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I. Language as semiotic system – language and meaning

■ In SFL, every act of language is an act of meaning and “to mean is to 
act semiotically” (Halliday, 2013). 

■ For Halliday, meaning is choice (it is contrastive). 



Categories start 
very, very, very 
early
We sort things into 
categories by colour, by 
shape, by purpose, by 
meal, etc. and we don’t all 
do it in the same way but 
we all do it.



Categories for numbers

2, 3, 5, 7, 11, 13, … 4, 6, 8, 9, 10, 12, 14, …



Categorising and sorting language
■ Juice is not milk [but they are both liquids we can drink]

■ Dogs are not cats [but they are both animals]

■ Jumping isn’t running [but they are both movements]

■ Big is not small [but they are both relative sizes]

big, small, large, 
tiny, wide, 
narrow, …

house, garden, 
sister, coffee, 

gap, car, pencil, 
day, …



I. Language as semiotic system – language and meaning

■ “[T]he internal organization of language is not arbitrary but embodies 

a positive reflection of the functions that language has evolved to 

serve in the life of social man” (Halliday, 1973) > at the core is a 

functional grammar

■ Language, then, is primarily a meaning making system; meaning potential.
■The functional (meaning-making) potential is captured by three main 

(meta)functions:
– Experiential: representing/construing experience 
– Interpersonal: using language to act and interact
– Textual: creating text by indicating topic and relevance.



I. Language as semiotic system – multifunctional nature

■ Every clause expresses, simultaneously, the three metafunctions

■ Example:  adapted from Coffin (2010:4), “two representations or 
‘construals’ of the same ‘slice’ of reality, i.e. fishing in the North Sea.”

a) Fishermen used to catch 100,000 tons of fish per year in the 
North Sea. 

b) The North Sea used to provide 100,000 tons of fish per year. 

■ In a) ‘the North Sea’ is not a direct participant, unlike ‘fishermen’ and 
‘100,000 tons of fish per year’ but in b) it is, although the 
entity/entities catching the fish are not represented. 



I. Language as semiotic system – system as meaning 
potential

a) Fishermen catch 100,000 tons of fish per year in the North Sea. 

b) Do fishermen catch 100,000 tons of fish per year in the North Sea?

Entry condition System 
name 

System features Realization 
statement

Clause
MOOD TYPE

Declarative

Interrogative

↘ S ^ F

↘ F ^ S

Table source: Butler and Taverniers 2008



I. Language as semiotic system – language development

■ SFL sees language as a semiotic potential and considers that language 
development involves ‘learning to mean’, i.e. developing the semiotic 
system, and this happens through use.

■ Halliday’s model of language development: learning language, learning 
through language and learning about language.  

■ Stages of development: 

(proto-language) -> generalization -> abstractness -> metaphor

■ “[D]eveloping new ways of using language also leads to new ways of 
thinking and new forms of consciousness in students ... Learning content 
means learning the language that construes that context as students 
participate in new contexts of learning.” (Shleppergrell, 2004:18)



I. Language as semiotic system - language and knowledge

■ According to Halliday "language is the essential condition of knowing, the 
process by which experience becomes knowledge" (1993:94)

■ Language learning should not be isolated from all other aspects of learning

■ According to Christie (2004:18):

■ Learning language - the basic resources of one’s first language

■ Learning through language - learning about one’s world through the 
resource of language; shaping and articulating a sense of relationships 
as well as an awareness of ways to express experience. 

■ Learning about language - taking language itself as an object of study: 
learning about (i) its grammatical systems, in terms of its meanings, 
vocabulary, phonology and writing systems; (ii) its status as an institution, 
as aspects of community and culture; and (iii) its varieties, in terms of 
register and dialect variations. 



II. SFL framework – sources and influences

■ The theory stems from Halliday’s work in language education and from 
studying under Firth also influenced by Bühler and Malinowski

■ Halliday (2006:19) explains: 
“I have always tried to work with a functional orientation to language; not 
eschewing theory, because without theory there can be no consistent and 
effective practice, but treating a theory as a problem-solving enterprise and 
trying to develop a theoretical approach, and a theoretical model of language, 
which can be brought to bear on everyday activities and tasks. I call this an 
‘appliable’ linguistics: appliable rather than applicable, because the word 
‘applicable’ refers to one particular purpose, whereas ‘appliable’ means 
having the general property that it can be put to use in different operational 
contexts”

■ SFL generally rejects the opposition between ‘proper linguistics’ and ‘applied 
linguistics’



II. SFL framework – compatibility 

■ Focus on meaning (rather than form) 

■ Social-orientation to meaning

■ Prioritizes paradigmatic choice 

■ Register and register variation have a central role in the theory

■ SFL is relatively easily compatible with socially oriented theories (e.g. 
Berstein’s sociology or Vygotsky’s psychology), functional grammars, critical 
discourse theory, text linguistics, translation theory, and more.

■ Also compatible with, but perhaps less obviously so, cognitive approaches 
(see Butler, 2013) and with formal approaches (depending on objectives); 
increasingly research combining these has used mixed-methods, where 
approaches are complementary (e.g. experimental data with naturally 
occurring data)



II. SFL framework – comparison with SLA 

■ Compatibility with SLA lies in most directly with Vygotskian 
approaches, e.g. shared interest in the social nature of 
learning, the role of language as semiotic tool and the 
relationship between individual and culture (Llinares García, 
2013:30)

■ SFL is also compatible with SLA methodological approaches 
such as CLIL and Corpus Linguistics



■ Also with approaches that have since adopted a similar stance to the following: 
■ Halliday 1978: “Perfection is a goal that goes with a conception of 'language as 

rule'; it implies following the rules, getting things right and free of errors. But 
our language is never error-free, and I think there is too much emphasis on the 
avoidance of linguistic errors. Success goes with a conception of 'language as 
a resource'; it is a native-like concept, which highlights the similarities, not in 
the process of first- and second-language learning but in the nature of the 
achievement and in our evaluation of what has been achieved.” (Halliday, 
2007a:190)

■ Halliday 1986: “Once the language teaching takes on a more functional 
orientation, as has happened with these shifts of emphasis in TESOL, the 
teacher's part becomes a much more positive one: instead of appearing purely 
in a prophylactic role, as a preventer of errors, the teacher becomes an 
enabler, one who is helping the student extend his [her] powers.” (Halliday, 
2007b:207)

II. SFL Nature of the framework – comparison with SLA



II. SFL framework – Vygostky’s ‘semiotic mediation’ 
Vygotsky’s ‘zone of proximal development’ underlies the metaphor of ‘scaffolding’

“[Vygotsky’s] theory of semiotic mediation, the process through which meanings 
move from dialogic use in interpersonal contexts to become thinking 
intrapersonally:

Any function in the child’s cultural development appears twice, or on two 
planes. First it appears on the social plane, and then on the psychological 
plane. First it appears between two people as an interpsychological
category, and then within the child as an intrapsychological category.  This 
is equally true with regard to voluntary attention, logical memory, the 
formation of concepts, and the development of volition (Vygotsky, 
1981:163).

It is the significance of the ordinariness of interaction that is so crucial.” 
(Williams, 2016) 

Visible semiotic mediation and invisible semiotic mediation



Halliday, 1970: vii

Unless what they are doing in school relates to the uses of language with 
which they are familiar, and makes sense in terms of what they need language 
for, it will not carry them far. 

But there are children who have not had this variety of linguistic experience, 
and who will not get it outside the school; for them the teacher, and the 
teacher’s specialist skill and knowledge are the only hope of linguistic success. 
Do not think that the supporting activities – talking with this specialist about 
language, and, with her active help, investigating the mysteries of writing – are 
just optional extras for the favoured ones.  On the contrary, these are the 
foundations of success, and it is those children whom the chances are most 
against who need in particular to talk about and to understand what they are 
trying to do.  In all his other activities, the child talks about what he is learning 
as he goes along; why should language be an exception? 

II. Vygostky’s ‘semiotic mediation’ 



Hasan’s Register Repertoires

[E]very speaker of a language has a large repertoire but nevertheless it is 
necessarily one that is limited since no-one can feasibly produce text successfully 
in all registers of a language. Thus, pedagogy designed to extend that repertoire 
to contexts, social processes, registers and actual texts that are highly valued in 
an institutional context is critically important, especially for students for whom 
the everyday processes of living do not provide ‘natural’ access. 

Education, we announce righteously, is for everyone and everyone has an 
equal chance of success in it. But the real power, the true resource through 
which the ‘equal chance’ can come to have a tangible reality is language. 
What the system professes to make available to everyone is in fact available 
to everyone only if they have access to the language which is 
characteristically and habitually used in constructing that information. The 
solution seems easy: create awareness of the features of the academic 
registers (Hasan, [1985] 2011:95).

II. Vygostky’s ‘semiotic mediation’ 



Williams (2016):

■ The priority is to develop accessible material for teachers to help them 
understand children’s different histories of meaning-making, and 
therefore the different orientations to meaning-making they will bring to 
classroom interaction. 

■ Joan Rothery’s formulation ‘guidance through interaction in the 
context of shared experience’ is not as succinct a formulation but it 
does much more successfully capture the necessary intersubjectivity
that semiotic mediation requires. 

■ [It] restores teachers to being mentors rather than builders.  Thinking, 
then, specifically about a teacher’s role in developing children’s 
knowledge of context-text relations, something like the following might 
be useful:  guidance to reflect on contexts for meaning-making 
through shared activity using appropriate linguistic magnification.

II. Vygostky’s ‘semiotic mediation’ 



III. Research related to subject knowledge and learning



III. Research related to subject knowledge and learning

As a holistic theory, SFL provides a framework for a broad range of 
research
■ According to Coffin (2010:4, Special Issue of NALDIC) SFL’s 

account of choice in grammar “provide[s] different orientations to 
the natural world and this is an aspect of language use that can 
be exploited across all school subjects”.



Projects …
Bucks WRITE Project (Lindsey Thomas)
• To develop teachers’ subject 

knowledge and expertise in teaching 
writing

• Through experimentation, evaluation 
and sharing, to develop models of 
best practice

• To build a group of specialist teachers 
of writing with the capacity to support 
others in their own schools and 
beyond

LLAWEN 
(Literacy and Language AWareness
in EducatioN)

The project seeks to equip practising 
teachers as mentors with trainees to 
develop an enabling language 
repertoire in their subject classrooms.

NAMED
(Nominality and Meaning Directness)

• Stella Neumann, RWTH Achen
• Miriam Taverniers, Ghent University



Final thoughts …

■ Choice
■ Toolkit/Flexibility/Adaptability
■ Collaboration and cooperation



Thank you



Some references on SFL and SLA 
■ McCabe, A. (forthcoming 2016). SFL and language teaching. In Bartlett, T. & 

O’Grady, G. (eds.), The Routledge Handbook of Systemic Functional Linguistics. 
Routledge.

■ Duff, P., & Talmy, S. (2011). Language socialization approaches to second language 
acquisition: Social, cultural, and linguistic development in additional languages. In 
D. Atkinson (Ed.), Alternative approaches to SLA (pp. 95-116). London: Routledge.

■ McCabe, A., Gledhill, C. and Xinghua, L. (Special Issue Guest Editors) 2015. TESOL 
International Journal: Special Issue on Systemic Functional Linguistics and English 
Language Teaching, 10: 1.

■ McCabe, A., Llinares, A., Morton, T. and Whittaker, R. 2016. Longitudinal study of 
two CLIL classrooms in Spain: Results from written and spoken data. In Papaja, K. 
and Swiatek, A. (eds.) Modernizing Educational Practice Perspectives in Content 
and Language Integrated Learning. Cambridge Scholar Publishing.

■ Ortega, L. 2009. Understanding second language acquisition. London: Hodder 
Arnold. (especially chapter 10)

■ CLIL at UAM: http://uam-clil.com/
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