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This talk was originally titled ‘A cultural studies perspective’. This was because at the time I 
thought it would be a good idea to highlight the parallels between the debates and shifts going 
on in mainstream humanities in schools and universities on the one hand, and the debates and 
struggles going on around the definition of what it is we are teaching and assessing in ALBE 
and English Language classrooms. In both cases these struggles centre on the relationship 
between language and larger social, cultural and political realities; on the effects, meanings, 
and uses of text, on different modes of reading and writing; on the relationship between 
initiation into modes of language and literacy, and initiation into forms of culture and 
learning, and the relation between these and mastery of specific social processes.  
These issues have been constantly on the agenda from well before Plato’s attack on rhetoric, 
writing and ‘fiction’ in his defence of dialectics as the only valid language pedagogy; right up 
to our current disputes around Garner’s The First Stone and Darville/ slash Demidenko’s The 
Hand That Rocked The Cradle. Or the dispute  that surfaced again last week between Ray 
Misson and Kevin Donnelly over whether a tissue box is a suitable text for study in a VCE 
English class or not.    
I was looking forward to showing how School English, Cultural Studies, Adult Basic 
Education have all emerged ambivalently on the margins as both apprenticeship into 
mainstream intellectual and cultural discourses and at the same time as a resistance to those 
discourses in so far as they are implicated in the injustices and power of class societies. The 
emergence of English studies in Scotland and the colonies; the articulation of cultural studies 
by Raymond Williams in adult education classes ; and the emergence of ABE  as second 
chance education. All three are concerned with the relationship between social outsiders and 
the mainstream.  
Unfortunately I would not be able to do justice to all this in the time frame. 

New start 
So, instead, I will try to address a few simple questions that spiral up the issues of assessment 
and reporting. They are: where are we? How and why did we get here? Where are we headed?  
First a few reflexions on the mode of address I am taking up? As good critical literacy readers 
and listeners you will have noticed how in each of these questions I am invoking a ‘we’. And 
on reflection (perhaps with a little nudge from me) you will also notice an absence: I didn’t 
ask the question: who are we? Who is this ‘we’?  
And now that you are aware of this absence you should be feeling a bit cross. You should be 
muttering to yourself things like: Why hasn’t he begun by defining who this ‘we’ is, before 
positioning himself as speaking on behalf of it? Who does he think he is? Is he trying to be a 
populist demagogue? Or is he simply engaging in the standard rhetoric of those who exercise 
power? Or is he just assuming there is a sharp boundary dividing the world into those who are 
‘us’ and the rest who are ‘them’.  

Speech versus text 
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If only it were this easy. It’s not. Let me try to say why. I will put it this way: what I am doing 
here is reading a text, I am not giving a speech’. Now what could I possibly mean by making 
such a distinction, by distinguishing between ‘reading a text’ and ‘making a speech’.  
What I want to suggest with this distinction between a text and a speech is this:  a speech 
takes  its audience and its context for granted. A text on the other hand can’t. A text doesn’t 
know its  readers or their context or their stance. If you like we could be a bit over-dramatic 
and say that:  a speech assumes a real community while a text invokes an imaginary one.  

Speech audience 

When a speech maker invokes a ‘we’ they claim a bond of identity with their audience and 
thus the right to represent that audience. Speech invokes a community that already exists prior 
to the act of speaking. The speaker can refer to it with a mere utterance of the indexical 
pronoun ‘we’. Everyone who hears this ‘we’ already knows who is being referred to, and 
whether they themselves are part of it. We don’t need to talk about who we are. In fact one of 
the main functions of making a speech is to celebrate the fact that we are a community and to 
make us feel even more of a community. 
So much for the metaphysical assumptions of speech. To sum up: Speech speaks to, in and for 
an already defined context and audience. Speech is what Halliday has called ‘text in context’. 

Text 
Text, by contrast, is absent from its author, absent from its context of utterance, and absent 
from its future readership. To make meaning of a text you don’t need to ‘know the author or 
their inner motives’, nor do you need to understand the initial context in which the text was 
composed or delivered. A text is like the proverbial message in a bottle drifting aimlessly 
with the currents, being read by chance, then thrown back into the waters of time until 
eventually it becomes waterlogged and sinks into oblivion or rots on the beach.  
What am I saying? Whereas Speech is understood in terms of its context; text is 
decontextualised. Texts don’t just invoke or refer to pre-existing categories and groupings. 
Texts problematise, talk about, define, analyse them. Texts don’t just present or re-present or 
make present again what they are talking about; texts stand back and represent the world they 
are about. Text is distanced from what it is about. 
Text does not just blurt out its social context; it recontextualises its occasion of utterance in 
terms of potential contexts, potential realities, potential communities. Text is discourse that 
recontextualises contexts; text is discourse that renames things, reclassifies things. For those 
who were at Peter Freebody’s talk last month we could say: text is discourse with washback. 
Text affects and changes what it is talking about. Text (is looking to) construct, construe, 
shape, reshape, rework, reformulate, reclassify, realign, or reposition what it’s talking about.  

ABE: retextualising your world 
Just as ABE is second chance education , text is second chance discourse, a renaming of one’s 
world. If childhood is socialisation, adult education is re-socialisation and so I would argue 
that ABE is textualising your world, a world that you already inhabit as speech. ABE is a 
second bite of the apple, the apple of language, the language defining your world. ABE is 
rewriting your sense of the world and your place in the world through text. Literacy is 
learning to textualise reality and learning to deal with a reality textualised by others; literacy 
is learning to operate in a world represented and disciplined by text.  
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Let me put it this way: speech is first order discourse; text is second order discourse. 
Whereas speech is discourse ‘in’ its context, text is discourse ‘about’ its context. A second-
order discourse is one defined by the fact that it makes another field an object of inscription. 
This means that problematising another field of activity is an act of literacy, no matter what 
the medium of communication or what the object domain. In other words, literacy as I am 
defining it is not a matter of engaging in language as a written medium nor is it a matter of 
dealing with written texts. Any medium can be used to engage in second-order discourse and 
anything can be an object of second order discourse.  
Almost by definition, any off-the -job education or training is second order discourse.  To 
quote Basil Bernstein: 

Pedagogic discourse is a principle that removes a discourse (de-locates) from its 
substantive practice and context, and re-locates that discourse according to its own 
principle of selective re-ordering and focusing. In the process of de- and re-location 
the original discourse is subject to a transformation which transforms it from an actual 
practice to a virtual or imaginary practice. Pedagogic discourse creates imaginary 
subjects.  

What Bernstein frames as from actual practice to imaginary practice I would put as from 
speech acts to text. 
What we call a literate culture is one that conducts its second order discourse around written 
language , rather than around say sand drawings, dances, song-lines or bark paintings. Here 
we are approaching language, not as a medium of communicating nor as an instrument for 
getting things done, but as an archive, as a storage place, as a repository for meanings, 
concepts, and knowledges. Here we find a cluster of practices for reading and writing that use 
reading and writing as a way of scaffolding people into knowledges. This is what Halliday 
terms ‘learning though language’. Here, texts are being used as a site, a context, a pretext, an 
occasion for learning how to interpret and act in the world. Learning to read a text, to write a 
text or to write about a text are all contexts in which we can learn to read the world because 
text is an inscribed surface on which we, both teachers and students, can display through our 
readings, writings and talk how we are reading the world.  
Now obviously this educational need for a surface of inscription, for a mirror on which we 
can read and write our sociocultural knowledges, can be satisfied in many ways: it is not only 
written texts, or language texts we are taught and asked to interpret thereby displaying our 
sense of the contours of our world. It can be a painting, a ceremony, a dance. Any cultural 
production can provide both the occasion and vehicle for induction into traditions and 
practices of knowledge. 
Similarly, more and more workplaces are now engaging in symbolic work, in second order 
discourse. Which is why governments are now interested in adult literacy. Over the next 10, 
20 years almost everybody in the present workforce is going to have to retrain.  In particular, 
people who have in the past trained in a practical hands-on way are going to have to learn to 
operate in textualised environments. They will need to learn how to learn through text and 
how to work with text. They need to learn how to participate in literate cultures, cultures in 
which things (people, processes, events) are represented textually, not practically or 
experientially.  
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ABE is that form of education that helps adults extend, amplify, and rework their 
sociocultural cognitive capacities by turning their world into text. In ABE, text is a medium 
for working on people’s understandings, dispositions and capacities, their sense of the world, 
and their sense of their place in these worlds.  
Literacy is learning to textualise the world and learning to learn the world through text. 
Literacy is learning to read things not in terms of their immediate occasion or appearance or 
context, but in terms of more hidden, more elusive, contexts and relationships that lie behind 
them. Literacy means being able to read a document, an event, a speech or an action or a 
person in terms of some deeper pattern lying behind them. Now, this means that it is not 
language itself that is the content or the object of learning, but rather language is a medium 
for textualising, for representing a picture of the world.  
Anything can be textualised. A text isn’t just something in written language. Although writing 
has certainly been until now the most powerful medium of textuality,  it is not the only 
medium of inscription or representation. We can treat anything as text; as if it is a surface 
representing or expressing another hidden grammar or order; as needing to be interpreted, not 
just naively responded to 
For example, Heath calls practices of critically attending to oral discourse: oral literacy. That 
is, critically attending to  speech means turning it into text, and literacy is learning to engage 
with text, so learning to compose structured speeches or learning active listening techniques is 
‘oral literacy’. Oral literacy means being able to analyse speech, not just spontaneously 
participate in it. It means being able to stand back and treat a communicative event as a text. 
This doesn’t come naturally to anyone whatever their mother tongue. In fact it is probably 
easier if you are not operating in your mother tongue. 
Or: we can read events as text. For example we could read the sequencing of speakers and 
activities today as a text. We could ask what does it mean that in this final session the order 
has been determined so that I speak , then Sharon, and then Rosa. What would it mean if Rosa 
spoke first , then Sharon and then I came last?   
And of course this raises the question: what is the determining factors governing this 
ordering. Is it just the personal whimsy of the organisers, or is there a larger social order 
constraining their choices? Do we have to textualise their decision-making activities as well. 
I would suggest that it is most important that you not think of us in terms of our names and 
especially not as Sharon, Rosa or Rob—as if we are just private individuals speaking as 
individuals . Rather you should textualise us. You should read us as texts, as voicing absent, 
larger, and more powerful orders of social, cultural and administrative reality.   
Notice I still haven’t said who I am or who we are. Instead I have invited you to be literate, to 
refuse to take things at face value, to look deeper, to read the surface of this day against other 
larger realities; to read me, to textualise me, and to do the same with the other sessions and 
speakers.  

Modernity: a textualising world 
So, to get back to my first heading: where are we? Well surely you can suspect what I am 
going to say. We are in a world governed by texts. We are in a world obsessed with 
textualising itself and everything around it. Let’s call this world, a world bent on textualising 
reality, a world that’s determined to read everything as a text, a world that is obsessed with 
capturing life, the present and the future in inscriptions; a world that is obsessed with 
shuffling paper and reports. Let’s call this world: modernity.  
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Modernity. What is modernity? Modernity is a world which is always dissatisfied or 
distrustful of the way things are, of the status quo, of the surface of everyday life and events. 
Modernity wants to understand; modernity wants to control; modernity wants to understand 
why things happen; modernity wants to have a say in what happens and who it becomes. 
Being modern means that you can’t take things for granted; you can’t just instinctively or 
naturally know what to do or what to say. You have to plan it; compose it; you have to puzzle 
over it. You often have to discourse in text, not speech- like I’m doing now. Being modern 
means you don’t know whether you are doing the right thing or even who you really are. 
Being modern means you don’t know whether you even want to be here today or whether 
you should really be somewhere else. Being modern means you are having flashbacks and 
flashforwards: trying to remember did you lock the back door properly? wondering if there’s 
anything to cook for tea tonight; wondering should you just get right out of ALBE and go 
feral and grow grapes or marijuana. Being modern means you keep thinking: why is 
everything so complicated and so unresolvable. Modernity means being condemned to 
textualising and being textualised. 

the attentativeness of teaching versus assessment 
And now let me connect these thoughts up with the issue of testing times. The theme for the 
day is: Testing Times: assessing what for whom? In my terms this is clearly an invitation to 
turn these times of testing into a text, to critically examine and analyse the demand for testing 
and the forms of testing in relation to the times, in relation to larger orders and trends in social 
life. The theme is saying: let’s be literate about our context, let’s not just take it for granted, 
let’s stand back and read it. Let’s textualise our times. Let’s learn to interpret the documents 
involved in the processes of assessment and reporting. Let’s learn to problematise these 
documents, not just be passive readers.  
But now you can see the further irony in this title given my account of text. We could change 
the title of the day to Texting Times, times that insist on texting. In other words, tests and the 
reporting that attends them are perfect cases of what I am calling text.  
So, the title Testing Times is really asking us to engage in third order discourse. It is asking 
us to textualise the texts that textualise the realities of our students and classrooms. And if you 
like I’m asking you to engage in fourth order discourse: to textualise the texts that textualise 
the texts that textualise our classroom realities. 
So let me say a bit about the question of assessment. 

Formative versus summative assessment 
Good teachers are always engaged in evaluating and responding to their students. In the 
literature this is usually called formative assessment as if it were in the same category as 
summative assessment, as if both were forms of something called assessment. But whether we 
should call this attentativeness ‘assessment’ is an issue. Calling them both assessment  
obscures the fact that one is much more speechy than the other.  
What is called formative assessment, the daily attentativeness of teachers to their students, I 
will call appraisal. Appraisal is much more interactive, and participatory, much less 
systematically articulated. It is expressed through gesture, intonation and congruent 
interpersonal behaviour. Appraisal is a form of responsive attentativeness that all good 
teacher’s deploy in continually evaluating and interacting with, guiding and assisting, 
intervening or withdrawing from their students. And this is all aimed at staging the unfolding 
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of classroom events, activities and discourse so that students learn and so that their learning is 
validated or checked by being displayed back to the teacher. In other words a good teacher is 
constantly checking and rechecking just where their students are at. And of course they need 
to do this to even know what to do next. This is a crucial form of quality control that is 
currently being undermined.  
Summative assessment, on the other hand, is much more distanced from the classroom, it is 
not usually constructed dialogically with the student; it is constructed and composed away 
from the student and shown to them later, and it is usually inscribed in writing. To me, 
assessment  implies a more deliberate, more self-conscious, more structured act of discourse; 
one that involves the teacher distancing themselves from the to and fro of classroom 
interaction; one in which the teacher withdraws and tries to compose a small verbal text in 
their head or written on paper that sums up how a student is going. In short, it is much more 
text-ly. It is second order discourse ‘about’ a student, not first order discourse ‘with’ them. 
Those of you teaching in courses that are  already subject to intrusive textualisation such as 
the CGEA (Certificates of General Education for Adults) will be very conscious of this 
difference between appraisal and summative assessment. This is the difference: sometimes 
you are just absorbed in your students and what is going on in the class and unselfconsciously  
focused on trying to orchestrate the flow and direction of learning going on in the classroom. 
This is what I am calling appraisal. But there are other times, especially as moderation gets 
close when you are on the look out for performance criteria and so on. This is what I am 
calling assessment. Here you are textualising the students, you are treating them as texts. 

Face validity 

Now, let me say something about what is called face validity. Face validity asks the question: 
what is the relationship between the teacher as appraiser and the teacher as assessor? Is the 
framework of assessment or reporting a reasonable textualisation of the framework of 
appraisal. Does it reflect what the teacher is trying to teach. 
So face validity asks the question: do those actually involved in making substantive appraisals 
and assessments feel that the categories and grids of the CGEA or the NRS (National 
Reporting System) mirror or capture their ways of making judgements and appraisals. In 
short, can a field of practitioners recognise themselves, recognise their field and recognise 
their students in the categories or grids claiming to textualise their ways of appraisal.  
Now, in terms of standard empiricist methodology the NRS, to my knowledge, is not even as 
rigorous as the ALLAN Scales which were based on the collection of at least some 
ethnographic data from teachers in the field. The NRS by contrast is mainly based on a cut 
and paste from a whole swag of recent curriculum documents which were themselves 
produced as responses to governmental demands that educators must textualise their practices 
in ways that can demonstrate ‘how much bang for the buck’ the government’s getting from 
education.  

Third order discourse 

So, the NRS is at a third remove from what it is claiming to represent. At the first level we 
have the in-class appraisal by teachers in all its contextually embedded diversity; then at a 
second level we have Frameworks and curriculum structures such as the CGEA, a level which 
includes AL, adult ESL and ABE across educational, cultural, community and workplace 
domains; and finally we have the NRS claiming to represent the higher unity of this second 
order. A veritable three-layered cake, indeed. Think about how shaky it is. Given that the 
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NRS engaged in only token validation at level one, it is almost totally dependent for its own 
validity on the validity of these second order texts.  
Now if like me you construe these second order texts such as the CGEA as a site of 
conflicting discourses; if you view them as texts on which are written the signs, the meanings 
the traces of other social contexts and their voices, you are bound to ask how much face 
validity does the NRS really possess? One would have to suspect that a third order text that 
has been constructed by cutting and pasting from a whole lot of second order texts which 
were themselves constructed according to CBT frameworks and formats imposed from on 
high rather than derived from trying to articulate the forms of appraisal used by teachers is 
inevitably going to have an extremely tenuous relationship to what teachers really do or see 
themselves as doing in classrooms. 
So, rather than read the NRS as a representation of the forms of appraisal currently used by 
teachers, perhaps we should retextualise it and relocate it and its context. In fact, this text will 
and is intended to operate to shape the systems of appraisal used in classrooms. It is what 
Messick calls ‘assessment-leveraged policy implementation’. In other words, rather than 
telling people what to do or what they have to look for, you tell them how they have to report 
and this will surreptitiously wash back on what they do and what they notice. This means you 
can change their teaching practices without having to have a head on with them. It is what we 
could call soft totalitarianism. 
I could spend another couple of hours taking you through the NRF and explaining its lack of 
relationship to the National Competency Framework that it claims to be representing. I could 
also spend an hour or so looking at the whole area of economic rationalism in education and 
at CBT and at the current upheaval in education. 

Instead I will end with three thoughts: 

First, a quote from Professor Richard Sweet. He is talking about the Mayer competencies in 
vocational education. He refers to an article by Alison Wolf which argues that the grandiose 
aims of the attempt to embed national reporting of core skills into vocational education in 
Britain foundered for 2 reasons: 
1. core skills can’t de-contextualise them, i.e. can only appraise in context 
2. core skills can’t be moderated across incommensurable domains or contexts 
He writes: 

The most sensible solution … is to adopt the European rather than the Anglo-Saxon 
approach to key competencies. In other words, concentrate on how apprentices, and 
vocational students actually learn to plan, cooperate and solve problems in specific 
situations rather than put these competencies into generalised multi-level frameworks 
that  pose insuperable problems in assessment. The message is to focus on teaching 
and learning rather than on frameworks , assessment and reporting. 

In my terms, Sweet is saying: concentrate on appraisal, not assessment or reporting grids. 
My second quote is from Philip Ruthven, who recently wrote: 

Professional occupations are being industrialised in the same way that artisans were 
industrialised 100 years ago.  

Putting these two quotes together you get something like this: that in order to produce 
multiskilled workers for the new workplace, workers who produce information and meaning, 
not goods; workers who can work autonomously in small work teams taking responsibility for 
their own quality control, their own learning, and their own standards, that in order to produce 
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workers like this: we should take away from teachers their current autonomy and 
responsibility for quality appraisal and turn education and training into a Fordist workplace. 
So, instead of encouraging teacher to form teams that are responsible for their own 
performance, teachers are instead being deskilled, in the same way that artisans were 
deskilled by being forced onto factory assembly lines. I ask the question: can a education and 
training workplace that is regressing to Fordist institutional lines successfully produce 
workers for the new postfordist workplace? 
My third and final point is this: There is some consolation in all this. We all know these grids 
will fail. In modernity everything fails: that is part of the essence of modernity. The shelf life 
of these documents is getting shorter and shorter. The National Competencies hardly even got 
off the shelf. I would wager that most people in this room today have not had the opportunity 
to study it in any depth. I certainly have not come across a serious attempt to analyse it. 
Whether we living in high modernity or in postmodernity, any attempt to construct a 
universalist text is a big ask. National governments may feel that producing documents like 
this is their only hope of keeping control and tabs on what is happening. Maybe that is true. 
Still all it shows is that in the age of the Internet the nation state is increasingly desperate and 
powerless to frame, constrain or channel the sorts of discourse and communications taking 
place within and across its borders.  
Nor will plagiarising the Greenpeace motto as ‘Thinking nationally, acting locally’ get us off 
the hook, especially if your categories mesh poorly with the actual forms of appraisal that 
teachers rely on.  I won’t even raise the question: who is the ‘we’ being addressed by the 
NRS; nor whether the pedagogic practices assembled under the heading of ‘Language’ really 
do constitute a single field.   
And yet we are modern people and so we are condemned to textualising ourselves and our 
practice, we are condemned to literacy and to trying to articulate who we are and what and 
why we are doing what we do. Even if government magically disappeared tomorrow we 
would still feel driven to give an account of ourselves - not to government but to ourselves, to 
one another, to our students and to our community.   
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