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A few months ago I was asked to present a history of the approach to academic literacy developed 
with a group of colleagues since the early 1980s at Footscray TAFE to help students prepare for 
academic study in higher education. Going back through many old musty, unfinished, unpublished 
scraps of writings, sketches of curriculum activities, and stuttering attempts to theoretically articulate 
what we were learning through trial and error, I discovered, or rather rediscovered, a central theme 
threading its way through all our work—the notion of ‘glossing’. 

However, in the presentation itself I was rushed and did not spell out clearly just exactly what 
glossing was nor why it is so important. Fortunately, an editor of Fine Print was in the audience and 
invited me to write this piece explaining our concept of ‘glossing’ and what difference it makes. 

The article comprises two parts: the first focuses on ‘glossing’ which I suggest is central to LLN from 
1990-now; the second part suggests that we are entering a new era in which glossing will need to be 
supplemented by what I am calling ‘counter-glossing’.

Part One: Glossing

Imagine you are discussing someone else with a friend. 

You say, ‘He is really inconsistent in his demands; sometimes he flies off the 
handle if they don’t instantly do what he wants; some times he completely 
ignores them and leaves them to their own devices; other times he resorts to 
hitting them without any real rhyme or reason’. 

Your friend replies, ‘That’s child abuse’! 

Your friend has glossed the behaviour you were describing.

She has taken the facts as you described them and interpreted them as a case of child abuse, which is 
a serious concept in social work, the law and government regulations. We call this act of interpreting 
something as a case of a serious concept: glossing. Serious concepts are concepts that carry the weight 
of academic disciplines and/or powerful social institutions such as the law or government behind 
them. They carry institutional or theoretical weight and clout. They correspond to what Jim Gee calls 
Discourses - with a capital ‘D’. 

So, glossing is using the concepts of a Discourse to interpret something. 

Another example: 

You say,‘The weather has been really strange lately. We’ve had 12 years of 
drought and now a year of rain, rain, rain!’ Your friend replies, ‘This is 
because of global warming’. 

Your friend is glossing the facts you mention under the umbrella of ‘global warming’. Global 
warming is a theoretical discourse developed by climatologists and others.

Of course, someone else might reply: ‘No! The weather is is just an effect of sunspots’! 

But ‘sunspots’ is also a gloss, a theoretical Discourse. So, here we have a debate between two ways of 
glossing the same facts, two Discourses being applied to the same facts.

During the 80s we were supporting students from Technical Schools in TOP (Tertiary Orientation 
Program) do Years 11 and 12. In these years of secondary schooling, the focus is on learning the 
Discourses embodied in the curriculum subjects (science, history, legal studies) and how to gloss the 
world with these Discourses thereby demonstrating your mastery of that subject. In both upper 
secondary and higher VET, ‘facts’ are less important than being able to understand Discourses and see 
the facts through the lens of these Discourses together with their theories, paradigms, frameworks, 
models, concepts or ideas. It is important for students to realise this, that facts or experience are now 
receding in importance. Teachers are not wanting you to learn new facts; they are wanting you to 
learn new ways of glossing. 



However, the centrality of Discourses and glossing was obscured for many of us in LLN at the time 
because we had previously been Primary teachers, ‘remedial’ literacy teachers or English teachers in 
secondary schools or technical schools. Primary trained LLN educators were tempted to revert to a 
focus on basic alphabetic literacy; English teachers were not comfortable with the explicit teaching of 
Discourses and glossing; and ESL teachers tended to focus on the linguistic peculiarities of English. 
Moreover, as progressives, many of us were committed to protecting and respecting the 
understandings, experience and cultures students brought with them into LLN.

And so, not by accident, the subject our Year 11 and 12 students at Footscray Technical College had 
the most problems with was English, because English did not have text-books, or learnable 
procedures. It did not seem to have any graspable content that could be learnt in the usual ways. All 
you could do was blurt out ‘what you thought or felt’ and then hope for the best. There seemed to be 
no way you could study or systematically learn it. This was extremely frustrating, especially for 
students who are good students in other subjects such as biology, chemistry, maths, accounting, legal 
studies and so on. 

Actually, it was in trying to help students understand what was expected of them in Year 12 English 
that we first formulated the idea of glossing. Students thought they were being asked to simply write 
down their ‘opinions’ on public issues or their ‘thoughts and feelings’ about books and characters in 
books. They didn’t realise was they were being asked to gloss Discourses onto public issues, books 
and characters. They were not being told that this was what they should be doing, nor were they being 
told which Discourse or Discourses to use. 

In short English is an odd-ball subject. There are two stories about why this is so. One is that it is to 
make sure that students who do not already have these abstract Discourses from their families and 
background culture fail. On this view, subjects like English are designed to sort the future careers and 
lives of students based on the cultural capital acquired from their family and class background. This 
ensures that middle class families pass on professional work to do with culture to their children. Other 
children can achieve careers in explicitly learnable technical fields, but not in fields that rely in 
culturally significant Discourses.

The other story is that the ideas and Discourses that English deals with are ethical ideas, not just 
conceptual ideas, that ethical ideas are about transforming your soul and so they have to be learnt by 
gradually transforming the way you see and feel about the meaning of things, including your values, 
the direction of your own life, and your relationships with others around you, including the world as a 
whole. On this view, subjects like English are spiritual exercises designed to transform the way 
students understand and experience their lives and the world. 

We felt both these stories to be reasonable, but still felt that even if you did interpret English as 
primarily an ethical subject (that is, not a subject about the English language or Literary studies), 
students without the ‘correct’ cultural capital still should have a right to be made aware of the hidden 
Discourses being used by English teachers to assess their work as ‘immature’ or ‘insightful’.

It was in this context that we realised that English teachers ‘read’ student work for the qualities of the 
author, not for the quantity or quality of the facts or information. The way students gloss a character 
reveals to the English teacher just what Discourse (ideas or values) they are drawing on to interpret 
that character. What was weird is that this all happens without the actual Discourses themselves being 
mentioned or discussed in an explicit way with the students—as would happen in Philosophy, 
Psychology, Sociology, Anthropology, Cultural Studies and even in recent Literary Theory. So, we felt 
we had to help students understand that these abstract Discourses needed to be at work in what they 
were writing. 

To help students, we created names, diagrams and short writing exercises to draw attention to the 
values and Discourses valued by English teachers and to how these can be put into writing. We found 
that most students, once they knew what they were aiming at and were given structured practice in 
how to do it, could quite quickly move from Fail marks to Bs.

This educational work of bringing out the hidden Discourses that students are expected to draw on in 
glossing facts and situations can be seen in Public Literacy (McCormack & Moraitis, 1995), which 



dealt with so-called ‘opinion writing’. It shows students and educators that there is a learnable field of 
Discourses, of ‘-isms’ and ideologies that you are expected to draw on in interpreting public dispute 
and in interpreting the responses (glosses) of others in these public controversies. (Unhappily, even 
though we did study the other kinds of writing demanded in senior English—personal reflection & 
literary responses—and did conduct many workshops for teachers during late 80s and early 90s, we 
never found time or resources to write these Discourses and textual patterns up as more lasting 
curriculum resources.)

This was the beginning of our insight that literacy is a matter of learning Discourses and learning how 
to gloss them so as to interpret reality. We had found that even a subject like English, a subject that 
did not seem to have Discourses behind it, did! We had also found that these Discourses can be 
described and explained to students so that they could consciously use them in their reading and 
writing.

To do this students must learn by being explicitly taught new ways of reading and writing. They need 
to learn how to produce new sentence structures and new paragraph patterns, patterns that are quite 
different from those they are familiar with from talking, reading novels or skimming the Herald-Sun. 
Moreover—and this is really important for LLN educators to think about—these reading and writing 
skills are best taught and learnt as part of grappling to understand and ‘take on’ Discourses. This 
means that these new ways of reading and writing cannot be taught separately from ‘content’. 

Taking on a new Discourse is not only learning to see things in a new way; it is taking on a new 
identity; it is being able to imagine yourself as the subject, as speaking to/for a Discourse and its 
corresponding field of things and people glossed by it; of being responsible for this Discourse and its 
worldly field and their future. Learning to write in this more advanced way is not just a technique or 
skill, it is a matter of learning to see the world with new eyes, being able to imagine new ways of 
acting, new ways of being responsible, new ways of feeling and responding to things. 

Of course this new identity is at first self-conscious and stilted, but over time and with lots of practice, 
it becomes fluent, embodied, emotion-ed, unthinking, almost instinctive. Just like learning a new 
language, we have to learnt new Discourses; and just as we can become fluent over time in English, 
so too we can become fluent in Discourses of Economics or the Discourses of Child Care. 

But, you might ask, how does this idea of literacy as learning Discourses connect with literacy as 
learning written language? There are, I think, at least five connections. 

The first is that, in order to create high status and to make themselves more difficult to learn or 
understand, most Discourses use words different from ordinary language—even when they are talking 
about pretty much the same thing. For example, they will say ‘myocardial infarct’ instead of ‘heart 
attack’; or ‘burglary’ instead of ‘stealing’. This means is that our ordinary mother tongue English 
vocabulary has to be supplemented by lots of  Latin or Greek words. So, this is the first problem: the 
words you learn from talking with people in everyday situations are not enough to be able to read or 
write the Discourse texts circulating in workplaces, bureaucracies, academic knowledge, or public 
discussions. They use ‘big words’—words like ‘implementation’ and such like.

A second connection between learning Discourses and learning written language is that almost the 
only way to learn these Discourses is through reading and discussing written texts. Even though 
Youtube is now creating many video resources, the best way to learn Discourses is still by reading or 
listening to educators talk the Discourses. Moreover, it is almost impossible to learn Discourses 
experientially. This is because they are usually hidden invisibly ‘behind’ what is happening, not out 
front in a way that can be seen, named or experienced. We can learn to perform the activities of a 
Discourse, yet still not really understand the Discourse or Discourses behind what we are doing.

A third connection between learning Discourses and learning written language is that how well you 
have learnt a Discourse is normally assessed through your ability to ‘put your understanding into 
writing’. Most students experience a large gap between what they understand and how well they can 
put that understanding into writing. This gap is an artefact of history. Before mass education, 
assessment was oral via debate or discussion, but with mass education this became impossible, and 



now assessment is via written language. This means that to demonstrate understanding, students now 
need advanced literacy skills in writing.

A fourth connection between learning Discourses and learning written language is that nowadays 
reading and writing are solitary private activities. In the past they were public communal activities 
where people could help one another. Because spoken language was collaborative and interactive, you 
did not have to develop the whole text and its movement by yourself; everyone involved could 
contribute to developing the conversation. But in writing, you have to produce a text by yourself in 
which you imagine yourself as a spokesperson for a Discourse and write for an imaginary audience of 
other standpoints or points of view also located within or adjacent to that Discourse. Moreover, you 
have to create a text that moves logically through issues and topics towards a compelling conclusion. 
You have to imagine yourself, imagine your audience, and imagine the moves in your text. And do 
this all by yourself. 

Finally, the fifth connection between literacy as learning Discourses and literacy as learning written 
language is that written language has a different grammar from everyday spoken language. Halliday is 
the linguist who has helped us understand this. Spoken language is made up of short sentences with 
‘doing’ verbs. Written language expressing Discourses, by contrast, is made up of long sentences with 
almost no ‘doing’ verbs. Instead there are sentences in which nominal groups referring to facts are 
joined by ‘verbs of being’ (verbs such as ‘is’, ‘means’, ‘consists of’, ‘developed into’, ‘resulted in’ 
and so on).  Our writing has to shift from being centred around ‘do-ers’ and ‘doing’ to focusing on the 
relationships between facts and Discourses glossing those facts. Halliday describes this shift as a shift 
from everyday spoken language to written language. Writing (or reading) these sentences is unnatural; 
it has to be learnt.

So, students need to learn how to write glosses; how to describe facts and situations in the world with 
glosses, and how to describe someone else’s glossing and discuss their merits in writing. Glossing 
demands new kinds of sentences and new kinds of sentence structure (grammar) from our usual ways 
of writing or talking. To write from within a Discourse you need to learn how to gloss in written 
language. Most importantly, you need to be able to put both the gloss (the Discourse concepts or 
ideas) and the glossed (the facts, the realities) into a single sentence. This is not easy. 

Here is a glossing sentence:  

Inconsistent demands, flying off the handle, alternating unpredictably between 
demands and paying no attention, resorting to random physical punishment 
are signs of child abuse.

So, here we have taken that first conversation and turned it into a single sentence. Seems easy, but it 
isn’t. 

First, notice that ‘the facts’ have been turned into ‘states’. The normal sentence, ‘He is really 
inconsistent in his demands’, which has a subject (He), a verb (is) and the rest, has been transformed 
into part of a sentence, into a noun group (‘inconsistent demands’). ‘He’ has been got rid of. And the 
verb has gone. The whole fact (a sentence) has been transformed into a state (a noun group). 
Similarly, the other facts have also been nominalised (transformed into noun groups, states). And all 
these states are glossed as evidence of (‘signs of’) child abuse.

Inconsistent demands, 

flying off the handle, 

alternating unpredictably between demands and paying no attention, 

resorting to random physical punishment 
are signs of child abuse.

It was this focus on literacy as learning Discourses and how to gloss the world with them that explains 
why we moved into a more content-focused approach to literacy. Instead of trying to teach writing or 
literacy on its own, we taught them in context, when doing their job of glossing the world. 



And so we branched out to develop the Liberal Arts Cert. 4 & Assoc. Diploma program; wrote Public 
Literacy (1995) in which the background Discourses of public life, in fact ideologies, were described; 
wrote The World of Work (1992) to show how first the Discourses of Industrialisation and then the 
Discourse of Post-Fordism were being used to re-shape and re-frame social life, especially the 
workplace; and, even developed a public speaking curriculum for Indigenous students at Batchelor 
Institute that explicitly drew on the Discourse values sitting behind public speech. 

This integration of learning literacy and learning Discourses has not been easy to work out 
pedagogically or institutionally. It is still unfinished business. Many educators have been exploring 
different ways of weaving literacy and content together into fruitful curricula. To my knowledge, there 
is no simple template. 

Part Two: Counter-glossing

I would now like to move from the concept of Discourse glossing to the idea of counter-Discourse 
glossing. 

But to explain this new concept, it would help to give my sense of the narrative of LLN—of where we 
come from, where we are, and where we are heading (or at least, where we could and should be 
heading, if the government would support us). 

It is my belief that we are entering a new era of LLN, a very ambiguous and potentially conflicted era, 
because the government is running two incompatible stories about LLN side by side. 

According to one story, LLN is second chance education, an education designed to enable those who 
missed out on a basic education - for whatever reason - to make up that gap. This is a system of 
education dedicated to ‘closing the gap’.  

According to the other story,  LLN is foundation skills, a training focused on helping adult get into the 
formal workforce by improving their employability and workplace competencies. This is a system of 
education is dedicated to what economists call ‘human capital’—involvement of people in the paid 
workforce. 

The Australian government, like many other governments, have been running both these narratives 
side by side, opportunistically appealing to one or the other as it suits the rhetoric of the situation or 
audience. On one occasion with one audience they emphasise one, on other occasions the other.

As someone who defines himself emphatically as a second chance educator, my life-long commitment 
has been to the first narrative. I believe that the mission of our field is to ‘close the gap’. I believe in 
this as a real practical task, not just a rhetorical flourish. And even though it is clear it will not be 
achieved in my lifetime, I wish to be part of that ongoing narrative—even if it turns out to be an 
unachievable, infinite quest. For me and I know for many others, investing our lives in second chance 
education has been a matter of social justice, equity and an effort to bring about a truer, more 
democratic, democracy, one that genuinely values plurality and difference.  

And of course, as well as concerns for human lives and institutions, we now need to take seriously our 
responsibilities for the Earth itself. We now need to supplement these established values with the new 
imperative to help to create civic movements that can come together and pressure political and 
financial leaders to deal with the global ecological crisis we confront. Otherwise we will, I fear, be 
faced with a popular revulsion towards public discourse and an increase in resentful anti-
intellectualism, a hatred of ‘politics’, and an insidious drift towards apocalyptic Tea Party-style 
fascisms that will undermine all attempts to find unity of purpose, paralysing any hope of global 
policy-making. We can already see strong signs of this across many so-called advanced countries, not 
just Obama’s USA, but also here in Abbott’s Australia.

So, my suggestion is that, looked at from the point of view of ‘closing the gap’, the history of LLN 
can be divided into three phases where each is defined by the threshold set for ‘functional literacy’, 
using the school leaving age as a marker for the ‘functional literacy’ threshold. Thus, when the school 



leaving age was 15, functional literacy for both children and adults was set at mid-secondary school 
or perhaps the LLN levels needed to undertake an apprenticeship. Those who fell below this in school 
warranted ‘remedial education’ and adults ‘adult literacy classes’. 

Over time, the compulsory school leaving age has been raised. And so, even though governments 
have not explicitly defined  ‘functional literacy’ thresholds for adult LLN, I believe it is fair to 
extrapolate it from the leaving age for compulsory education. The right to a ‘basic 
education’ (‘functional literacy’) is for all; not just for children. The increasing demands of adult life 
affect both children and adults. 

So, for me, ‘functional literacy’ is simply a shorthand way of saying what ‘level of education’ is 
required for productive engagement in all aspects of adult life. This will be the same for both adults 
and children. Adults or children leaving education without these understandings, capacities or skills 
are at risk of slipping into marginality and finding it difficult to reconnect with broader social 
processes and institutions.

If this is a valid form of reasoning about levels of adult ‘functional ‘literacy, then I would like to 
suggest that we can divide the history of LLN into three phases defined by the threshold set for 
‘functional’ literacy: 

• Phase 1: LLN as Adult Literacy (1970-1990)

• Phase 2: LLN as Adult Basic Education (1990-2011)

• Phase 3: no agreed name, but perhaps LLN as Universal Access (2011- 2030s?)

LLN as Adult Literacy: During much of the twentieth century, basic education (‘functional literacy’) 
was defined in terms of what we could perhaps call ‘alphabetic literacy’, the literacy of everyday 
reading and writing (narratives, recounts, personal writing, etc) and the ability to perform basic 
mathematical operations to a level (to use an analogy that adult educators hate) comparable with 
upper primary or early secondary school. Adult literacy educators focused on creating educational 
environments in which people who had been humiliated by their previous education, could rediscover 
their desire and capacity to learn. Let’s call this the era of Adult Literacy, an era well-documented in 
Bev Cambell’s (2009) Reading The Fine Print.

LLN as Adult Basic Education: Around 1990, LLN was subjected to radical and conflicting pressures 
to change. This was a time in which radically different missions for LLN were battled over. To 
simplify slightly, there were (at least) three major imperatives. First, there was the government drive 
to use LLN as a key tool in reforming and recognising the skills of Australian workers. Secondly there 
was the government’s desire to consolidate the historically disparate fields of foreign languages, ESL, 
Migrant Education and Adult Literacy into a single field with a single assessment framework - which 
set us all at one another’s throats since each field felt—rightly—that its essential raison d’etre was 
being undermined - and it was!! 

Thirdly, many LLN educators wished to reconstruct LLN so that it also addressed the more advanced 
literacy in which serious Discourses from sciences, professions and ideas were in play. To use the 
same school-based benchmark, this was an LLN comparable to the initiation into academic subjects in 
middle to upper secondary school. It was this last development that I personally identified with, the 
push to shift LLN from a focus on basic literacy to a focus on literacy for learning Discourses. The 
key semantic structure at issue in LLN as ABE was learning to gloss abstract Discourses onto the 
world. This demands a different focus and contextualisation of LLN: it has to be embedded in 
grappling with Discourses - with theories, ideas and concepts. This meant the curriculum had to 
connect literacy development with an engagement with content. If LLN as Adult Basic Education is 
defined as reaching similar outcomes and thresholds as secondary education, then it too must focus on 
Discourses and the application of concepts in those Discourses to interpret/gloss the world.

LLN as Universal Access: But now at the beginning of the second decade of the 21st Century, we are 
witnessing the emergence of a new definition of basic education and ‘functional literacy’ for 
Australia, a definition that mandates engagement in higher education and training. All Australians, 
whether child or adult, are now expected to engage with higher education; such is the emerging norm. 



Governmentally, this definition is enshrined in a range of policy documents and funding mechanisms; 
institutionally, secondary schools and higher education institutions and VET providers are scrambling 
to redesign and transform their teaching and learning practices and offerings to address this new 
imperative. 

(Of course, according to that ‘other government narrative’, LLN are now entering the era of LLN as 
Foundation Skills.)

What this latest shift to ‘universal access’ means is that, whereas learning to gloss reality through 
Discourses seemed a fairly accurate description of the demands of higher education and LLN as ABE 
during the 80s and 90s, it is no longer enough in an era of universal access. Both higher education and 
students are changing. Basically, the Australian higher education system, which used to follow the 
class-based UK system, is now moving towards a US system in which it is normal from most young 
people and most adults to attend higher education. Commentators now talk about the ‘mass 
university’ as opposed to the old ‘elite university’; I would call it the ‘democratic university’. And 
there is much talk about the new kinds of students entering higher education - ‘low SES students’, 
‘first-in-family students’, ‘non-traditional students’, ‘culturally and linguistically different students’, 
and so on. All these terms imply deficits in these new students, but in fact what distinguishes these 
new students is not their deficits, but the fact that they already have access to alternative Discourses. 
Students entering education already have access to many Discourses: from their religious or cultural 
backgrounds, from access to the Discourses circulating on the Internet, from travel, or living in a 
more globalised world. In my view, it is this that educators fear!

These changes towards Universal Access mean that glossing has become a political and ethical issue. 
In the past the key question was: to gloss or not to gloss; to initiate into Discourses or not to initiate. 
Progressives favoured not initiating, but instead staying close to the primary cultural and personal 
experiences and meanings of students. Conservatives and post-progressives such as genre theorists 
and ourselves during the 80s and 90s insisted that everyone should be initiated into the Discourses 
used to rule and critique the world. Even if they could not be part of the ruling class, they should at 
least have access to the ruling ideas, to the ruling Discourses. 

But now students already have commitments to Discourses when they come back into education, and 
so higher study can no longer continue to be a simple initiation of students into Discourses. Students 
from strong social, cultural and linguistic backgrounds resist giving up their existing identities and 
discourses in order to be assimilated into official mainstream Discourses. For many students such as 
Islamic or Indigenous students, it has been these very Discourses that have attacked and undermined 
their life-worlds and cultures. These students want more balance, more give-and-take in glossing: in 
who glosses whom, and what glosses what. They desire a more dialogic, more both-ways notion of 
glossing, and thus more acknowledgement of other Discourses, of other ways of understanding the 
world and life. The key question now is: what Discourses to allow as glossers, as interpreters of 
reality. 

These students need to develop counter-Discourses, Discourses that can mediate and speak back to the 
power-backed Discourses of academia, the Government and other imperialising Discourses on behalf 
of oppressed peoples and their life-worlds, counter-Discourses that can critique and relativise official 
Discourses. In an era of universal access, education has to be a dialogue between Discourses, not 
indoctrination into the one true Discourse.

As a result of these changes, we will find that Discourses and their glossing will become less 
absolutist and more negotiated. Other cultures and languages are refusing to ‘go gently into the night’, 
and are insisting on being taken seriously.  The Knower/Glosser and their Discourse is no longer 
interpreted as the eye of God, as the final absolute Truth, but as just one more voice or framework 
among a whole chorus of Discourses. 

This deep shift in the educational landscape, however, simply raises the stakes for us as educators. 
Helping students to mobilise, engage and articulate these new counter-Discourses and counter-glosses 
in ways that enter into dialogue in theoretically responsible ways with existing Discourses is a mind-
blowing exercise. As is persuading educators to re-design their curricula and assessment tasks to 
encourage this! 



So, pedagogically, these changes mean that we will need to work even harder at developing practices 
that can initiate students into Discourses and counter-Discourses and into both glossing and counter-
glossing. This means lots of creative learning for us all, because we don’t know how to do this. Places 
such as Batchelor Institute, an NT Indigenous-only higher education provider, NT, where staff and 
students have struggled for decades to create new educational practices around counter-glossing under 
the heading of Both-Ways, have been continually undermined and under-resourced. 

Finally, it is important to note that the relationships that exist between everyday vernacular life, 
Discourses and Counter-Discourses also exists between languages. Everyone is brought up in some 
sort of mother tongue even if it is a creole; everyone needs to learn (some variant of) English as the 
dominant world language (maybe in 100 years time the world language will be Chinese); and 
everyone needs to develop their own vernacular language so that it can ‘speak back’ to the dominance 
of standard English. 

Until now the choice offered students from other cultures and/or languages has been: “Either come 
with us to progress, money and power; or stay with your family in poverty, shame and social decline; 
you can’t have both”. To chose to learn Discourses meant learning English; you could not learn 
Discourses in your own language. Your own language was left to wither into a private family-oriented 
spoken vernacular language concerned with domestic and religious life, cut off from the larger worlds 
of economy, work, politics, knowledge, education and public life. 

It shames me to admit that the educational institution I work in, Victoria University, is also completely 
‘language-blind’. Even though the majority of our students come from non-English speaking 
backgrounds, English is the only language of learning recognised at VU. Despite its proud boasts 
regarding the multicultural and multilingual backgrounds of its students, there is absolutely no attempt 
to include or develop these language capacities so that students can engage with Discourses in 
multilingual ways, and so that these languages evolve to be used in Australia in institutional and 
theoretical settings. The assumption is that Australians should only engage with Discourses via the 
English language! Australia in its important Discourses settings is strictly monolingual. What a 
contrast to the EU where students must learn to learn in three languages!

So, it is going to be a steep learning curve for us all. We are still just learning how to help students 
gloss Discourses in English, especially in written English; but soon we will need to help them 
counter-gloss—in English, in written English, in their own vernacular languages, and in a whole range 
of multimedia including performance and digital media! 
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