticated media literacy. The Write it Right research into the language of the 
media offers teachers and students a model for reflecting on media texts systematically. With this model 
as an analytical tool, it is possible to reflect more rigorously on what the syllabus requires of students in 
relation to media texts. It is important that students consider where genres occur in the media and which 
fields they cover and whether media story genres tell discomforting stories or comforting stories or 
whether the stories confirm or exemplify social values. It is also important that they reflect critically on 
which individuals, social groups and institutions actually have a voice in the media and which do not and 
the way texts position readers to accept a particular point of view as natural. This will involve reflection 
on the wider sociocultural values assumed in this positioning from the perspective of, for example, gender, 
ethnicity, generation, social class or disability. 

In an age when information has become a multimillion dollar global industry supported by 
extraordinary technological developments, students with the ability to construct a critical literacy of 
this kind will have an invaluable analytical tool for accessing, negotiating and, where necessary, resisting, 
challenging and changing media products, even if the media products of the future seem very different 
from those of today. 
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