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Register (field, tenor and 
mode)
The language system

If we agree that language is at the heart of the learning 
process, then a key responsibility of the teacher is to 
ensure that all students have control over the language 
resources they need to achieve the expected outcomes: 
language for such purposes as explaining, arguing, 
recounting, and describing across a range of subject 
areas in a variety of media and modes. This assumes that 
teachers themselves have a clear understanding of how 
language works in academic contexts. It also assumes 
a shared understanding across the profession and a 
shared way of talking about language that accumulates 
across the years of schooling. Unfortunately, this is 
not always the case. In an attempt to address this, 
the national English curriculum includes an explicit 
knowledge about language as one of the three strands. 
This chapter will begin to introduce the model of 
language that informs the national curriculum.

Learning Objectives

In this chapter, you will:
 ▷ begin to become familiar with a functional 

model of language
 ▷ be introduced to the language system as a vast 

network of resources for making meaning
 ▷ understand how the context in which language 

is used impacts upon the kinds of choices made 
from the language system

 ▷ consider the implications of a functional model 
for your own understanding of how language 
works and for your classroom practice.

Key terms 
and concepts
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4   PART 1 Language and Learning

Introduction
The Australian Curriculum: English places a major emphasis on ‘knowledge about language’, 
along with an appreciation of literature and expanding repertoires of literacy use. In the 
Framing Paper that guided the development of the national English curriculum, the following 
objectives were outlined:

All students need to develop their understanding of how language functions to achieve a 
range of purposes that are critical to success in school. This includes reading, understanding, 
and writing texts that describe, narrate, analyse, explain, recount, argue, review, and so on. 
Such an approach aims to:

 ■ extend students’ language resources in ways that support increasingly complex learning 
throughout the school years

 ■ help students deal with the language demands of the various curriculum areas
 ■ enable students to move from the interactive spontaneity of oral language towards the 

denser, more crafted language of the written mode
 ■ help students, in their speaking and writing, to move to and fro between the general 

and the specific, the abstract and the concrete, and the argument and the evidence
 ■ generally raise students’ awareness of interpersonal issues, such as how to take and 

support a stand in an argument, how to express considered opinions, how to strengthen 
or soften statements, how to interact with a variety of audiences, and so on (DEEWR 
2008, p. 10).

In Australia, teachers have been using a functional approach to language for the past 
couple of decades to address the above aspirations. Such an approach is concerned with how 
language functions to make the kinds of meanings that are important in our daily lives, in 
school learning, and in the wider community.

A functional model of language draws on the work of Professor Michael Halliday (see, for 
example, Halliday 2009), one of the leading linguists of modern times. Halliday sees language 
as a meaning-making system through which we interactively shape and interpret our world 
and ourselves. His interest is in language as ‘a resource for making meaning’. Based on the 
work of Halliday, educational linguists such as Martin (1985), Christie and colleagues (2005) 
developed a ‘genre-based approach’ with the goal of making the language demands of the 
curriculum explicit so that all students have access to the linguistic resources needed for 
success in school and to the powerful ways of using language in our culture.

In this book, you will be learning about language and how it works from a functional 
perspective so that you can better support your students to learn language, to learn through 
language, and to learn about language.
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CHAPTER 1 An appropriate model of language   5

Language in context
A functional model describes how language varies from context to context. It 
shows, for example:

 ▶ how the language of science differs from the language of literature
 ▶ how the language we use when talking to close friends differs from giving a 

formal oral presentation
 ▶ how spoken language differs from written language.

In Figure 1.1, we can see the relationship between the language system and 
its context. According to Halliday (1985), the language system can be seen as a 
complex network of choices that have evolved to serve our needs. The context in 
which language is used has an influence on the kinds of choices we make from the 
language system.

The relationship between the context and the language system is a dynamic 
one. We might enter a context with certain expectations regarding:

 ▶ the purpose of the interaction
 ▶ the topic to be discussed
 ▶ the nature of the relationship
 ▶ the channel of communication.

These factors in the context help us to predict the language choices we might 
make. As the interaction progresses, however, the context can also change as a 
result of the language choices being made. In an email exchange, for example, the 
initial purpose might be to complain about a faulty piece of equipment bought for 

In Chapter 2 you will be 
introduced more fully to 
the choices available in 
the language system.

FIGURE 1.1
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The language system in a dynamic relationship with the context
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6   PART 1 Language and Learning

Have a go! From the above scenario, try to predict the kind of language 
choices made in the initial email exchange as opposed to 
the choices made in the telephone conversation. How do 
they differ?

the school. In a subsequent phone call, however, the purpose might change to an 
apology as you find out that in fact the equipment has been installed incorrectly. 
With the shift in context, the language choices will also change in terms of the 
purpose (complaint versus apology), the topic (the faulty equipment versus the 
faulty installation), the relationship (aggrieved versus contrite), and the mode of 
communication (email versus telephone).

Similarly, the language system as a whole is in a constant state of flux, impacted 
by the ways people use language in creative and unusual ways.

Register
According to Halliday, in any particular situation there are three key factors in the 
context that impact on the choices we make from the language system: the field, 
the tenor, and the mode.

The field refers to the content or subject matter. In a school context, for example, 
our language choices will vary depending on such matters as the curriculum area 
and the topic being studied. The language choices we make in science, for example, 
will be quite different from those made in history. The topic of crystallisation will 
employ quite different language features from the topic of life in ancient Rome.

The tenor refers to the roles we take up (student, parent, customer, employee) 
and our relationships with others in any particular situation. The tenor used will 
be affected by such matters as the status, level of expertise, age, ethnic background, 
and gender of the participants. Language choices will vary according to how well 
people know each other, how frequently they meet, and how they feel about each 
other. If you are having a conversation with a close friend with whom you meet 
regularly, the choices will be quite different from a tutorial session with a senior 
lecturer and a group of students you hardly know.

The mode refers to the channel of communication being used: the mode and 
the medium. Here, we are concerned with the difference between the spoken mode 
and the written mode and the different roles these play in the learning process. 
This is an important consideration as students move from the oral language of 
the home and schoolyard to the increasingly dense and compact language of the 

field: the subject matter 
or topic being developed 
in a particular situation.

tenor: the roles and 
relationships being 
enacted in a particular 
situation.

mode: the channel of 
communication being 
used in a particular 
situation (for example, 
oral, written, visual).
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CHAPTER 1 An appropriate model of language   7

written mode in academic contexts. Mode can also refer to visual and multimodal 
texts presented through a range of media.

Any combination of these contextual features creates the register of a situation 
(see Figure 1.2). In one situation we might find a couple of old friends (tenor) 
discussing (oral mode) their holiday plans (field). In another situation, we might 
imagine a teacher and principal (tenor) corresponding through emails (written 
mode) about the agenda for the staff meeting (field). As you can imagine, the 
language choices will differ considerably depending on the register.

register: a combination 
of the field, tenor, and 
mode in a particular 
situation.

Mode

Context of situation
(register)
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Have a go! From the text below, see if you can infer the register (the 
field, the tenor, and the mode). What are some key language 
features that enabled you to do this?

All students who have been sent to detention this week 
will meet me here after assembly. There has been an 
unacceptable increase in the number of students 
turning up late for class and disobeying school rules. 
If you break the rules, there will be consequences. And 
you all know what they are!

Being able to identify the register of a situation enables us to predict the kind 
of language our students will need to use in that situation. If we are planning a 
particular geography lesson, for example, our students might need support in 

FIGURE 1.2 The register (field, tenor, and mode) of a particular situation
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8   PART 1 Language and Learning

using language to explain the movement of tectonic plates (field) to an unknown 
audience (tenor) in the written mode (mode).

Genre
When we talk about register, we are considering the language used in a particular 
situation. At a broader level, the language system has evolved within the context of 
a certain culture (including beliefs, values, and behaviours) to meet the needs of 
that culture. Our language choices will therefore be sensitive to the cultural context 
as well as the context of a particular situation. When we refer to ‘culture’, we don’t 
necessarily mean national cultures (for example, ‘Australian’, ‘Asian’, ‘British’). 
Rather, we often think about cultures as a collection of discourse communities, 
subcultures, or social institutions such as sporting groups, theatre aficionados, 
book clubs, friends, and family. In this sense, we are thinking of the school as part 
of an educational discourse community.

Part 2 of this book will 
introduce you more 
fully to a range of 
academic registers.

Think  
about it

How many discourse communities have you engaged with over 
the past week or so?

How does your language change as you move between these 
communities?

In particular, following the work of Martin (Martin & Rose 2008), here we are 
concerned with the various purposes for which language is used in the culture. 
In our daily lives we use language to achieve a variety of social purposes: telling 
friends what we did on the weekend, instructing someone how to follow a recipe, 
explaining how a computer application works, persuading parents to buy a treat, 
completing tax forms, and so on. We can refer to these as genres (or text types), 
goal-oriented social practices that have evolved in our culture to enable us to 
get things done. If our purpose was to obtain employment, for example, then a 
relevant genre to use would be a job application. If our purpose was to draw up a 
legally binding agreement, then an appropriate genre would be a contract. Or if we 
wanted to tell someone how to use a video camera, then we might choose the genre 
of giving instructions.

So in order to identify the genre of a particular text, we first ask what purpose 
the text is serving: describing, counselling, lobbying, instructing, recommending, 
informing, and so on. Rather than seeing genres simply as products or things, we 
will also be thinking of them as processes. We employ them to do things: to persuade 
someone to our point of view, to satirise, to share experiences, to complain about 
a service, and so on.

genres: the ways in 
which we achieve our 
social purposes through 
language.
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CHAPTER 1 An appropriate model of language   9

Genres evolve over time through social use. If social purposes change, then 
genres will modify themselves to accommodate these changes. Outmoded genres 
do not persist simply because of convention. If they are no longer functional, they 
will generally adapt or die out.

The study of genre has a long tradition. Some trace its history back to ancient 
Greece where the original categories of lyric, dramatic, and epic were developed. 
It was Aristotle who emphasised the role of rhetoric as a way of achieving various 
social purposes through spoken or written language.

For some time, the most widespread use of the term ‘genre’ has been in 
association with particular kinds of literature (later extended to include works 
of art and film). Thus works of literature of a particular style were referred to as 
genres of one variety or another: the elegy, the sonnet, the ballad, the romance 
genre, the pastoral genre, the gothic genre, the science fiction genre, and so on.

The meaning of the term has been extended these days to include non-
literary texts—texts from the community (casual conversation, patient–doctor 
interviews, shopping lists), from the media (editorials, news bulletins, television 
documentaries), from the workplace (business reports, office memos, safety 
warnings), and from educational contexts (book reviews, classroom interaction, 
lab reports). As you can see, genres can be spoken, written, or multimodal.

In this book, the terms ‘genre’ and ‘text type’ will be used to refer to ways of 
achieving a specific social purpose through language within a particular cultural 
context.

In school contexts, we encounter a range of genres over which students need to 
gain control in order to succeed in their academic lives (see Table 1.1). In this book, 
we will be introducing some of the key genres of schooling.

TABLE 1.1 Examples of genres typically used in school contexts

PURPOSE GENRE (TEXT TYPE) EXAMPLES

To entertain (Chapter 4) Stories Narratives
Anecdotes
Fables

To tell what happened  
(Chapter 5)

Recounts Recounting the results of a science experiment
Recounting a historical event
Recounting how a maths problem was solved

To instruct someone how to  
do something (Chapter 6)

Instructions/procedures How to do a craft activity
How to play a game
How to design a metalwork object

To provide information about a 
topic (Chapter 7)

Information reports Types of transport
The feline family
Rainforests (continued)
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10   PART 1 Language and Learning

As we can see from Table 1.1, virtually all the activities that students participate 
in involve the use of particular genres. If we are clear about the purposes that 
students will be expected to achieve in a unit of work, then we can better support 
them in engaging with these genres.

Each genre has a characteristic structure and goes through a number of stages 
to achieve its purpose. The various stages are generally ordered in a relatively 
predictable way (see Table 1.2). In a recount of an incident, for example, we 
typically find a stage at the beginning that lets us know who was involved, when 
and where it took place, and so on. This is generally followed by a description of 
the sequence of events. And finally, another stage might conclude the recount—a 
summarising comment, for example.

Interspersed through these broad stages, we might find a number of phases. 
Phases provide greater flexibility in terms of, for example, which to include, where 
to include them, how many to include, and even whether to include them. They 
allow for a more finely grained description of the text.

In identifying the various stages, it is important to ask how each one contributes 
towards achieving the overall purpose of the text. The terms used to describe the 
stages should be functional, that is, they should give an indication of the job the stage 
is doing within the text. Terms such as ‘beginning’, ‘middle’, and ‘end’, for example, 
are not really functional. They tell us about the structure, not about what role that 
stage is playing. Most genres have a beginning stage, a middle stage, and an ending 
stage, but they differ in terms of what these stages do. The beginning of an anecdote, 
for example, might make reference to a particular incident in someone’s experience 
(‘I’ll never forget the day I ran into old Winston.’), whereas the beginning of a job 
application might identify the job being applied for (‘I am writing in reference to the 
position of caretaker advertised in last Friday’s Gazette.’).

In analysing texts, students will come across stages that they may not have 
previously encountered. It is useful at these points to ask them to make up a term 
for this stage that indicates the function it has in the text.

PURPOSE GENRE (TEXT TYPE) EXAMPLES

To explain how things work or why 
things happen (Chapter 8)

Explanations How an electric circuit works
What causes earthquakes
How the Second World War began

To persuade (Chapter 9) Arguments/expositions Essay developing a particular stance
Discussion considering various sides of an issue
Formal debate

TABLE 1.1 Examples of genres typically used in school contexts (cont.)
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CHAPTER 1 An appropriate model of language   11

TABLE 1.2 Oral recount of visit to the dentist

STAGES AND PHASES

Orientation  
(When? Who? Why?)
Background

Did I tell you that, um … when I went to the dentist last time I had to get this tooth pulled out? It was 
really badly stuck in and it was dead and it wouldn’t come out. And … it wasn’t really dead. It was still 
alive but it was just got bad.

Record of events (core)
Event 1

The dentist put … um … heaps … about ten needles in all around it ’cause it seems that it had 
heaps of pus in it.

Event 2 And the dentist put in heaps of cloth …

Event 3 So he got the pliers … [mimes pulling out tooth]

Comment And then I didn’t even realise that it was out. I said, ‘Is it out yet?’ and he goes, ‘It’s already out.’

Event 4 And then what happened was, after a while my … this gum puffed up really big.

Evaluation It felt really funny and numb.

Event 5 And I bit my tongue ’cause I couldn’t feel it!

Summarising comment I hate going to the dentist.

Have a go! What is the social purpose of the following text? What 
different stages or phases can you identify in the text? 
What names could you give to each stage to indicate its 
role in achieving the overall purpose of the text?

For Auction

Piccadilly Gardens
Have you ever wanted to live in an apartment with 
old-world charm and yet have none of the worries of 
rising damp or dry rot? Then Piccadilly Gardens is the 
place for you. These apartments have been superbly 
renovated by expert craftspersons.

Choice of one or two bedrooms. Spacious lounge/dining 
room area. Modern kitchen and bathroom. Traditional 
open fireplaces and cornices. Original features include 
small-paned windows and picture rails.

Come and see for yourself. Phone us today and arrange 
for an inspection at your convenience.
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12   PART 1 Language and Learning
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FIGURE 1.3 Context of culture and context of situation

Some genres are more predictable than others. Certain religious ceremonies, 
parliamentary question time, and formal meeting agendas, for example, go 
through very predictable stages. Other genres, such as casual conversations and 
certain literary texts, are much less predictable.

It is useful for students to be aware of how genres are organised differently 
according to their purpose. It is important, however, that genres are not taught as 
rigid formulae, but rather that knowledge about stages and phases can be used as 
tools for exploring how texts achieve their purposes in different ways. Ultimately, 
we might want students to discerningly play with the genre or even subvert it (as 
in spoofs), but before they can create the unexpected, they first need to be aware of 
what is the expected.

Register and genre in practice
We can now extend our diagram to include the broader cultural context where 
we encounter the genres that we engage in. In Figure 1.3, we see that context can 
be viewed from the perspective of the overarching cultural context or from the 
perspective of specific situations that occur within the culture.
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CHAPTER 1 An appropriate model of language   13

In the 
classroom

It is the teacher who creates the contexts for learning. Knowing about 
genre and register helps the teacher at the levels of planning, teaching, 
and assessing a unit of work. The following questions can be used as 
guidelines.

Planning  » Have you identified which genre/s 
your students will be dealing with 
in this unit of work?

 » Have you selected texts that 
provide good models of the genre?

 » Have you identified a relevant 
language focus?

 » Have you planned activities 
that will help develop a sound 
understanding of the field and the 
language of the topic?

 » Have you predicted the kinds of 
difficulties certain students  

might have (e.g. technicality,  
tense, relationship between 
ideas)?

 » What different roles will you 
and the students take up during 
the unit of work (e.g. explainer, 
questioner, evaluator)?

 » How will you support your 
students in the move from the 
oral–visual mode into the written 
mode?

 » What roles will different media 
play in the learning process?

We might imagine an activity where students are debating the issue of global 
warming. At the level of the cultural context, the language choices will probably 
reflect a community in which argumentation is highly valued as intrinsic to the 
democratic process and where the social purpose of arguing has been formalised 
into the genre of the debate. In this particular situational context, the field being 
developed by the debaters is concerned with the science of global warming and 
people’s perceptions of the issues. The language choices will therefore express 
the kinds of happenings involved in global warming (increasing temperature, 
melting ice, rising sea levels), the kinds of participants in these processes (animate? 
human? physical? economic?), and the circumstances surrounding the activity 
(how quickly? to what extent? where? why?). The tenor will probably be relatively 
formal, with students engaging with their peers in front of an audience, trying to 
persuade the adjudicator to their point of view. The language choices will therefore 
involve the use of rhetorical devices such as repetition, intensification, emotive 
vocabulary, rebuttals, and so on. And while the mode is spoken, it will have features 
of the written mode in that the students have had time to research, make notes, 
and prepare their arguments. The language choices will therefore reflect certain 
features of the oral mode (intonation, gesture, facial expression, pausing, volume, 
fluency) as well as features of the written mode (resources for organising the flow 
of the text, careful structuring of the points, and so on).
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14   PART 1 Language and Learning

 » Are you monitoring students’ 
reading to see whether they can, 
for example, identify the purpose 
of the text, or predict how the text 
will unfold in stages?

 » Does students’ reading reflect 
a good grasp of the language 
constructing the field or topic?

 » Does the students’ writing 
successfully achieve the expected 
purpose?

 » Does their writing demonstrate a 
confident control over the field?

 » In their writing, do they engage 
effectively with the reader?

 » Do they have sound command of 
the features of written language?

Think  
about it

The class was engaged in a unit of work on earthquakes. 
The teacher had asked the students to write a story about 
earthquakes, expecting that they would explain how an 
earthquake happens. One student wrote the following:

Have you ever been in an earthquake? Well, I have. It was really 
scary. Our house started shaking and all my books fell off my 
bookcase and the cat ran under the house and we couldn’t 
get her out so we had to get some food to get her to come 
out. There have been a lot of earthquakes in Japan and New 
Zealand. I hope we don’t have another one here.

What does the text reveal about the student’s understanding 
of the genre, field, tenor, and mode required? How could the 
teacher have provided better guidance?

 » Have you made clear to students 
what the objectives of the unit of 
work are in terms of the purposes 
for which they will be reading and 
writing?

 » Have you provided models of the 
genre so that they know what the 
target text will look like?

 » Have you modelled to them 
the kinds of stages that the 
genre typically goes through in 
achieving its purpose?

 » Have you ensured that students 
have control over the language 
features relevant to the genre and 
field of the unit?

In the 
classroom 
(cont.)

Teaching

Assessing

From the discussion above, it is clear that an appropriate model of language for 
today’s classrooms needs to go beyond what is offered by a traditional approach. 
We might conclude by considering, in Table 1.3, the differences between what a 
traditional model and a functional model offer.
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TABLE 1.3 Differences between traditional and functional approaches

TRADITIONAL APPROACH FUNCTIONAL APPROACH

Describes language in terms of grammatical 
classes (form), such as prepositions, pronouns, 
adverbs, conjunctions, and so on.

Describes language in terms of the relationship between the forms of language 
and their functions. An adverb, for example, can function to provide information 
about an action (He ran swiftly ), to evaluate behaviour (She sang beautifully ),  
to intensify a description (very interesting), to sharpen or blur (exactly right or  
somewhat pleased ), to provide a comment (Luckily he escaped ), and to  
structure a text (First, …, second, …).

Operates at the level of the sentence and below. Deals with language from the level of the whole text through to the level of the 
word (and below), including the interaction between these levels.

Describes the grammar of written language. Describes how written language differs from spoken language and offers a means 
of analysing visual and multimodal texts.

Sees language as a set of rules to be followed. Sees language as a resource and seeks to extend students’ potential to make 
meaning more effectively.

Focuses on grammatical accuracy. Values well-structured sentences, but goes beyond structure to include other 
functions of language.

Presents a decontextualised view of language. Systematically describes how the choices we make in using language are 
influenced by factors in the context.

Uses a pedagogy that is typically concerned 
with labelling the parts of a sentence and 
manipulating these parts in exercises that are 
often inauthentic and unrelated to the regular 
curriculum.

Draws on a scaffolding cycle that relates students’ knowledge about language to 
the kinds of meanings they need to make in the various areas of the curriculum 
and in their daily lives.

Has little to say about students’ language 
development over the years of schooling.

Describes language development from early childhood through to late 
adolescence in terms of the ways in which language is implicated in constructing 
increasingly complex meanings.

Chapter summary

In this chapter we have encouraged you to start thinking about the need for teachers to 
have a clear understanding about language and how their knowledge about language 
is significant in planning, teaching, assessing, and supporting students in achieving 
educational outcomes. We have explained how a functional approach provides us with 
an appropriate model of language for today’s classrooms. In particular, we have focused 
on how a functional model describes the relationship between context and the choices 
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we make from the language system. We have seen how the context can be seen in 
terms of the cultural context (and in particular, the notion of how genres enable us to 
achieve our social purposes) and the more specific context of a particular situation (i.e., 
the register—a particular combination of field, tenor, and mode).

For further discussion

1 How would you describe your current understanding of language? What kind of 
terminology do you use to talk about language? Do you feel it is sufficient to enable 
you to support students’ language and literacy development?

2 Looking at Table 1.3 above, take each of the points listed, and see if you agree with 
how they distinguish between a traditional and a functional approach.

3 Identify three different classroom activities or tasks and describe how they differ in 
terms of the genre being focused on (refer to Table 1.1), their field (e.g. topic), the 
tenor relationships involved, and the mode (channel of communication) being used. 
Reflect on whether this helps you to clarify and predict the kind of language being 
used in such a context.

4 Write a brief recount of an experiment to see whether an object floats or sinks. Now 
change the genre, the field, the tenor, and the mode. What do you notice about how 
the language features change in relation to each of these factors?

5 Download a copy of The Australian Curriculum: English (see websites list below) so 
that you can refer to it as you work with this book.
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Unsworth, L. (2001). Teaching Multiliteracies across the Curriculum. Changing Contexts of Text and Image in 
Classroom Practice. Buckingham and Philadelphia: Open University Press.

Williams, G. (1994). Using Systemic Grammar in Teaching Young Learners: An Introduction. Melbourne: 
Macmillan.

Websites

Australian Curriculum and Reporting Authority (ACARA) (2012). The Australian 
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18   PART 1 Language and Learning

Examples of professional learning programs

The following are some professional learning programs that draw on a functional approach.

The National Accelerated Literacy Program (NALP), jointly funded by the Department of Education, Employment 
and Workplace Relations (DEEWR), and the Northern Territory Government through the Department of 
Education and Training (DET).

How Language Works: Success in Literacy and Learning, Department of Education and Children’s Services, 
South Australia.

Powerful Ways, Western Australian Department of Education and Training.

Prioritising Grammar, New South Wales Department of Education and Communities.

Literacy—The Key to Learning, Queensland Department of Education and Training.
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