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Chapter Six
Describing the way things were: the
language resources
Introduction
History, like all other areas of human knowledge, needs a system to organise and
store information. In our culture the Report text type is one of the key text types  to
do this. Within the domain of history it is this text type that provides us with
information about the way things were, for example past lifestyles, systems of
government, architectural design or war technologies. Describing the way things
were is one of the basic skills for building historical knowledge and understandings.
Detailed knowledge of a particular historical context makes it possible to understand
better the sequence of events that occurred within that context. It also makes it
possible to examine how a particular historical period affected people and how
people in turn affected and changed a particular economic, political and social
environment. In other words, before historians can reason and argue about
historical events they need to have built up basic information about the way things
were. In history there are two types of Report text types that historians make use of:
the Descriptive Report and the Taxonomic Report.

Descriptive Report
Social Purpose
In history Descriptive Reports function to describe the features of a particular
historical period or context. These features may be aspects of people's lifestyles (such
as life in the trenches during World War I), features of the political and economic
environment (for example, the sweating system in Victorian England) or physical
attributes or qualities belonging to people (such as convicts).  Unlike Recounts, the
descriptions within a Report are not organised along a time line. Thus, rather than
representing history as sequence in time, it is represented as setting in time.
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Descriptive Reports in school history writing?
Within junior school history the Report text type is often used as a way of setting the
scene or providing the background for a detailed study of the life of a significant
historical figure, a sequence of historical events or an examination of an historical
issue. For example, before reading or writing about the events of early contact
between Europeans and Aborigines, students would typically start their
investigation by studying both the Aboriginal and European lifestyle and
environment prior to invasion. This background study would facilitate greater
understanding of the events of early contact.

Likewise, if students were examining the reasons for opposition to conscription in
the First World War, their understanding of the issue would remain limited unless
they first built up their knowledge of the war experiences of World War I soldiers,
an understanding of the political parties and ideologies current at the time and
information on the legal powers of the government.

The Report is, in addition, a text type which is taken up in other texts. This is further
discussed later in this chapter.

In terms of writing and language development, a Descriptive Report gives students
practice in describing aspects of a particular historical context. Control of such
description will contribute to students' ability to construct a Background stage in an
Historical Recount or Account text type. It will also be critical in students’
construction of longer, more complex analytical texts, such as explanation and
persuading text types, which draw on mini-Reports, (as well as mini-Recounts and
Accounts) as elaboration in the main body of the text.

Developing Critical Literacy
Critical literacy can also be integrated into the process of learning how to read and
write Reports. Discussion can be generated to raise students’ awareness of how an
apparently ‘neutral’ text type which sets out ‘to store factual information’ can in fact
position the reader. The subtle interpretation and colouring of historical contexts
may be challenged by asking questions, for example, such as What are the elements
of the historical context which are focused on in the Report? What are the elements
that are not included? If the Report forms part of an Historical Recount in which
there is conflict between two countries, does the Report in the Background stage
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describe the context from the perspective of one country only?  How does this skew
our subsequent reading of the Record of Events stage?

By asking questions such as those above, students can be shown how an apparently
unbiased presentation of historical information can, in fact, be ideologically loaded
and can subtly persuade the reader to interpret the past in a particular way.

Stages in a Descriptive Report
The social purpose of a Descriptive Report is achieved by moving through two
obligatory stages and one optional stage:

• Identification
• Description
• Deduction (Optional)

Text 6.1 was written by a secondary school student as part of a unit investigating
Australia's changing relationships with other countries. In the Report the student is
building up her knowledge of the life of soldiers during World War I. She is also
learning how to organise and store information about an historical period in a
systematic and easily retrievable way.

Identification

6.1

What was life like in the trenches?

Trench warfare in World War I was a
devastating experience for infantry
soldiers. They were subject to enormous
physical danger, acute discomfort and
strict military discipline.
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Description
(Feature 1)

(Feature 2)

(Feature 3)

With regard to physical danger, the
soldiers were constantly subjected to
machine guns, poison gas and magazine
rifles. This caused the soldiers to remain
underground. Day after day and night after
night, the big guns fired. Shells exploded
over the trenches, scattering metal. The
drain of this made them realise that they
had to go ‘over the top’ in order to fight.
With only their steel helmets to protect
them, they tried to run through no man's
land to attack the enemy trenches. Most of
them were mowed down by machine guns or
caught in barbed wire.

Apart from constant physical danger, the
physical conditions of the trenches caused
great discomfort to the soldiers. Both the
dugouts, where the soldiers slept and ate,
and the trenches themselves were usually
muddy and always infested with lice and
fleas. After heavy rain they often became
flooded and since bodies could not be
buried the smells permeated the air. These
discomforts were often endured by soldiers
for months at a time.

Food, on the other hand, was plentiful. The
soldiers were not particularly fond of it,
but it was good for them and it kept them
in shape. The food consisted of tinned
food, stews and meat, and biscuits. It was
always supplied in vast amounts and no
soldier was left starving.

Severe military discipline was enforced to
keep soldiers in line and to prevent
desertions due to the disillusionment and
traumas that were the consequences of daily
life in the trenches. Part of the
disillusionment experienced by soldiers was
due to their resentment towards their
leaders who had better living standards and
many of whom never crossed the line to
where soldiers lived in constant danger. If
soldiers did attempt desertion and were
caught, they would be placed on trial and
if found guilty, they would be executed.

Deduction It can be seen that soldiers in the Great
War lived unpleasant and uncomfortable
lives. Trench warfare affected the soldiers
deeply. Living in a world of dirt, constant
danger as well as having to cope with
strict discipline had many negative
consequences.
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Text 6.1:  Model Descriptive Report showing staging.

The purpose of each stage
The starting point of a Descriptive Reports is the Identification stage which orients
the reader to the information contained in the Report. Typically the phenomenon
which will be the focus of the Report is introduced by being set in time, for example
‘in World War I’. It might also be given some general attribute. For example, that
trench warfare was ‘a devastating experience for infantry soldiers’. Finally, this stage
may also preview the aspects or features of the topic or phenomenon that it will
describe, as in the sample text:

They were subject to enormous physical danger, acute
discomfort and strict military discipline.

The Description stage of a Report develops a description of the features or aspects
of the topic or phenomenon. This information is normally generalised information
that does not relate to the attributes of one thing or the behaviour or activities of
one person but rather whole groups or classes of things or people.

The Deduction stage is an optional stage. Its function is to make a general claim
about the historical period or context that the Report has focused on. For example,
whether the aspects of a particular lifestyle point to an overall negative or positive
experience.

How the Context of Situation affects language choices?
Field and language choice: Building a picture of the world
As is typical of many Descriptive Reports in history, the Field in the sample text
(Text 6.1) is concerned with ‘lifestyle’ within a particular historical period – life in the
trenches in World War I. Physical danger, conditions and discipline are all taken up
as key aspects of life in the trenches. War technology and defence, shelter and food,
and military discipline are described through a degree of specialised vocabulary – for
example, ‘magazine rifles’, ‘shells’, ‘enemy trenches’, ‘desertions’.

In contrast to Historical Recounts and Accounts, a Descriptive Report does not
focus on events and their chronological unfolding. Instead, the information provided
is set within a particular time period. In the sample text, the time period is World
War I or ‘the Great War’. Compared to the more dynamic unfolding of events
presented through the ‘Record of Events’ or ‘Account of Events’ in the Recount or
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Account text types, the Description stage in a Report builds a more static, frozen
picture of events.

Reports also contrast with Recounts and Accounts in that the Report text type
focuses on generalised classes of things rather than on specific events or as, in the
case of Autobiographical and Biographical Recounts, particular individuals.

As with other historical text types we have examined, specialised terms have have
been chosen. For ecample: For example:

• military technology: ‘machine guns’, ‘poison gas’, ‘magazine rifles’, ‘shells’
• trench warfare: ‘infantry soldiers’, ‘over the top’, ‘dugouts’, ‘enemy trenches’, ‘no
man's land’, ‘barbed wire’
• military discipline: ‘desertion’, ‘trial’, ‘execution’

Most of the Participants in the text are generalised. Of these there are both human
and non-human Participants, both concrete and abstract. Some examples of
generalised, human Participants which are concrete:
‘infantry soldiers’, ‘the soldiers’ and ‘their leaders’. Some examples of generalised,
non-human Participants are: ‘the trenches’, ‘machine guns’, ‘magazine rifles’, ‘shells’,
‘the smells’.  These are all concrete Participants; however, as shown in Grammar
Reference 6.1, there are also many non-human, abstract Participants.

Grammar Reference 6.1
In Text 6.1 many of the Participants are non-human and abstract. By abstract Participants
we mean things that are not tangible. For example: ‘physical danger’, ‘acute discomfort’,
‘military discipline’, ‘disillusionment’, ‘traumas’.

The piece of time that is referred to in Text 6.1 is World War I or the Great War. This
historical period is the time setting for the information that is presented within the
Report. It appears as a Circumstance of Time in the opening sentence:

Trench warfare in World War I was a devastating experience
for infantry soldiers.

Tenor and Language Choice: How the writer relates to the reader
In the sample Descriptive Report (Text 6.1) the information is generally presented as
factual. Aspects of life in the trenches are described systematically and
unproblematically. The focus is on describing how things were rather than
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explaining why they were or arguing how they might have been. Generally there
seems to be little interpretation or explicit appraisal of events by the writer. This
absence of intrusion by the writer is typical of Reports. However, depending on the
Field and the distance in time and space between the phenomenon occurring and it
being reported on, there may be more or less foregrounding of interpersonal
meaning. In the sample text, for example, the writer does not take a completely
neutral stance towards the information she presents. This can be seen through her
emphasis on the extent to which the experience of trench warfare was a negative
one for soldiers. For example, she describes the soldiers as being subject to
enormous physical danger, acute discomfort and strict military discipline and in this
way injects Appraisal into the description. Without such emphasis the text would, of
course, be much flatter:

They were subject to physical danger, discomfort and
military discipline"

A possible reason for the writer including her Appraisal, albeit unobtrusively, is that
the events of the First World War are relatively close to the time of writing and
therefore their impact on the writer filters into and spreads across the text.

Apart from emphasising and intensifying the negative aspects of trench warfare, the
selection of information also contributes to the interpretation of the historical period.
In a Report the choice of the aspects of the phenomenon, and the perspective from
which they are viewed contribute to the positioning of the reader. (For example, in
Text 6.1, trench warfare is described from the perspective of infantry soldiers rather
than military leaders).

The Tenor shapes the language of the text in relation to Appraisal because the writer
amplifies the degree to which trench warfare was a negative experience by using
Attitudinal Describers. For example:

devastating experience
enormous physical danger
acute discomfort
strict military discipline.
great discomfort
constant danger
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Another method of ‘turning up the volume’ or amplifying the experience is the use
of Circumstances of Duration. For example:

These discomforts were often endured by soldiers for months
at a time.

Mode and language choice: Organising the text
In Recount text types and the Historical Account we have seen how chronology is a
critical organising principle. In other words, events are sequenced in the text to
reflect the order in which they occurred in real life. For this reason we have seen
how time expressions often take up first position in the sentence, a position known
as ‘Theme’ in the functional model of language. They may also form part of the first
sentence of each new paragraph (the Section Preview ). In Reports, however,
sequencing in time is replaced by setting in time: the only references to time in Text
6.1 are ‘in World War I’ and ‘in the Great War’. A different organising principle, is
used instead. The way in which the beginnings of each paragraph in the Description
stage are typically used to organise Descriptive Reports is illustrated below:

With regard to physical dangers, the soldiers...

Apart from constant physical danger the physical conditions
of the trenches...

Food, on the other hand,...

Severe military discipline...

By looking at the beginnings of each Section Preview we can see that the Descriptive
Report is organised around key aspects of life in the trenches, as foreshadowed in
the Identification stage:

They were subject to enormous physical danger, acute
discomfort and strict military discipline.’

In other words, the focus of a Descriptive Report is the description of Things, which,
as in ‘Life in the Trenches’, may be abstract Things. The Report, then, presents an
‘object’ or ‘thing’-oriented ‘snapshot’ picture of ‘the way the world was’ at a given
point in time. This contrasts with the Historical Recount and Account text types
which are more concerned with presenting a dynamic, event-oriented, ‘moving’
picture of events.

How Descriptive Reports are taken up by other text types?
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One way in which the Descriptive Report is incorporated into and used by other text
types is as a means of contextualising, and therefore illuminating, important
historical events and issues. Contextualising is, of course, an important function of
the Background stage of an Historical Recount or Account. Indeed, we can say that
the Background stage of a Recount or Account text type is often made up of a
compressed or ‘telescoped’ Descriptive Report which serves to highlight and
describe key economic, political or social features of the environment. As a result,
the subsequent unfolding of events (the ‘Record of Events’ stage) within such a
context carries more meaning. In other words, by incorporating a Report, the
Background stage ensures that the events do not occur within an economic, political
or social vacuum. This is shown in Text 6.2 which is an extract from Text 5.11.

Backgroud
(mini Report)

6.2

In the late 18th century, when the
English colonised Australia, there were
small tribes, or colonies, of Aboriginal
natives who had been living harmoniously
and in tune with their surroundings for
40,000 years. However, there were no
signs of agriculture or the Aborigines
depending on the land. According to
English law, this meant that they need
not be recognised as rightful residents.
The English immediately assumed that
Australia was ‘terra nullius’, or
uninhabited; to them it was an unsettled
land which they did not have to conquer
to gain power.

Account of
events
(first event
only)

As a result of their belief in ‘terra
nullius’, from 1788 onwards, the English
began to occupy sacred land and use
Aboriginal hunting and fishing grounds.

Text 6.2: Extract from Text 5.11 containing mini-Report

Another way in which the Report text type is taken up by other text types is as
elaboration; within an explaining or persuading text type a mini-Report is often used
to exemplify a factor, consequence or argument. For example, in order to explain
the impact of Rock ‘n’ Roll on Australian society, it would be necessary to describe
the lifestyle of Australian youth. Likewise, in arguing that Australia's relationship
with Indonesia is fundamentally flawed in the domain of human rights, it would be
necessary to provide a description of human rights abuses. Text 6.3 is an example of
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a Report being incorporated into a Consequential Explanation to elaborate the effect
of Rock ‘n’ Roll on fashion.

Input
6.3

In the early years of the 1950s musical
entertainment such as ‘swing’, ‘jitterbugging’
and ‘barn-dancing’ were popular with young
people in Australia. ‘Rock ‘n’ Roll’ was the
style of music which was popular in the late
1950s and it was this particular style of
music which affected Australian society in
quite important ways. The following essay will
focus on the two most important effects – the
effect on young people and the effect on the
Establishment.

Conseq ences
1. (mini Report)

One of the most obvious effects of Rock ‘n’
Roll on young people was in their dress.
Clothing styles for young men changed from
hats, double-breasted suits, ties and dress-
shoes to jeans, T-shirts, leather jackets and
‘sneakers’. For young women, full skirted
dresses, bows and bangles ceased to be
fashionable and a sleeker, harder image was
preferred.

Text 6.3: Impact of Rock ‘n’ Roll on Australian Society

Descriptive Reports in  a writing pathway in junior secondary
school history?
A Descriptive Report text type is one that students are often requested to write in
the earlier years of secondary school. Although the typical starting point in junior
secondary school is time lines, and therefore Autobiographical and Biographical
Recounts, Reports serve an important function in setting the context for a study of
key historical figures and historical events. In addition, as we have already
mentioned, Reports are often taken up by Historical Recounts and Accounts to
provide critical information in the Background stage. For this reason, learning how
to write Reports is complementary to learning how to write Recounts and Accounts.
Whereas in Recounts and Accounts, students learn how historical information can be
packaged as events and ‘hung’ on dates or historical periods arranged
chronologically, in Report text types students learn how historical information can
be packaged as things relating to different aspects of a topic or phenomenon. They
learn how to deal with things which are generalised (and which may also be
abstract) and groups of people. This reflects a movement towards abstraction and a
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movement away from the concrete-ness of writing about single events and specific
individuals (as in Autobiographical and Biographical Recounts).

In Reports, students are also apprenticed into the tools of Appraisal appropriate to
the discipline of history. The use of amplification, the spelling out and colouring of
the degree/extent to which a phenomenon is negative or positive is the type of
Appraisal that is clearly demonstrated in the sample Report. As students move into
the explaining and persuading text types,  Amplification becomes an important
device which increasingly works together with Valuation, to appraise events, things
and evidence. For example:

• The most important factor
Amplification Valuation

• The constant, most plausible evidence used by historians
is…

Amplification Valuation

• It can be argued that X played a very important role in
influencing…

Amplification Valuation

Overview of Descriptive Report

Social purpose describing the features of things
or places

Role in school history common in Years 7 and 8,
particularly in building up an
understanding of an historical
period

can be taken up by other text
types, such as the Background
stage in Historical Recounts and
Accounts

in Years 9 and 10,  is often taken
up as a way of elaborating
factors, consequences and
arguments
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Staging Key language resources Examples taken from sample
text

Identification ‘Being’ Processes Trench warfare was a
devastating experience
They were subject to
enormous physical
danger

Description Simple past tense

Aspects/features of
phenomenon on Theme

Generalised Participants

Abstract Participants

This caused the
soldiers
Shells exploded

With regard to physical
danger
Severe military
discipline

World War I was a
devastating experience
for infantry soldiers
shells exploded

Severe military
discipline was enforced

(Deduction) Modality It can be seen that
soldiers living in the
Great War lived
unpleasant and
uncomfortable lives
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Taxonomic Reports
Social Purpose
In history Taxonomic Reports function to describe a number of classes of thing in a
system of classification. In doing so, they also describe the system of classification or
the taxonomy itself. There are two main kinds of taxonomies - part/whole
taxonomies and taxonomies of types. For example, Figure 6.1 is based on a
taxonomy of types.

Socialism

Revolutionary 
Socialism

Reformist 
Socialism

Anarchism

Marxist 
Communism

Fabian 
Socialism

Social 
Democracy

Figure 6.1:  Types of Socialism

Figure 6.2, on the other hand, is based on a part/whole taxonomy.

The United Nations

Economic and Social Council

International Court of Justice

Security Council

Trusteeship Council

Secretariat

Figure 6.2: The organisation of the United Nations
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Taxonomic Reports also function overtly to organise information. They are very
much a ‘public’ type of writing, aimed at informing readers about the ways
knowledge, human activity or institutions are organised. In order to write a
Taxonomic Report, a reasonably comprehensive understanding of the topic is
required. In particular, students need to understand how things relate to one
another.

As with Descriptive Reports, the descriptions within a Taxonomic Report are not
organised along a time line. Thus, rather than representing history as sequence in
time, it is represented as setting in time.

Taxonomic Reports  in school history writing
Typically Taxonomic Reports are read more than they are written in school history.
They tend to be used to establish basic knowledge in a topic area and to show how
things existing in the topic area are classified. This knowledge may then be drawn on
when the writer constructs, for example, an explanation or argument. It is useful to
know how a particular army was organised before arguing how important its role
was in winning or losing a particular war. A part/whole Taxonomic Report will
establish this information. Similarly in discussing the effect of changing political
ideologies, such as the growth of social democracy or capitalism, it is necessary to
understand where the particular ideologies fit with regard to a general ideology such
as socialism or capitalism. A ‘type of’ taxonomy will establish this information.

Stages in a Taxonomic Report
The social purpose of a Taxonomic Report is achieved by moving through two
obligatory stages:

• Classification

• Description of types or parts

Text 6.4 is set out with the stages marked.
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Classification

6.3

Socialism

Socialism is the general ideology that capitalism
should be replaced by public ownership and control
of industry, production and services. There are
two broad types, Revolutionary and Reformist.

Description
of types or
parts

Revolutionary Socialism is the idea that
capitalism should be overthrown by an uprising of
the working people. There are two kinds, Anarchism
and Marxist Communist.

Anarchism is the idea that there should be no
government at all.

Marxist Communism proposes that the working people
should be led by a small party. The party should
seize power when the capitalist system starts to
collapse. The inevitable collapse of capitalism is
part of this Marxist belief.

Reformist Socialism is the belief that revolution
is not a good idea and that socialism can be
brought about by trade unions and labour parties
working within the capitalist system to introduce
gradual changes, or reforms.

Fabian Socialism is named after a famous Roman
general called Fabius, who won his battles by
being cautious, one step at a time. Social
democracy means working within the capitalist
system to introduce changes which help working
people. Most modern labour governments and
socialist parties in democratic countries practise
these ideas.

Text 6.4:  Model Taxonomic Report showing staging

The purpose of each stage
The Classification stage in a Taxonomic Report may introduce the phenomenon to
be described by giving a general definition. For example, in Text 6.4, socialism is
defined as ‘the general ideology that capitalism should be replaced by public
ownership and control of industry, production and services’. The main purpose of
the stage, however, is to classify and name the classes of thing or parts. Taxonomic
Reports do this fairly briefly and precisely. Often a ‘being’ Process is used to set out
the basic components or classes. For example:



© Metropolitan East DSP Chapter Six draft only March 15, 2004 Page 16

There are two broad types, Revolutionary and Reformist

Sentences such as the one above also serve to predict the content of the Description
of types or parts stage.

The Description of types or parts stage is divided into a number of subsections, each
of which describes a particular component (part/whole taxonomy) or a particular
type (type taxonomy) of thing. Some Taxonomic Reports use the Description stage
to further subclassify things. For example in Text 6.4, Revolutionary Socialism (a
type of socialism) is further classified into Anarchism and Marxist Communism.

How Context of Situation affects language choices
In Taxonomic Reports, the way in which a picture of the world is built up and the
way of organising the picture is very similar to that of Descriptive Reports. That is:

• the historical information is usually set in a particular time period;
• specialised terms are often introduced, for example, Anarchism, Marxist

Communism;
• the information is organised around things, often abstract things.
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Overview of Taxonomic Report

Social purpose classifying and describing things
or places

Role in school history to set up basic knowledge in a
topic area, to show how
knowledge is organised in a topic
area and to introduce historical
terms

Staging Key language resources Examples taken from
sample text

Classification ‘Being’ Processes

Section Previews
predicting the text

Socialism is the
general ideology

There are two
broad types,
Revolutionary and
Reformist

Description of
types or Parts

Abstract, generalised
Participants

No time sequence

Themes relating to
Section Previews

Words expressing
part/whole or type of
relationships

‘Being’ Processes

when the
capitalist system
starts to
collapse…

Revolutionary
Socialism is…
Reformist
Socialism is…

There are two
kinds, Anarchism
and Marxist
Communist.

Anarchism is the
idea that there
should be no
government at all.

Descriptive and Taxonomic Reports in reading history
Reports play an important role in school history textbooks. Descriptive Reports are
particularly common in textbooks which investigate, in detail, historical periods from
a social perspective. Typically they appear as sections within a chapter and are used
to build up field knowledge. At times they appear in graphic form and where they
do not, it is a valuable exercise for students to reformulate the written information as
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a table or tree diagram. Here are two examples from common history textbooks.
Text 6.5 is an example of a Descriptive Report in written form. Figure 6.3 is an
example of a Taxonomic Report in graphic form.

6.5

Changing fashions

In the `1920s and 1930s there were changes in the way
houses looked. These were some of the most popular
styles.

California bungalow
This style was the most popular of all. The roof had two
or three gables, and the front verandah or porch was
supported by thick columns, which were sometimes covered
with concrete or pebbles.

Spanish mission
In spite of its name, this style came from America.
Architects thought that courtyards, balconies and big
windows would suit Australia’s climate. Most Spanish
mission houses in Australia did not have courtyards and
balconies. But the did have arches and columns, which
were often painted white.

English cottage
Houses like these were supposed to look like English
country cottages. Their owners often used shuttersd and
patterend bricks to make the houses look quaint.
Sometimes dark beams were used to give the houses and
old fashioned look.

International
This was also called the ‘P & O style’. With their
porthole windows, flat roofs and curved walls, the
houses looked rather like the huge ocean liners of the
1930s. These were the most modern houses built between
the wars. They were designed to get rid of all the
frills and decorations of older houses. They used modern
materials like chrome, glass and metal.

Text 6.5:  Taxonomic Report from by S. Coupe and M. Andrews, Was it Only Yesterday
?Longman Cheshire, Malbourne, Vic: 41
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Figure 6.3: Structure of the United Nations as a graphic taxonomic report from S. Coupe and
M. Andrews, Was it Only Yesterday ? Longman Cheshire, Malbourne, Vic: 144


