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1: Literacy and learning in geography  

Learning in Geography 7-10  

In order to participate fully in the study of school geography, students need to participate in a 

wide variety of learning activities and to investigate data from a number of perspectives.  

 

The Geography Syllabus Years 7-10, lists explicit outcomes relating to the development of 

knowledge, skills, values and attitudes. The following examples of outcomes from HSIE 

Outcomes and Pointers Geography 7-10 (draft 1994) illustrate both the breadth of the subject 

matter and the depth of a geographical investigation. At the designated level a student: 

 

• recognises the intrinsic value of the natural environment (values and attitudes) 

• explains why various individuals and groups have differing views on issues related to caring for 

places (care of places, level 5) 

• explains human modifications of natural and built features of places (people and places, level 6) 

• plans action in the light of conflicting and inconsistent information and values (participation, 

level 8) 

• explains various ways of viewing an issue and the information associated with it (investigation, 

level 6) 

 

In geography there are a number of ways for students to access learning and demonstrate their 

understandings; these ways include observing phenomena in the field, making visual 

representations, conducting surveys and participating in direct community action. While such 

learning experiences are highly valued, it is students' ability to read and write different kinds 

of texts which largely determines their success in the subject. 

Learning and literacy in Geography 7-10 

Developing literacy skills is recognised by the Geography Syllabus Years 7-10 as essential to 

learning the skills and knowledge of the subject. Many of the skills outcomes contained in the 

syllabus document are explicitly or implicitly related to reading and writing. For example, 

students should be able to: 

 

• present a written report (Stage 4) 

• produce effective summaries (Stage 5) 

• interpret and critically examine video and print media materials (Stage 5) 
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Reading and writing skills are also needed by students in working towards the knowledge and 

understandings outcomes of the syllabus. For example, without reading, a student's ability to 

''express informed opinions on a variety of contemporary environmental issues' (Australian 

Environments: Stage 5) would be extremely limited. Such an analysis depends not only on 

the views of those people students can speak to directly, but on a broad range of perspectives 

recorded in places such as textbooks, newspapers, research papers and environmental impact 

statements.  

 

Just as studying geography requires students to learn specialised knowledge and skills, so too 

is the kind of language they must use specialised. While some of the written texts are similar 

to those found in other subjects, others are not. For example, writing imaginative stories or 

texts which express the personal likes and dislikes of the author are valued in English but are 

not generally valued in geography. Even though some kinds of texts used in geography are 

similar to those used in other subjects, such as history, there are differences in the kinds of 

words used or way in which information is organised. In writing geographical descriptions, 

for instance, there is a tendency to begin sentences by referring to the location of the feature 

which is described, for example: 

Close to the Queensland border there are dry white salt lakes called salinas. 

Descriptions in history, however, tend to begin many sentences with a time reference, for 

example: 

In the nineteenth century, the fashionable suburbs were those without factories. 

High school students who are moving from one subject to another are often not aware that 

different kinds of writing are expected of them in different subject areas. They may, therefore, 

write in styles which do not meet the expectations of the particular teacher and so fail to 

demonstrate their learning. In the following section we will briefly examine a writing task 

given to students and the student responses which the teacher judged as more or less 

successful. These responses illustrate some aspects of the kind of writing which is seen by 

teachers as successful in geography.  

What is successful writing in geography? 

Text 1.1 is an assessment task given to a Year 7 class following an extensive unit on 

geographic features of Australia. It is typical of assignments given to students in the early 

years of high school. Texts 1.2 and 1.3 are excerpts from two students' responses to this task. 
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 1.1 

Year 7 Geography – Tour of Australia 

 

You are to plan a trip around Australia. Start from where you live. You can travel by bus, rail, car, 

bicycle or air, or a combination of any of these. 

You must make 10 stops; at each stop you are to describe: 

 

• the weather (eg temperature, rainfall) (You may draw a climatic graph) 

• physical features (eg mountains, lakes, vegetation) 

• areas of interest (eg places to visit) 

• animals. 

• anything else which is of interest at each stop 

 

You may present your information in diary form. 

 

* Make sure that you write an approximation of the distance travelled from one stop to another. 

 

Use information from travel agencies and brochures, also your atlas, encyclopedias and other 

information.  

 

Happy touring!!!! 

Text 1.1: Assessment task for a Year 7 geography class 
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 1.2 

Adelaide 

  

• Adelaide's average temperature is 23oC max and 10oC min. The annual  rainfall is 530 mm 

and 460-1220 mm in the hills. 

 

• The physical features of Adelaide are Torrens River and Mount Lofty, and the vegetation is 

Sturt Desert Pea and White Mallee (a type of flower). 

 

• Places to visit are Para Wirra National Park, and the very many churches, as well as its Festival 

Theatre. 

 

• The most commonly seen animals are budgerigars, mound birds and wombats. 

 

Dear Diary, 

I arrived here by plane. I decided to go to Para Wirra National Park and saw natural bushland and 

wildflowers. We then visited some of the churches in Adelaide. 

  

Then it was to the Barossa Valley which is near Adelaide and is the largest wine manufacturer in 

Australia. It has the most beautiful grapes. 

 

Text 1.2: Year 7 Student A – Mark 20/20 

 

 1.3 

Adelaide 

 

It was warmer, well at least getting warmer. It's nice having to wake up and hear birds tweeting and 

breakfast cooking in a nice superb hotel. Well, that's my touring and back to Sydney now. Bye! 

Text 1.3: Year 7 Student B — Mark 10/20 

 

It is clear from the instructions and from the marks given to the two students that the teacher 

has expectations about the kinds of knowledge which belong in a geography assignment. 

Student A, the writer of the successful text, has included information about places which are 

recognised as geographically interesting, for example climate, vegetation, landforms, animals, 

birds and cultural features. This student has also used the geographic skill of classifying the 

information according to the type of feature. Student B, the writer of the less successful text, 

however, has mentioned only the features which are of concern to the casual visitor or tourist, 

for example the comfort of the hotel.  

 

There are also differences in the way the features are described in the students' texts. For 

example, although both students have included information about the weather of Adelaide, 

the valued information in geography includes specific and precise information about rainfall 

and temperatures rather than one person's feelings and attitudes towards the weather.  
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Not only is the information in the two texts different, but so too is the language in which they 

are written. Although students were invited to write in an informal and personal style (ie in 

diary form), the writer of the successful text has also written an objective and impersonal 

description. It is this description which classifies the information and contains the precise 

factual information specified by the teacher. The writer has used the specialised names of 

features (eg 'Sturt Desert Pea', 'White Mallee' ) and chosen describing words which help to 

classify the features (eg 'annual' rainfall, 'physical' features). The diary entry of this student 

does contain some factual information about features of Adelaide, however, it functions 

primarily to retell the activities of the author and to record personal impressions of what she 

has seen.  

 

The less successful response, on the other hand, is presented only in the form of a diary entry. 

The writer has therefore included only the personal impressions which are typical of this kind 

of text. The words which are used to describe the features are emotional (eg 'nice' and 

'superb') and there are a number of colloquial expressions (eg 'Bye!' 'Well, that's my touring'). 

 

While it is certainly possible that the writer of the successful text received a high mark for her 

assignment because she knew more about the geographical features of Adelaide, her success 

has also been due to her ability to communicate that knowledge effectively. She was able to 

do that largely because she had enough experience of language to choose a style of writing (ie 

a factual description ) which would best enable her to demonstrate her geographic 

understandings. As both students recognise, diary entries are generally used in our culture to 

record personal impressions and activities, generally in the order in which they are 

experienced. To do this they use informal and personal language. Attempting to record 

precise and factual descriptions of geographic phenomena in a diary entry is not only very 

difficult, but also unrealistic. If the writer of the unsuccessful response had been encouraged 

to write a factual description, he too may have been able to demonstrate more knowledge. 

Teaching literacy in geography 

The difficulties which students have in reading and writing effectively in their subject has 

created great concern among geography teachers. Despite their best efforts to make tasks and 

activities relevant and accessible, teachers are often disappointed with the understandings 

students are able to display in writing. Recognising that many students' failure to succeed is 

connected with their inability to read and write in ways which are valued, leads to the 

question of whose responsibility it is to teach reading and writing in geography. 
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One group of teachers believes that literacy does not need to be taught. This group argues that 

immersing students in the subject area and providing many opportunities to write will be 

enough to ensure that they learn to read and write effectively. Another group of teachers does 

see the necessity of teaching students how to write, but sees the responsibility for teaching 

them as belonging to primary school or English teachers. 

 

Yet another view, and one which is shared by the Write it Right project, is that neither 

'immersion' nor teaching from outside the field can fully address the literacy needs of students 

in geography. Just as the knowledge and understandings of geography are distinct from other 

subjects, so too is the language of geography specialised. It is true that many students do learn 

to use this language appropriately without guidance from a teacher. However, there are many 

other students whose language experiences have not given them the resources they need to do 

so. These students, like the writer of the unsuccessful text above, are unable to use the kinds 

of texts and specialised language which are used in geography. It is our view that the kind of 

language which is valued in geography needs to be taught and can best be taught within the 

context of learning the subject. Geography teachers who are experts in reading and writing 

geography are, therefore, well positioned to teach students how to succeed in geography. 

 

Recognising the relationship between learning geography and learning to read and write 

geography presents a very real dilemma for teachers. One concern is the often overwhelming 

time constraints which are placed upon them. The geography syllabus specifies a large 

number of values, skills and knowledge to be taught. Where is there room for literacy 

development? Another very real concern is that many geography teachers have not been 

trained to teach literacy. Their own training has not provided them either with an 

understandings of how language is used to create meaning in geography or with strategies for 

developing students' reading and writing skills within the context of learning geography. 

While they can produce effective texts themselves and judge the effectiveness of the texts 

their students write, they are unable to describe to students just how the specialised meanings 

of geography are constructed in language. Without this knowledge, attempts to teach and 

assess reading and writing have limited success. 

 

It is the aim of this book to provide resources for teachers to address their students' literacy 

needs while, at the same time, fulfilling the requirements of the junior secondary syllabus. 

The Write it Right project has drawn on a functional model of language to investigate and 

describe the literacy demands of Geography 7-10. A functional model is more than a 

description of grammatical rules because it describes how language is used in actual social 

situations, such as the classroom. It is, therefore, a particularly useful resource for identifying 

the language students must use in order to be successful in school geography.  
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In Chapter 2 we will provide a brief overview to the functional model of language and then, 

in Chapter 3, we will use this model, to explore some aspects of the language required by the 

geography syllabus.  

 

In Chapter 4 to 8 we will describe more fully the language of a range of texts which are 

valued in Geography 7-10. Using model texts from text books, students' writing and teachers' 

notes we will describe how different kinds of texts are used in the community and in 

geography, how they are structured and what language resources they draw on to achieve 

their purpose. Understanding these language resources will assist students both in reading and 

writing geography.  

 

In Chapter 9 we will present a model for developing literacy skills across Geography 7–10. 

This model draws on the text types and language resources presented in Chapters 4 to 8. 
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2: A functional model of language 

Why use the functional model of language? 

The functional model of language provides a language and a method for describing and 

analysing the kind of language which is valued in Geography 7-10. The functional model 

describes language according to how it is used and recognises that language changes in 

different situations. 

 

Using a functional model also assists students to understand the different effects that can be 

created by using different language. When we write we choose language depending on, 

among other things, what we want to achieve, who we are writing to and what we are writing 

about. For example, there are a great many ways of introducing an opinion on an issue (such 

as 'I reckon…', 'I think…', 'It is commonly thought…'). A functional model of language does 

not distinguish between these expressions in terms of which is right or wrong, but in terms of 

which would be effective in situations such as talking to a friend, writing a letter in an 

English class or writing an essay in senior geography. When students learn to write using a 

functional model, they learn about the range of language resources available and the effects 

that can be created by using different resources. They will, therefore, be much more able to 

create texts which are effective in different situations.   

 

Another useful feature of a functional model of language is that it provides a language for 

teachers to use when talking to students about their writing. In addition to the grammatical 

labels such as 'noun' and 'verb', words and groups of words are labelled according to how they 

function. For example, in the sentence 'The annual rainfall is 530 mm.' the word 'annual' 

functions to classify the kind of rainfall. It is therefore called a Classifier. In geography 

Classifiers help to describe phenomena precisely. These functional labels make it possible for 

teachers to assist students to understand the effect of using different language and to comment 

effectively on their writing.  

 

Furthermore, learning to write geographic texts using the functional model best occurs as 

students are learning the skills and knowledge of geography, which means that teachers do 

not have to 'take time out' of teaching the content of geography in order to teach students how 

to write. Students learn geography through learning language and learn language through 

learning geography.  

What is the functional model of language? 
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The functional model describes language according to our purposes for using it and the 

particular situation we are speaking or writing in. Groups of people who use language for 

similar purposes develop, over time, common types of spoken and written texts which 

achieve the goals of the group or culture. Each type of text is known as a genre or text type. 

The particular situation or context in which the speaking or writing occurs also influences the 

language of the text type. These influences are known, collectively, as the register of the text.  

Text type: The social purpose of text  

A useful starting point for examining language is to look at the different text types different 

communities or cultures use. Text types can be defined as the ways we get things done in a 

culture using language. Each text type has a distinctive beginning, middle and end structure 

which allows people to achieve their particular goal. This is referred to as the schematic 

structure or staging.  

 

There are text types designed to inform, entertain, argue a point, discuss different points of 

view, explain natural phenomena, order meals, complain about services, purchase goods and 

to achieve many other goals. These text types evolve over time as the original purpose they 

were established to achieve develops and changes within a culture. 

 

There are not a 'fixed' number of text types which conform to a set of prescribed rules. A 

genre identifies a class of texts with particular characteristics in common, rather like the word 

'cup' identifies a range of often different looking objects with certain common characteristics. 

In some cases it is difficult to identify a text as belonging to one or other text type. Those 

described in this book can be seen as prototypical of the texts found in Geography 7-10. 

Learning to identify and write these text types will help to make students aware of the most 

typical staging and language features of geography texts. This allows students not only to 

access more easily the learning of Geography 7-10, but also provides students with a solid 

foundation for building on or changing these texts for different situations. Understanding the 

social purposes and characteristics of genres also gives students resources for critically 

analysing the texts they encounter. An overview of the text types which are valued in 

Geography 7-10 is provided in Chapter 3. 

 

Text 2.1, called a Descriptive Report, is an example of a text type which is very often used in 

the early years of Geography 7-10. It is possible to identify two main stages within the text, 

each of which functions in a different way to achieve the overall social purpose of the text. 
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Identification 

Orients the reader by 

identifying the 

phenomena to be 

described and giving 

general information 

Kakadu National Park 2.1 

 

Kakadu National Park is one of the best known locations in the tropical 

wet/dry region of northern Australia. Kakadu is on the World Heritage List 

because of its unique physical and cultural features.  

 

Description 

Gives more detailed 

information about 

characteristics of the 

phenomenon  

There are five main biophysical environments within the park. They are the 

coastal fringe, the woodland, the plateau, the rainforest and the wetlands. The 

changing landform features and the seasonal character of the climate have 

produced a variety of plants and wildlife. The wetlands are the home of 

thousands of water-birds such as jabir, magpie geese, herons and egrets, as 

well as crocodiles. On the coastal fringe of the Kakadu the calm tidal waters of 

mangrove forests are an important nursery area for young fish, including 

barramundi. 

 

Most of the Kakadu National Park is Aboriginal land. The name Kakadu 

comes from Gagadju, one of the several languages of the Aboriginal people. 

This area is one of the few places where the original inhabitants maintain 

personal and spiritual links with traditional lands. Kakadu contains a wealth of 

archaeological and rock art sites which provide insights into Aboriginal 

culture and the changes to the environment of the area.  

 

Text 2.1 Sample Descriptive Report 

 

The social purpose of a Descriptive Report, such as Text 2.1, is to give information about the 

way things are or were. In Geography 7-10, Descriptive Reports are used to describe and 

classify spatial characteristics of environments and communities. 

 

A Descriptive Report is organised in two stages: an Identification stage followed by 

Description. Description may consist of any number of paragraphs, depending on the number 

of characteristics to be described. 

 

If we look again at the texts cited in Chapter 1, we can identify three different text types with 

different social purposes (see Texts 2.2 and 2.3). 
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Descriptive 

Report written to 

give factual 

information about 

Adelaide. This 

text does not have 

an Identification 

stage because it is 

part of a larger 

report.  

 2.2 

Adelaide 
 

• Adelaide’s average temperature is 23oC max and 10oC min. The annual 

rainfall is 530 mm and 460-1220 mm in the hills. 

 

•The physical features of Adelaide are Torrens River and Mount Lofty, and 

the vegetation is Sturt Desert Pea and White Mallee (a type of flower). 

 

•Places to visit are Para Wirra National Park and the very many churches, as 

well as its Festival Theatre. 

 

• The most commonly seen animals are budgerigars, mound birds and 

wombats. 

 

Personal 

Recount 

primarily written 

to retell personal 

events in the past.  

Dear Diary, 

I arrived here by plane. I decided to go to Para Wirra National Park and saw 

natural bushland and wildflowers. We then visited some of the churches in 

Adelaide. 

 

Then it was to the Barossa Valley which is near Adelaide and is the largest wine 

manufacturer in Australia. It has the most beautiful grapes. 

Text 2.2 Example of Descriptive Report and Personal Recount 

 

 

 

Personal 

Observation, 

records the 

writer's 

impressions and 

feelings about 

Adelaide. 

 2.3 

Adelaide  

 
 

It was warmer, well at least getting warmer. It's nice having to wake up and hear 

birds tweeting and breakfast cooking in a nice superb hotel. Well, that's my 

touring and back to Sydney now. Bye! 

 

Text 2.3: Example of a Personal Observation 

While Personal Recounts and Observations are valuable in providing a bridge between the 

everyday knowledge students bring to the classroom and the specialised knowledge of 

geography, they are not generally valued as text types which communicate learning in 

geography.  
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Register: How language varies in specific situations  

While our purposes for speaking and writing determine the text type and overall structure of 

the text, the particular situation in which the text is spoken or written also influences the 

language we use. To make the language of school disciplines meaningful and useful for 

students, we need to know more about the situation in which language is used; that is, why a 

particular text is used, by whom, how it is used and what role language plays in the overall 

situation.  

 

Every text is influenced by: 

• Field: the topic or subject matter of the text  

• Tenor: the relationship between the writer and reader 

 or speaker and listener 

• Mode: the channel of communication and its effect on how like written or spoken text the 

language of the text is  

Collectively, Field, Tenor and Mode are known as register. 

Field 

Field refers to the topic or subject matter of the text; that is, the way we see the world in 

terms of the people, things, events and circumstances in which they occur. Students need to 

learn the special way in which the world is represented by geographers. Field can be viewed 

in general way as well as within one specific text. The Field of geography can be described as 

'the spatial characteristics of Australia and the world'. Therefore, the Field of texts within the 

study of geography encompasses spatial characteristics such as 'climate', 'landscape', 

'communication' and 'immigration' .The field of geography is specialised, precise, and about 

classes of phenomena rather than specific everyday things. 

How the Field influences the language of texts 

The Field is represented in the language of texts through the vocabulary which names the 

activities, the people or things involved in the activity and the situation in which the activity 

occurs (eg. time and place). Because the subject matter of geography is specialised, so too is 

the vocabulary. The language resources which represent the Field will be described fully in 

Part 2 of this book; however, we will illustrate the way Field influences the choice of words 

by comparing some of the vocabulary used in Texts 2.2 and 2.3. 

 

The Descriptive Report in Text 2.2 describes geographic features of Adelaide (eg climate, 

landforms, vegetation, cultural features, animals). The vocabulary used includes: 

• generalised words referring to classes of features (eg vegetation, physical features, places 

to visit, animals)  
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• specific names as examples ( eg Torrens River , Mount Lofty )  

• the use of specialised words rather than everyday words (eg 'vegetation' rather than 

'plants').  

• precise measurements (eg '23oC'; '530 mm')  

• words which describe how things are rather than actions  

 

Text 2.3 is a Personal Observation in which observations and impressions of features directly 

experienced (within the hotel) are described. The vocabulary includes: 

• specific people and things ( eg 'breakfast', 'a nice superb hotel', 'my touring') .  

• everyday names and imprecise measurements (eg 'warmer, well at least getting warmer'). 

• actions and feelings of the writer rather than how things are in Adelaide 

Tenor 

In written texts, Tenor refers to the relationship which is established between the writer and 

the reader. Language will vary according to factors such as how well the reader is known to 

the writer and whether or not the reader is an expert in the subject area.  

 

In school geography the texts students read and write are generally impersonal. Published 

texts in textbooks or in the media are written in an authoritative Tenor, as 'expert' to learner. 

Texts written by students are generally written to teachers or markers, as learner to 'expert'. In 

both cases the relationship is unequal and therefore it is unlikely that the writer would have 

any reason to establish a personal relationship with the reader. 

 

An important aspect of Tenor is the way writers can use language to persuade or 'position' 

their readers in particular ways. For example, readers can be positioned to see an 

environmental issue from a particular point of view. This kind of persuading is very often 

found in media texts which argue for one side of an issue. Resources for persuading the 

reader are described in Chapter 8.  

How tenor is expressed in the language of texts 

In many geography texts we can identify the impersonal Tenor not so much by the presence 

of certain features, but rather by the absence of those language features which build up a 

personal relationship. Generally, the technicality of the Field itself creates an impersonal, 

objective relationship. 

 

There are a number of different language resources which a writer can use to build a personal 

relationship with the reader. These resources are often used by students who do not have 

experience at writing factual impersonal texts. Some of the common ones are: 
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• subjective or emotional words used to describe features (eg 'nice', 'beautiful') 

• direct address to the reader (eg 'Bye' ) 

• references to the writer or reader (often referred to with the personal pronouns 'I' or 'you') 

• colloquial expressions and abbreviated words 

 

The following analysis of Texts 2.2 and 2.3 illustrates how Tenor influences the choice of 

language.   

 

In the Descriptive Report of Text 2.2 the writer: 

• is displaying knowledge to the teacher and there is no intrusion of the student's own 

personal experience.  

• uses mostly objective describing words which do not give the writer's attitude or opinion. 

(eg 'average' temperature; 'physical' features).  

• does not refer to the writer or other specific people 

• does not use colloquial expressions or address the reader directly. 

 

In Text 2.3, a Personal Observation, the writer: 

• uses a personal and subjective Tenor which is typical of Personal Recount and 

Observation 

• acknowledges a personal and informal relationship between writer and reader (eg 'Bye', 

'My touring', 'well at least') 

• uses emotional, subjective words to describe features (eg 'nice', 'superb') 

Mode 

Mode generally refers to whether the text is written or spoken. In a spoken text the speaker 

and listener are generally close to each other and are usually concerned with concrete, ‘here 

and now’ situations. This means that gestures, facial expressions and shared observations do a 

great amount of work in communicating the meanings. The written Mode, on the other hand, 

allows us to deal with abstract events that are distant in time and space and to synthesise, 

compress and store information. 

 

Although geography makes great use of direct observations such as visual images and oral 

explanations to accompany writing, learning to handle the written Mode becomes 

increasingly important for students in secondary school. The spoken Mode is the one students 

have most experience with when they begin school and learning to write involves an 

important shift from the spoken to the written Mode. 
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How Mode is expressed in the language of texts 

One of the main differences between written and spoken language is the way information is 

organised within sentences and paragraphs and within the whole text. Because a writer has 

more time to produce a text than a speaker, information in written texts is organised 

according to some framework (eg classified into taxonomies or linked according to a time or 

cause and effect sequence).  

 

In written geography texts as in many other written texts, it is important to organise 

information so that the reader is prepared for what is to come and can easily follow the ideas 

within the text. One important resource for organising information in a Descriptive Report, 

for example, is to begin sentences with the topic of the text or the sub-topic of smaller 

sections or paragraphs. This resource, called Theme, and other resources which help to 

organise and package information more densely will be described fully in Chapters 3 to 6. 

 

The following comparison of Texts 2.2 and 2.3 illustrates how Mode can influences the 

choice of language.   

 

In the Descriptive Report of Text 2.2, the text contains features typical of written text, for 

example: 

• information is organised around subtopics in paragraphs  

• beginnings of sentences (Themes) introduce the subtopics and often link to the main 

topic (eg Adelaide's annual temperature…/The annual rainfall…/The physical features of 

Adelaide) 

 

Text 2.3 contains features which place it somewhere towards the spoken end of the Mode 

continuum, for example, the information is not organised according to topic. 
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Register: A summary 

The two student texts (Text 2.2 and 2.3) which we have compared in this chapter show how 

the language of texts varies according to the specific situation in which they are written. 

Figure 2.1 summarises the register differences between the two student texts. 

 

Table 2.1: Register differences between Text 2.2 and 2.3 (from Martin and Rothery 1991)   

Register variable Text 2.2 Text 2.3 

FIELD 

(subject) 

specialised technical 

understanding 

everyday understanding 

 

TENOR 

(reader relationship) 

impersonal and objective 

 

personal and subjective  

 

MODE 

(channel of 

communication) 

abstract and written-like 

 

concrete and spoken-like 
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3: Literacy and learning in Geography 7-10  

In 1994 the NSW Board of Studies released a new geography syllabus for Years 7-10. In this 

syllabus, outcomes for the knowledge, skills, values and attitudes which constitute junior 

secondary geography were made explicit. Currently the board is developing new outcomes to 

assist teachers in planning, programming, teaching, assessing students' achievements, and 

reporting to parents.  

 

The Write it Right research team has analysed the aims, structure and outcomes of the current 

syllabus, as well as the National Statements and Profiles documents. These sources set out a 

clear statement of the ways in which students across years 7 to 10 should develop in both 

knowledge and skills. Using a functional model of language (see Chapter 2), the Write it 

Right team has established the kinds of written texts and language resources students will 

need in order to achieve the outcomes of Geography 7-10. Knowledge of the language and 

text types required by the syllabus will be of great assistance to teachers in helping students to 

read and write geography effectively. It is crucial information for teachers to have when they 

are writing programs, planning units of work, assessing their students' learning or reporting to 

parents.  

 

In this chapter we will first focus on the development of knowledge and skills required by the 

syllabus. We will then show how this has implications for the development of literacy.  

Geographical knowledge and skills: learning development 

Knowledge outcomes 

Broadly, the subject matter of Geography 7-10 is described in the syllabus as 'the spatial 

characteristics of Australia and the world' (Geography syllabus Years 7–10, page 3). 

Knowledge of the spatial characteristics of Australia and the world are developed as students 

work towards outcomes organised around four key themes: 

• Australia – Place and Space 

• Australian Environments 

• Australian Communities  

• Australia in its Regional and Global Context. 

 

Both the knowledge and skills outcomes are organised according to stages. It is expected that 

students in Years 7-10 are likely to be working towards outcomes from Stages 4 and 5. The 
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outcomes across all the themes and stages reveal a very obvious development of learning. The 

nature of this development can be described on a number of related levels. 

Level of analysis 

An investigation of the spatial characteristics of Australia and the world is carried out at a 

greater depth at higher levels. The outcomes require students to examine features of places 

more analytically as they move through the stages and themes. At Stage 4 students need 

identify, locate and describe phenomena. For example, the student should be able to: 

• identify and locate Australia's major continental features (Australia – Place and Space) 

• describe at least one contemporary issue related to an Australian community or communities 

(Australian Communities) 

 

By Stage 5 students must also explain and analyse phenomena. For example, the student 

should be able to: 

• describe and explain Australia's major continental features (Australia – Place ans Space) 

• analyse at least one contemporary issue related to an Australian community or communities 

(Australian Communities) 

Level of specialisation 

Learning develops from 'everyday' to specialised understandings or ways of classifying and 

categorising the world. In geography, places are classified according to their biophysical and 

built environments. Variations and human modifications to places and the causes and effects 

of those modifications are typical categories of investigation. Development of specialised 

understandings begins very early in Geography 7-10. For example, even Stage 4 students are 

required to adopt geographic classifications such as 'the biophysical or built environment'  

Level of abstraction 

Learning develops from concrete to abstract understandings. Abstract phenomena generally 

refer to processes which occur over time and can usually only be observed by using 

sophisticated instruments for long-term observation and measurement. Abstract phenomena 

contrast with the concrete physical phenomena we can observe. For example, while students 

studying the first theme, Australia – Place and Space, at Stage 4 are required to describe 

observable features, at Stage 5 and in later themes, they are required to examine relationships 

of change and cause and effect. 

Level of generalisation 

Learning develops from specific to generalised understandings. While particular places are 

always of interest to a geographer, by Stage 5, students are no longer concerned with simply 

describing specific features. Rather, they are required to explain generalised principles and 

hypotheses about the future using specific events and other phenomena as evidence or 
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examples. Students must therefore be able to shunt back and forward between specific and 

general knowledge and between different kinds of knowledge. 

Skills outcomes 

In geography students are required to develop a wide range of skills. These include: 

observation, collection and recording of geographical information, preparation and 

presentation of data, mapping and communicating. 

 

As in the knowledge and understandings outcomes, there is a development towards more 

specialised and complex skills. In general, Stage 4 students are required to observe, recognise, 

and describe phenomena; to collect readily observable data; and to communicate their 

understandings in simple form. For example, students should be able to: 

• undertake geographic investiation by collecting and recording data in the field 

• construct a simple questionaire 

By stage 5, however, they are also required to make generalisations, interpret and critically 

examine that material. For example, students should be able to: 

• undertake geographic investigation by collecting and recording data from a variety of primary 

source material 

• interpret and critically examine video and print media material 

• devise a logical inquiry sequence. 

 

Syllabus structure 

Learning development is also implicit in the way an investigation of the spatial characteristics 

of Australia and the world is structured through seven key questions (geography syllabus 

page 3): 

1 What is there? 

2 Where is it? 

3 Why is it there? 

4 What are the effects of it being there? 

5 How is it changing over time? 

6 Should it be like this? 

7 What action is appropriate? 

 

As they work through an investigation, students broaden their focus by studying not only a 

particular phenomenon, but also how it has changed, what the causes and effects are and the 
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issues which are involved. At the same time, the investigation deepens; for example, a 

question such as What is there? requires students to identify and perhaps describe 

phenomena, while a question such as Should it be like this? requires students to analyse and 

evaluate processes and will, therefore, demand a far greater depth of knowledge. 

A summary of learning development 

The development of learning in terms of geographic knowledge and skills is summarised in 

Figure 3.1. 

 

 

Figure 3.1 The development of learning in terms of geographic knowledge and skills 

The development of language and learning in Geography 7-10 

The syllabus outcomes and the structure provide valuable information about the kind of 

language students will need to read and write in Geography 7–10. The functional model of 

language can be applied to this information to identify and describe some of the key text 

types and language resources critical to the development of learning in geography.  

 

The Write It Right Project has designed a literacy pathway to complement the learning 

development established by the syllabus so that, as students learn to use the language of 

geography, so will they increase their geographic knowledge and skills. Table 3.1 summarises 

this relationship between the syllabus and the functional model of language. It shows how, as 

they move into deeper levels of investigation and examine different kinds of knowledge, 

students will need to read and write a variety of different text types. A number of text types 

have been identified as particularly important to achieving the outcomes of Geography 7-10. 

Describing and recording Explaining, analysing and critiquing

Everyday understanding Specialised understanding  

Concrete Abstract

Personal and specific Generalised  

Presenting information in a simple form Recontextualising information

Viewing from one perspective Viewing from a range of perspectives
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Table 3.1: The relationship of text types to learning in geography Years 7-10. 

Structure 

questions 

Summary of outcomes Text types 

What is there? 

Where is it? 

• identify and describe places and 

features 

• Descriptive Report 

• Comparative Report 

Why is it there? 

 

• explain geographical phenomena 

 

• Explanation 

(Sequential, Causal, 

Factorial) 

What are the 

effects of it being 

there? 

• explain and predict impacts and 

consequences 

• Consequential 

Explanation 

How is it changing 

over time? 

 

• describe variations over time  

• account for variations over time 

• Historical Recount 

• Historical Report 

• Historical Account 

• Factorial and 

Consequential 

Explanation 

Should it be like 

this? 

What action is 

appropriate? 

• evaluate, analyse and assess 

issues 

• Discussion 

• Exposition 

 

Familiarity with different text types 

Each of the text types identified in Table 3.1 is structured in a particular way to achieve the 

social purpose for which it is written. Although senior social science students are often taught 

that essays have three stages (ie introduction, body and conclusion), these stages, in fact vary 

depending on whether the writer has been asked to 'describe', 'explain' 'evaluate' or 'argue'. 

Each text type, too, draws on different language resources. For example, Explanations use a 

range of cause and effect expressions, while Expositions draw on the language of judgement. 

In order to read and write effectively, students need to be aware of these differences. The text 



Exploring Literacy in School Geography   

© Met. East DSP Draft  24 July 1995  3/23 

types, their structure and key language features, and how these are applied in geography texts, 

will be described in detail in Chapters 4 to 8. 

 

Nominalisation 

In moving towards more technical, complex, abstract and generalised learning, students will 

need to use a resource called Grammatical Metaphor. Grammatical metaphors, like other 

metaphors we use, comes about when we describe things differently from how they appear in 

the physical world. It is a feature of adult, sophisticated language. The main language 

resource for achieving grammatical metaphor is the language resource of Nominalisation. 

Nominalisation involves referring to actions (called verbs or Action Processes) as things (also 

called nouns). For example the action 'erodes' (as in 'the land erodes') becomes a thing in the 

sentence 'Soil erosion is greatest on the eastern side.' .Another important way of creating 

grammatical metaphor involves expressing cause and effect linking words (eg 'because') as 

things (eg 'the cause') or actions (eg causes). For example, the linking word 'because' (as in 

'The population has spead because better roads have been built.') becomes a thing in the 

sentence 'One cause of the population spread has been the building of better roads.' 

 

Nominalisation is used frequently in written language because it allows a great deal of 

information to be packaged into a small group of words rather than using the whole clause or 

sentence. One important consequence of this is that cause and effect links can be made 

between things much more efficiently. The following two sentences illustrate the effect of 

grammatical metaphor. Sentence 1 is an example of the use of nominalisation taken from a 

level 8 work sample. Sentence 2 demonstrates one way that Sentence 1 could be 'unpacked' to 

remove the nominalisation. 

 

Sentence 1 

Land use conflict is the result of the numerous competing demands placed on land in urban 

areas by various land uses. 

 

Sentence 2 

People argue about how they should use the land because different groups of people want to 

use the land in urban areas in different ways. 

 

The use of grammatical metaphors in Sentence 1 has made the sentence more dense, but the 

structure less complicated. Structurally the sentence is 'one thing is caused by another thing'. 

Grammatical metaphor also allows the writer to omit reference to those responsible for the 

actions (ie the 'people') and focus on the actual phenomena.   
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Text type and Grammatical Metaphor are essential language resources for students of 

Geography 7-10. These and other important resources are described in Chapters 4 to 8. 

 

Examples of language resources used in geography texts 

Texts 2.4 and 2.5, which are excerpts of work samples from the National Profile Document, 

illustrate some of the different language resources which enable students to investigate 

phenomena at deeper levels and to express understandings which are increasingly abstract, 

technical, generalised and objective. 
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Definition and Location

A rainforest has tall, evergreen  trees and is  very rainy.  It is also 

quite hot.  Most rainforests are near the equator.  The largest

 rainforest is the Amazonian Rainforest in South America.  All 

rainforests are  similar  in climate and appearance but they

actually have different  plants and animals. see the diagrams for the

different  life in the South American and African Rainforests. 

Also there are many more animals and plants in rainforests

 than in a normal forest because it is warm in the upper  

 canopy and cool in the lower   canopy.  This makes it easy for the

 trees to grow.  It also helps the animals because of the lush 

growth for food.

Recent technological  changes have had opposing effects  on the  

distribution of population.   The development  of better 

fertilizers and roads has helped to spread the population into 

the interior.   This also includes the development of mining 

over the recent decades.  This has the effect   of decentralising 

and dispersing the population .  However, technological

advances  usually occur and take effect   in urban  areas first. 

Hence improved services and goods can be obtained in these 

areas.  It therefore also acts as a pull  factor, attracting people 

into already densely populated urban  areas.

classifying
word

‘everyday’
descriptions

generalised
things

comparative
expressions

technical 
term

technical 
nominalisations

complex
nominalisations

technical
classifying 
word

technical
classifying 
word

cause and
effect as
things

2.4

2.5

Text 3.2: Work sample showing language resources used to express ideas in geography 

 — Place and space, level 7 

Text 3.1: Work sample showing language resources used to express ideas in geography 

 —  Natural systems, level 4
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4: Describing geographic features 

Describing spatial characteristics of places is one of the basic skills for building geographic 

knowledge and understandings. Through description it is possible to examine how the 

geography of places affects people and how people affect the environment. The main written 

text type used by geographers to describe the way things are or were is the Descriptive 

Report. While Descriptive Reports are most commonly used to describe things existing in the 

present, they can also be used to describe things which no longer exist.  

 

A related text type, the Comparative Report, is used to describe similarities or differences 

between geographic features.  

 

In this chapter Descriptive Reports and Comparative Reports will be discussed in detail. A 

brief note on how Descriptive Reports referring to the past are sometimes used in geography 

is also included. The chapter ends with a description of a Macro Report, a large report 

containing more than one Descriptive Report. 

Descriptive Reports: Describing features of places 

Examples 

The following four texts are examples of Descriptive Reports used to describe features of 

specific environments and communities. Text 4.1 is written jointly by a Year 8 geography 

class as part of a unit describing places in Sydney. Texts 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4 have been taken 

from materials prepared from published sources for Geography 7-10. They have been used in 

Year 7 and 8 classes to demonstrate features of Descriptive Reports. 
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 4. 1 

 

Biophysical features of Sydney Harbour 

 

Sydney Harbour is a large, sheltered body of water on the east coast of Australia. The harbour is 

part of the western Pacific Ocean at a latitude of 34o S and a longitude of 151o E. Sydney Harbour 

has many natural features including several smaller bodies of water and a number of landforms. 

 

Sydney Harbour is quite large. The area of the harbour is approximately 22 km2. The average 

width of the harbour is 2.5 km and the length is approximately 10 km. 

 

Sydney Harbour has many smaller bodies of water. There are four main parts of the harbour, 

which are Port Jackson, North Harbour, Middle Harbour and Darling Harbour. There are also a 

number of bays and coves including Rose Bay, Homebush Bay and Iron Cove. Parramatta and 

Lane Cove rivers are two rivers which flow into Sydney Harbour. 

 

There are several landforms in Sydney Harbour. The two main types of landforms are the 

headlands and islands. There are two headlands at the entrance of the harbour, which are North 

Head and South Head. There are also a number of islands in Sydney Harbour. Most islands are 

located in Port Jackson. The main ones are Cockatoo Island, Goat Island, Fort Denison and 

Garden Island.  

Text 4.1: Example of a Descriptive Report — Year 8 Joint construction 
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 4.2  

Dunefields 

 

There are thousands and thousands of longitudinal dunes in the Simpson Desert — as many as 

50,000! Longitudinal dunes are lines or ridges of sand that run roughly parallel to each other. 

Some are short. Some are 200 kilometres long. They run in a general NW–SE direction, parallel to 

the wind which blows from the south-east most of the year. 

 

From the air can be seen long lines of dunes, sometimes straight, sometimes joining together in Y 

junctions. At other times they break, disappear, and start again. On the ground the view from the 

top is limited to the dune on either side, and along the corridor, or swale, between the dunes. 

 

The whole area is coloured by the red to pale orange of the dunes. The only contrast is provided by 

the vegetation. On the dune crest there are hummocks, or clumps, of pale, dry looking sandhill 

cane grass and spinifex grass. On the sides of the dunes and on the sandy swales there are 

hummock grasses and shrubs and bushes such as acacia, cassia, mulga, gidgee and saltbush. All 

the dunefield vegetation grows quite thickly after rain and thins out in the long dry periods. 

 

The dunefields are not the same right across the Simpson. Generally dunes are longer (up to 200 

km), higher (up to 30 m) and further apart (2 or 3 km) in the east. Close to the Queensland border 

there are dry white salt lakes called salinas between the dunes. The white of the salinas contrasts 

with the red of the dunes.  

 

Text 4.2 Example of Descriptive Report from M. Stacey and J. Lucas (1988) Investigating Geography — 

Australia: Environments, Longman Cheshire, Melbourne: 103 
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 4.3  

Gunnedah 

 

The town of Gunnedah in central New South Wales is located on the flood plain and nearby ridges 

of the Namoi River. Its site overlooks flat plains with mountain ranges forming the horizon. The 

earliest settlement was established near a river crossing on the eastern edge of the town. 

 

Today Gunnedah is a town of 10,000 people and is by far the largest town in the Shire of 

Gunnedah, as well as being one of the most important centres in the region known as the Liverpool 

Plains. Other large centres are over 70 km away and include Tamworth, Narrabri and Quirindi. 

 

… 

 

The people of the town have many things in common and show a strong sense of community 

identity. The nearest towns are over 70 km, or 45 minutes, away and only Tamworth, population 

30,000, offers more facilities and services. As a result most Gunnedah people work and shop in the 

town itself. In contrast to Marrickville, there is only a small ethnic population and, unlike the 

Central Coast, most of the people have lived in the town for some time. 

 

The houses and shopping centre reflect 150 years of European settlement. It is a compact town with 

streets laid out in a rectangular grid pattern like many other rural centres. It is an attractive town 

with wide tree-lined streets and many prosperous residential areas.  

 

Business and employment are concentrated on agriculture, processing agricultural goods, services 

and coal mining. The Liverpool Plains are rich in agriculture, with produce including wheat, 

oilseeds, beef cattle, sheep and horses. The town provides about 500 farms in the surrounding area 

with a wide variety of goods and services such as machinery, saleyards and transport facilities, as 

well as providing schools, a hospital and various government services such as the Soil 

Conservation Service. In 1991 the Gunnedah Council won a state award for excellence in 

community services. 

 

Text 4.3: Example of Descriptive Report from M. Martin and G. Allenby (1994) Australia: Our Place and 

People, Science Press, Sydney: 207–208 
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 4.4 

People in our local area before European settlement 
 

Before European settlement the area in the south of Sydney was part of the land owned by the 

Cadigal people. The Cadigal people were a band of Sydney Aborigines who spoke the Eora dialect 

of Dharug. They had lived in the area for at least 7000 years before European occupation and 

found everything they needed from the local environment. They built shelters, hunted, fished and 

harvested food only when it was required. 

 

The land provided all the Cadigal people needed for shelter. They used the natural formation of 

caves, but they also built huts and windbreaks using materials from the Eucalypt forests. 

 

The Cadigals hunted a number of different animals which were found in the local area. These 

included birds from the swamps and possums from the Eucalypt forests. The large black and white 

magpie goose roosted in high trees near the edges of the saltwater mangroves and freshwater 

lagoons. The men of the tribe would wait among the branches waiting to knock down the big birds 

with stones and throwing sticks. They chopped possums out of trees and smoked bees nests from 

eucalypts before scooping out great gobs of honey. 

 

The Cadigal were coastal people and so fishing was an important use of the land around Botany 

Bay. They would knock oysters from the rocks, catch fish with lines of fibre and shell hooks or lie 

motionless across their canoes, faces in the water and pronged spear held ready to dart downward 

at the approach of a fish. 

 

Cadigal women were responsible for the harvesting. They gathered yams and hunted goannas in 

the forest. They also harvested lily bulbs from lagoons and dug the witchetty grubs from the 

rotting timber of the eucalypt trees. 

 

Text 4.4: Example of Historical Report — Class text adapted from K. Willey (1979) When the Sky Fell 

Down, Collins, Sydney: 12–13  

Social purpose 

In geography, Descriptive Reports function to provide information about the physical 

attributes of features within the environment. They may also provide information about the 

activities of communities within the environment. Descriptive Reports are used in many 

social and work-related contexts. Many pieces of non-fiction writing, such as information 

about holiday destinations or special interests like music, art or food, are written as reports. In 

work contexts, Descriptive Reports are also used to provide information about organisations, 

environmental impacts, economic developments as well as work sites and job requirements.  

Descriptive Reports in Geography 7-10 

Descriptive Reports are the main type of reading and writing required in the early years of 

secondary geography. They are found at the beginning of textbook chapters and units of work 
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in response to the questions: What is there? and Where is it? Writing Descriptive Reports 

assists students to work towards many of the syllabus outcomes, particularly at Stage 4. 

 

The knowledge of both the subject matter and language which can be learned through reading 

and writing Descriptive Reports also provides an essential basis for students to address the 

outcomes at higher levels. This is because, in learning to read and write Descriptive Reports, 

students are learning to: 

• identify geographic phenomena using technical terms 

• define technical terms 

• classify information  

• describe characteristics succinctly  

 

Unlike Observations (for an example of this text type see Text 2.3 in Chapter 2), Descriptive 

Reports are ordered, and present information in an objective, authoritative manner. They 

describe whole classes of phenomena, not just specific instances. (Even within a Report on a 

particular town, for example, we can gain information about classes of features such as 

educational facilities, businesses and community services.) In writing Reports, students are 

required to go beyond their specific experiences of life and make generalisations about the 

world.  

 

Descriptive Reports may be written to describe particular countries, regions or towns, or they 

may be written about features or communities within places. A number of Descriptive 

Reports on different classes of features may form a larger text called a Macro Report. 

The structure of Descriptive Reports  

Descriptive Reports usually begin with an Identification which orients the reader to the type 

of information in the Report. This is followed by the Description stage. Descriptive Reports 

do not generally have a conclusion. Their purpose is to build information on phenomena 

rather than to pass judgement or recommend action. Often, however, Reports make up part of 

a larger text (a Macro Genre) which may function to recommend action. Text 4.5 shows the 

two-stage structure of Text 4.2. 
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Identification 

 4.5 

Dunefields 

 

There are thousands and thousands of longitudinal dunes in the Simpson Desert 

— as many as 50,000! Longitudinal dunes are lines or ridges of sand that run 

roughly parallel to each other. Some are short. Some are 200 kilometres long. 

They run in a general NW–SE direction, parallel to the wind which blows from 

the south-east most of the year. 

 

Description From the air can be seen long lines of dunes, sometimes straight, sometimes 

joining together in Y junctions. At other times they break, disappear, and start 

again. On the ground the view from the top is limited to the dune on either side, 

and along the corridor, or swale, between the dunes. 

 

The whole area is coloured by the red to pale orange of the dunes. The only 

contrast is provided by the vegetation. On the dune crest there are hummocks, or 

clumps, of pale, dry looking sandhill cane grass and spinifex grass. On the sides 

of the dunes and on the sandy swales there are hummock grasses and shrubs and 

bushes such as acacia, cassia, mulga, gidgee and saltbush. All the dunefield 

vegetation grows quite thickly after rain and thins out in the long dry periods. 

 

The dunefields are not the same right across the Simpson. Generally dunes are 

longer (up to 200 km), higher (up to 30 m) and further apart (2 or 3 km) in the 

east. Close to the Queensland border there are dry white salt lakes called salinas 

between the dunes. The white of the salinas contrasts with the red of the dunes. 

 

Text 4.5: Stages of Text 4.2 — Descriptive Report  

The Identification stage 

The Identification stage of a Descriptive Report serves a number of functions. Firstly, it 

provides a general orientation to the topic of the Report, including information which 

classifies the phenomenon in some way. Within geography, the Identification also typically 

functions to locate the place or feature and as well may preview characteristics which will be 

described in the Report. These three functions of the Identification—classifying, locating and 

previewing— are briefly discussed below. Language resources for achieving these functions 

will be described in the next section. 

Classifying 

An important function of the Identification is to classify geographic phenomena. A 

phenomenon may be classified according to what kind of place or thing it is, or according to 

what part of a place or thing it belongs to, as the following examples show (the class, or 

category, is in bold type): 

 

Sydney Harbour is a large sheltered body of water (kind of) 
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The harbour is part of the western Pacific Ocean (part of) 

 

Longitudinal dunes are lines or ridges of sand (kind of)  

 

The Cadigal people were a band of Sydney Aborigines (kind of of) 

 

Another way of classifying a thing is to introduce the name of the category or class first and 

then to name (and possibly describe) the place or thing which belongs to that category. In the 

following example the name of the category is in bold type. 

 

The town of Gunnedah in central New South Wales. 

Locating 

The location of the place or feature is very important information in a geographical Report. 

The Identification may locate features both generally and specifically. The following 

examples are from the sample texts. 

 

There are thousands of longitudinal dunes in the Simpson Desert. 

 

The harbour is part of the western Pacific Ocean at a latitude of 34o S and a longitude of 151o 

E. 

 

The town of Gunnedah in central New South Wales is located on the flood plain and nearby 

ridges of the Namoi River.  

 

Its site overlooks flat plains with mountain ranges forming the horizon. 

 

Previewing 

Often the Identification contains a general or specific reference to the characteristics which 

will be described in the Report. This is called a Text Preview and functions to link the 

Description stage to the Identification. Text Previews play an important role in creating 

cohesive Reports by linking information between parts of the text. In Text 4.1, for example, 

the writer signals that the information in the Description stage will be about 'natural features' 

and specifically about 'bodies of water' and 'landforms'. Both of these two classes of features 

becomes a subtopic for paragraphs in the Description stage of this Report.  

 

Sydney Harbour has many natural features including several smaller bodies of water and a 

number of landforms.  

The Description stage 

The Description stage of a Descriptive Report may consist of any number of paragraphs. This 

stage gives more detailed information about the topic. The information may be about features 
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of geographical interest found within places or, more specifically, about characteristics of the 

particular feature under investigation. Whereas Observations describe features as they are 

seen or experienced by an eye-level observer, Reports organise information around classes of 

features which belong to the recognised field of study. In the field of geography these 

categories include the spatial characteristics of places. Typical categories for Reports about 

places in geography include limate, location, landforms, vegetation, population, and business. 

While the sample texts each include three or four categories, many more classes of features 

could have been included within the Description stage of the sample Reports. A Report on the 

town of Gunnedah, for example, could include a description of the surrounding landforms, 

climate, vegetation, housing or sporting facilities. It is important that students understand the 

purpose of describing and identify the classification system they are working within before 

they begin to research and write a Report. 

Mini-Explanation within a Report 

Sometimes, one part of the Description stage focuses on how a thing behaves (eg how plants 

survive in hot/dry areas). In this case, sections of the Report may resemble an Explanation, 

with a small sequence of events. In no way, however, is this characteristic of the Report as a 

whole, which is organised around common topics or aspects of a topic. 

Organising information within Descriptive Reports 

In the previous section we described the stages of a Descriptive Report and identified the kind 

of information which is typically found in each stage of a Descriptive Reports in geography. 

In the next section we will explore the organisation of information within Reports, focussing 

on how information is organised within paragraphs and how these paragraphs work to create 

cohesive texts.  

 

The function of a Descriptive Report in classifying information is reflected in the way 

information is organised within the text. Information about one class of feature is generally 

contained in one paragraph of the Description stage. Assisting students to identify classes of 

features and to describe each within one paragraph can be very useful in helping students to 

select information which is relevant and in revealing gaps in their information.  

 

Paragraphs within the Description stage of a Report are usually organised so they move from 

general to specific information. Much of the information can, therefore, be represented in a 

table or tree diagram. Figure 4.1 shows the organisation of the information in Text 4.2 in the 

form of a tree diagram. 

 

##Take in Figure 4.1 from Graphics file## 
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Figure 4.1: Organisation of information in Text 4.2 

 

Visual representations such as tables or tree diagrams can be used when preparing to write a 

Descriptive Report. This can be helpful in assisting students to read and write effective 

Reports as well as in developing an awareness of essential concepts such as classification and 

scale.  

Language resources  

In this section we will describe some important language resources which are employed to 

construct particular meanings in Descriptive Reports. The information in this section is 

organised on two levels with the more detailed information placed within the grammar 

references. This organisation is followed within the sections on language resources for all text 

types. 

 

The English language has a great many resources for describing characteristics of things. In 

order to fully understand the range of resources employed in Descriptive Reports and other 

text types it is necessary to be familiar with a wide range of grammatical resources. In 

Grammar reference 4.1, therefore, we will examine the function of some basic elements of a 

sentence. We will then explore how these elements function to describe phenomena within 

Descriptive Reports.  

 

##Start of GR ref box## 

Grammar reference 4.1: The elements of a sentence 

The clause 

A simple sentence is one which is about one main event, usually a happening or state of being. A 

simple sentence is known as a clause. A sentence which consists of two or more clauses is known as a 

complex sentence.  

Processes 

The essential element in a clause is the word or phrase which refers to what is ‘going on’. This 

element is called a Process, or verb. Two kinds of Processes are especially important for writing in 

geography. These are Relational (or 'being' and 'having') Processes and Action Processes. In the 

following clauses the Process is highlighted. 

 

Gunnedah is a town of 1,000 people  

Relational Process — being 
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Sydney Harbour has many smaller bodies of water  

Relational Process — having 

 

Cadigal women hunted goannas from the forest  

Action Process 

Participants 

As well as the Process, a clause may contain one or more Participants involved with the Process. 

Participants include the person or thing which is responsible for the Process and the person or thing 

receiving the Process. While Participants are usually people, things or places, they may also be 

qualities. 

 

Nominal Groups 

When the Participants in a Clause are people, things or places, they are expressed as single words 

called nouns or groups of words called Nominal Groups.  

 

Nominal Groups function both to name the person, place or thing as well as to provide further 

information which specifies, describes or classifies the thing. The words which provide further 

information can come either before or after the main noun. They are known collectively as Modifiers. 

In the first sample sentence below 'of 1000 people' is a Modifier. In the following examples the 

Participants are in bold type. 

Gunnedah is a town of 1000 people  

 

Sydney Harbour has many smaller bodies of water  

 

Cadigal women hunted goannas in the forest  
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Qualities as Participants 

While most Participants are nouns, qualities can also participate in the Process of a clause. These 

words are called Describers, or adjectives. We can tell when Describers are functioning as 

Participants because the clause is not complete without them. The Describers are highlighted in the 

following examples: 

 

Sydney Harbour is quite large 

Some longitudinal dunes are short 

Circumstances 

Another very important group of words which can be included in a clause is the Circumstance. 

Circumstances refer to the situation around the Process, generally about where, when, how, what like 

or why the process is performed. These are called, respectively Circumstances of Place, Time, 

Manner, Comparison and Cause. Circumstances can be a single word (an adverb) or a group of words. 

A sentence may contain several Circumstances depending on the amount of information to be given. 

 

Circumstances are usually found towards the end of the clause; however, they can be moved to other 

places if the writer has a particular purpose for doing so. Circumstances are highlighted in the clauses 

below: 

 

Today Gunnedah is a town of 10,000 people  

Circumstance of Time 

 

Like many other Aboriginal communities, Roebourne has few older people  

Circumstance of Comparison 

  

Cadigal women hunted goannas in the forest. 

Circumstance of Place 

 

## End of Gr Ref ## 

Organising information: Theme or starting point 

Unlike text types such as Narratives or Explanations, Descriptive Reports are held together by 

a focus on one topic. An important resource for maintaining this focus is Theme. 

Theme at sentence level 

Theme refers to the first position of a simple sentence or clause. In Reports the topic (or sub-

topic) is placed in Theme position, at the beginning of many sentences. This functions to 

orient the reader to the topic and provides a starting point for the information about the topic 

which follows. The following two paragraphs from Text 4.1 illustrate typical sentence 

Themes in Descriptive Reports. The Theme of each sentence appears in bold. 
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Sydney Harbour is a large, sheltered body of water on the east coast of Australia. The harbour is 

part of the western Pacific Ocean at a latitude of 34o S and a longitude of 151o E. Sydney Harbour 

has many natural features including several smaller bodies of water and a number of landforms. 

 

Sydney Harbour is quite large. The area of the harbour is approximately 22 km2. The average 

width of the harbour is 2.5 km and the length is approximately 10 km. 

 

While it may be necessary to assist students to use other ways of referring to the topic (eg 'it', 

'the body of water', 'most of it'), repetition of Theme in Reports is necessary to maintain the 

cohesion of the text.   

 

Learning to use Theme to help focus on particular information is a very powerful resource for 

student writers. Although the most typical Theme in Reports is the topic, it is also common in 

geography Reports for information about the location of the topic to be placed in first position 

in the sentence. This is particularly common within the Description Stage of the Report. 

 

Information about the location of features is usually expressed as a Circumstance of Place. In 

Descriptive Reports in other subject areas Circumstances of Place are usually placed towards 

the end of sentences. In some geography Reports, however, they often occur at the beginning 

of the sentence. Thus, the location of features becomes the starting point of many sentences. 

Text 4.6 demonstrates how Location is a starting point of many sentences in Text 4.2. 

Themes have been set in bold and those which are Circumstances have also been italicised.  
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 4.6  

Dunefields 

 

There are thousands and thousands of longitudinal dunes in the Simpson Desert — as many as 

50,000! Longitudinal dunes are lines or ridges of sand that run roughly parallel to each other. 

Some are short. Some are 200 kilometres long. They run in a general NW–SE direction, parallel to 

the wind which blows from the south-east most of the year. 

 

From the air can be seen long lines of dunes, sometimes straight, sometimes joining together in Y 

junctions. At other times they break, disappear, and start again. On the ground the view from the 

top is limited to the dune on either side, and along the corridor, or swale, between the dunes. 

 

The whole area is coloured by the red to pale orange of the dunes. The only contrast is provided 

by the vegetation. On the dune crest there are hummocks, or clumps, of pale, dry looking sandhill 

cane grass and spinifex grass. On the sides of the dunes and on the sandy swales there are 

hummock grasses and shrubs and bushes such as acacia, cassia, mulga, gidgee and saltbush. All 

the dunefield vegetation grows quite thickly after rain and thins out in the long dry periods. 

 

The dunefields are not the same right across the Simpson. Generally dunes are longer (up to 200 

km), higher (up to 30 m) and further apart (2 or 3 km) in the east. Close to the Queensland border 

there are dry white salt lakes called salinas between the dunes. The white of the salinas contrasts 

with the red of the dunes.  

Text 4.6: Theme and Circumstances of place in Text 4.2  

Theme at text and paragraph level (Text and Section Previews) 

Just as sentences have Themes, so too do paragraphs, sections and whole texts. As we 

discussed above, the Identification stage of Descriptive Reports often includes a Text 

Preview. Text Previews, called Macro-Themes in the functional model of language, orient the 

reader to the information to follow in the whole text.  

  

The first sentence of paragraphs or sections of Descriptive Reports also plays an important 

part in orienting and linking information. These sentences are called Section Previews, or 

Hyper-Themes, and function to link the particular class of feature described in the paragraph 

to the general topic of the Report. 

 

Table 4.1 illustrates how Text and Section Previews function in focussing the reader on the 

topic of Sydney Harbour and orienting the reader to the information to come. 

 

Table 4.1: Text and Section Previews in Text 4.1 

Text Preview 
Sydney Harbour is a large, sheltered body of water on the east coast of 

Australia. The harbour is part of the western Pacific Ocean at a latitude 

of 34o S and a longitude of 151o E. Sydney Harbour has many natural 

features including several smaller bodies of water and a number of 

landforms. 
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Section 1 Preview  
Sydney Harbour is quite large. 

Section 2 Preview  
Sydney Harbour has many smaller bodies of water. 

Section 3 Preview  
There are several landforms in Sydney Harbour. 

Identifying and defining geographic phenomena  

Specialised terms, that is the words which have a specialist use in geography, are an 

important resource for understanding the field and communicating with others who share that 

understanding. Specialised terms allow information to be condensed into a small space. They 

also allow for things to be described with their distinctly geographical meanings.  

 

Some specialised terms are only used in geography or other related subjects (eg 'mesa', 

'buttes', 'condensation'). Others may be used in everyday situations (eg 'environment', 'region' 

), but when used in geography, their meaning may be slightly different from their everyday 

sense. For example, the word 'region' is often used in everyday language to mean any area of 

land. To a geographer, however, the term refers to an area which has recognisably similar 

spatial characteristics which make it different from other regions. 

 

Most specialised terms are names of things. They are either single nouns (eg 'dune', 'scarp') or 

Nominal Groups (eg 'longitudinal dunes', 'The Central Business District'). Nominal Groups 

often include information which describes or classifies the main noun.  

Setting up specialised terms 

Because Descriptive Reports are often used at the beginning of a topic, they are commonly 

used to introduce the specialised terms. Two ways this is often done are: 

 

• Highlighting the term in the text: In typeset text, devices such as bold or italic print, 

underlining or inverted commas are sometimes used as a sign that a term has a special 

meaning. In textbooks this marking often means that there will be a definition nearby or 

that the term has appeared in a list of words to be pretaught at the beginning of the unit.  

• Renaming the word: A specialised term is often introduced by presenting the new, 

specialised term together with one which the writer thinks may be more familiar. In the 

following examples the everyday and corresponding specialised terms are italicised and 

the device which signals they are alternate terms is in bold. 

 

…the view from the top is limited to the dune on either side, and along the corridor, or swale, 

between the dunes. 

 

Close to the Queensland border there are dry white salt lakes called salinas between the dunes. 
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The common name for a saprophyte is fungus. 

 

Many reptiles, bats and rodents hibernate (sleep) in winter.  

 

In large towns, shoppers are able to compare one brand of good with another for quality and price 

— this is known as comparison shopping.  

 

When air contains a lot of water vapour, we say that the humidity is high. 

Defining specialised terms 

Specialised terms are often defined in Descriptive Reports. Learning to identify and to 

construct definitions can be very difficult for students because even simple definitions can 

have a number of parts. Generally, the definition begins with the name of the specialised term 

which is to be defined. This term is usually linked to the meaning part of the definition 

through the verbs 'is' or 'are'. These verbs are called Relational Processes. In definitions, 

Relational Processes function to identify one thing as being equivalent to another (much like 

an equals sign in mathematics).  

 

The meaning part of the definition can also be divided into two parts. The first part identifies 

the class of feature to which the phenomenon belongs and the second part defines its 

characteristics. The defining information is often introduced by the words 'which' or 'that'.  

 

Table 4.2 illustrates the four parts typical of simple definitions.  
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Table 4.2: Examples of simple definitions showing the different parts 

Specialised term Process Classification Defining information  

Longitudinal dunes are lines or ridges of sand that run parallel to each other. 

A harbour is a body of water which is sheltered from the ocean.  

Pie graphs  are circles divided into sectors to show 

proportions. 

 

Language resources for naming and defining will assist students to understand specialised 

terms and thereby access the knowledge of geography. When students encounter a term they 

do not understand they should be encouraged to look forwards or backwards in the text to 

find the Relational Process and the more familiar word or meaning.  

Identifying and elaborating on features 

Relational Processes: 'there is' and 'there are' 

 

We saw in the previous section that Relational Processes can function in definitions to relate 

the specialised term to its meaning. Relational Processes can also function to identify the 

existence of phenomena within a place, for example: 

 

There are several landforms in Sydney Harbour. 

 

In order to identify features, the Relational Processes 'is' or 'are' are used with the word 'there'. 

In Descriptive Reports, sentences which identify a feature using 'There is…' or 'There are…' 

are generally followed by one or more sentences which describe the feature in more detail. 

This is illustrated in the following excerpt from Text 4.1. 

.  

There are several landforms in Sydney Harbour. The two main types of landforms are the 

headlands and islands. There are two headlands at the entrance of the harbour which are North 

Head and South Head. There are also a number of islands in Sydney Harbour. Most islands are 

located in Port Jackson. The main ones are Cockatoo Island, Goat Island, Fort Denison and Garden 

Island.  
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Strategies for learning to elaborate on features 

Identifying phenomena using the Relational Processes 'There is…' or 'There are…' is one of 

the first things student writers learn when writing factual texts. Often, at an early stage, their 

texts may read like a list of features. For example: 

 

In my local area there is a big shopping centre and there is a park. There are lots of cars and buses 

and there is also a swimming pool. 

 

In assisting students to move towards describing features, it is important to help them add 

information about the feature they have identified. A helpful resource for doing this is to 

encourage students to firstly write a sentence which identifies a feature (ie beginning with 

'There is…') and then to begin the following sentence with the identified feature in Theme 

position. For example: 

 

In my local area there is a big shopping centre. The shopping centre has a department store and 

two supermarkets in it. 

Describing and classifying features  

As the name indicates, Descriptive Reports function to describe characteristics and properties 

of phenomena. In Descriptive Reports much of the describing and classifying occurs within 

the group of words which name the thing, that is, within the Nominal Group. Many Nominal 

Groups in Descriptive Reports contains words or groups of words which quantify, describe or 

classify the main noun. These are called Modifiers. The main kinds of Modifiers used in 

Descriptive Reports are Physical Describers and Classifiers. 

Physical Describers 

Physical Describers function to give information about what a thing is like. This information 

can be about the size, appearance and/or quality of the thing. Physical Describers can be used 

to compare (eg the city's largest building, the most important city) and they can intensify (eg 

a very large area). Some examples of Physical Describers used in Nominal Groups are given 

below. The Physical Describers are highlighted. 

 

dry, white salt lakes  

clumps of pale, dry looking, sandhill cane grass 

a large, sheltered body of water 

a compact town 

 

It is important to distinguish Physical Describers from another group of Describers called 

Attitudinal Describers. Attitudinal Describers also give information about what a thing is 
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like, but they also convey the attitude or opinion of the writer. Some examples of attitudinal 

Describers are highlighted in the following Nominal Groups: 

 

an attractive town 

the beautiful harbour 

 

the exciting nightlife 

 

the exotic location  

 

While Attitudinal Describers are highly valued in stories and in everyday conversation, the 

writer's attitude to the features being described is not valued in geography.  

Classifiers 

While Physical Describers give information about what a thing is like, Classifiers say what 

kind of thing is being named. In the following paragraph from Text 4.3. Classifiers are in bold 

type and the main nouns which they classify are italicised: 

 

Business and employment are concentrated on agriculture, processing agricultural goods, services 

and coal mining. The Liverpool Plains are rich in agriculture, with produce including wheat, 

oilseeds, beef cattle, sheep and horses. The town provides about 500 farms in the surrounding area 

with a wide variety of goods and services such as machinery, saleyards and transport facilities, as 

well as providing schools, a hospital and various government services such as the Soil 

Conservation Service. In 1991 the Gunnedah Council won a state award for excellence in 

community services. 

 

It is possible to distinguish Classifiers from Physical Describers because they cannot be 

compared or intensified. For example, we cannot say 'The most agricultural goods ' or 'the 

very transport facilities'. Classifiers are normally things, or nouns, themselves and are used 

immediately before the main noun in a Nominal Group. 

 

Nominal Groups have an enormous potential for describing because they can include a great 

deal of information. The use of the Nominal Group is one of the main features which 

distinguishes mature factual writing from everyday observation. In learning to use the 

resources of the Nominal Group, students are learning to build and express their knowledge 

in ways which are valued and powerful within the discourse of geography. (More complex 

Nominal Groups are described in Chapter 5.) 
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Describing actions 

Descriptive Reports deal mainly with what a thing 'is' or what a thing 'has' rather than what a 

thing 'does'. However, some Descriptive Reports may describe generalised activities and 

behaviours of communities Text 4.4 is an example of this kind of Descriptive Report. It 

describes the activities of the Cadigal community before European Settlement and uses 

mainly Action Processes rather than Relational Processes. In the following paragraph from 

Text 4.4, Action Processes are highlighted 

 

The Cadigal were coastal people and so fishing was an important use of the land around Botany 

Bay. They would knock oysters from the rocks, catch fish with lines of fibre and shell hooks or lie 

motionless across their canoes, faces in the water and pronged spear held ready to dart downward 

at the approach of a fish. 

Generalising 

Generalised Participants 

Because Descriptive Reports are about classes of features in places, rather than individual 

examples, they tend to use Generalised Participants to refer to things. In Text 4.3, for 

example, references to the features in Gunnedah nearly all refer to general classes, not 

specific examples. In this paragraph, the Generalised Participants are in bold type. 

 

Business and employment are concentrated on agriculture, processing agricultural goods, 

services and coal mining. The Liverpool Plains are rich in agriculture, with produce including 

wheat, oilseeds, beef cattle, sheep and horses. The town provides about 500 farms in the 

surrounding area with a wide variety of goods and services such as machinery, saleyards and 

transport facilities, as well as providing schools, a hospital and various government services such 

as the Soil Conservation Service.  

 

Although there is no definitive way of differentiating between a Generalised Participant and a 

Specific Participant, there are typical patterns to watch for: 

 

• Generalised participants can be used without being preceded by a Determiner (eg 'a', 'an', 

'the', 'that', 'those', 'these' ), for example: 

business, employment, agriculture 

• the plural form is often used to indicate Generalised Participants,  

goods and services, schools 

 

Specific Participants are included in many Descriptive Reports; however, they are mostly 

used for naming examples of features after it has been identified in a general way. In the 

following excerpt from Text 4.1, the Generalised Participants are in bold type and the 

Specific Participants are in italics. 



Exploring Literacy in School GeographyChapter 1 

© Metropolitan East Disadvantaged Schools Program Page 22 

There are also a number of islands in Sydney Harbour. Most islands are located in Port Jackson. 

The main ones are Cockatoo Island, Goat Island, Fort Denison and Garden Island.  

The use of tense to describe generalised time 

There are a number of resources for indicating when events take place. One way information 

about time can be given is through explicit time expressions, for example 'now', 'in the past', 

'soon', 'In 1960'. (These expressions will be described fully in Chapters 5 and 6.) Another way  

is through the tense of a verb, or Process. The two tenses most commonly employed in 

Descriptive Reports are the simple present and the simple past.  

 

Most Descriptive Reports in geography are attempting to give a generalised picture of 'the 

way the world is'. They describe events in a 'generalised' way, free of any specific location in 

time. To do this they use the simple present tense, which is also known as the 'Timeless' 

present tense. For example:  

 

Sydney Harbour has many smaller bodies of water. 

 

This sentence implies a general state of being, one which has been around for a long time and 

probably will be around for a long time into the future. The same meaning would not be made 

if other tenses were used. For example: 

 

Sydney Harbour had many smaller bodies of water (simple past) 

Sydney Harbour has had many smaller bodies of water  

(past in the present) 

Sydney Harbour will have many smaller bodies of water (future) 

 

While most Descriptive Reports in geography use the simple present tense to describe the 

world as it is, sometimes geography Reports attempt to give a generalised picture of the way 

the world was. These Reports are called Descriptive Reports in the Past and they use the 

simple past tense. The simple past tense, as it is used in Historical Reports functions to 

present information free of any specific location in time. Used in this way, this tense has the 

meaning of 'something used to be or to happen', rather than 'something happened at a 

particular time'. In the following example from Text 4.4 verbs in the simple past tense are in 

bold type. 

 

Before European settlement the area in the south of Sydney was part of the land owned by the 

Cadigal people. The Cadigal people were a band of Sydney Aborigines who spoke the Eora dialect 

of Dharug. 

Descriptive Reports referring to the past 
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In Geography 7-10, Descriptive Reports referring the past function to describe how 

environments and communities used to be at one period of time. They are often used to 

describe features of an environment or activities of a community before changes occurred. 

They are not used to describe how the place changed over time. Events over time are 

generally recorded in Historical Recounts (see Chapter 6). As already discussed above, the 

main difference in language resources between Descriptive Reports referring to the past and 

other Descriptive Reports is the use of the simple past tense.  

 

One of the most common functions of Descriptive Reports referring to the past in Years 7-8 is 

to describe places before European settlement. Both the environment and the activities of 

Aboriginal people are usually described in a generalised way because geographers do not 

have enough information about the specific events and changes during the thousands of years 

of pre-European history. However, information relating to people's activities and behaviours 

after 1788, which are known about in greater detail, tend to be organised according to specific 

events or changes over time and this results in the production of text types such as Historical 

Recounts and Historical Accounts (see Chapter 6), rather than Descriptive Reports. 

  

Because Descriptive Reports which describe how the world used to be at one time often deal 

with people's activities in the past (eg Text 4.4 'People in our local area'), they may be 

confused with Historical Recounts. The two text types, however, are very different and it is 

important that students are taught to recognise the different uses and organisational structures 

of Historical Recounts and Descriptive Reports. In particular they need to be aware that 

Reports describe how environments and communities used to be at one time (even if this time 

covers many years) rather than how they changed over time.  
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Overview of Descriptive Report  

 

Social purpose Describing the way things are (or were ) 

Role in school  

geography 

Common in years 7-8 to describe environments and 

communities 

 

Often included within other text types to provide description 

 

Staging Key language resources Examples in texts 

Identification Definition of technical terms 

through Relational Processes 

 

Phenomena located through 

Circumstances of Place 

 

Content of Description signalled 

in Text Preview 

Sydney Harbour is a large sheltered 

body of water. 

 

Sydney Harbour is on the east coast 

of Australia. 

 

Sydney Harbour has many natural 

features including several smaller 

bodies of water and a number of 

landforms. 

Description Sub-topics signalled through 

Section Previews 

 

Topic is mostly starting point 

(Theme) of sentences 

 

Place also foregrounded as Theme 

 

 

Generalised Participants  

 

Generalised characteristics 

represented through: 

Relational Processes in simple 

'timeless' present tense 

 

Features described and classified 

within Nominal Groups 

Sydney Harbour is quite large. The 

area is 22 km2… 

 

Sydney Harbour is… It has… 

The harbour is… 

 

On the dune crest there are 

hummocks. 

 

Most Gunnedah people work in the 

town itself. 

 

 

Other large centres are over 70 km 

away. 

 

Gunnedah has many prosperous 

residential areas.  
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Comparative Reports: Describing similarities and differences 

between places 

Examples 

Text 4.7 is an example of a Comparative Report which students at level 4 may be required to 

write. This text was written (by the Write it Right team) to demonstrate features of 

Comparative Report to a Year 10 class. 

 

 4.7 

A comparison of two communities: Karratha and Roebourne 

 

Karratha and Roebourne are two towns in the Pilbara region of Western Australia. Both towns 

are approximately 1500 kilometres north-west of Perth near the coast. Although they are situated 

in very similar biophysical environments, the two communities differ greatly. 

 

The main difference between Karratha and Roebourne concerns the purposes for which they 

were established. Karratha was planned as a mining town in 1968 to help house the work force 

of a mining company. Roebourne, on the other hand, was founded in 1866 as a service centre for 

the pastoral and pearling industries. Roebourne has a much stronger rural identity than Karratha. 

 

Karratha and Roebourne are also different in terms of their size and demographic characteristics. 

Karratha has a population of about 11,000 people, whereas Roebourne’s population is only about 

1500. Most of the people who live in Karratha are young white men who come to the town for a 

short period to work. In Roebourne, however, there are approximately 800 Aboriginal people 

living in the town. Most of the Aborigines of Roebourne are under 39 years of age. This is 

different from the usual pattern of white settlement, but has a lot in common with the age of 

Karratha's population. Karratha has a large, young population because of the high wages paid to 

workers in this hot isolated township. Roebourne’s pattern, like many other Aboriginal 

communities, is largely due to the poorer health and shorter life expectancy of Aborigines 

compared with other Australians.  

 

The distribution of wealth is another contrast between Karratha and Roebourne. There are few 

patterns to the distribution of wealth in the Karratha community. Workers in the development 

industries are well paid and as the town was built before the workers arrived, the standard of 

housing is very similar. In contrast, wealth is very unevenly distributed in Roebourne. The white 

population is generally much better off than the Aborigines and the Aborigines have the highest 

rate of unemployment in the shire. In common with Aboriginal communities across Australia, 

the Aborigines of Roebourne live in government housing and most of their income is welfare 

payments.  

Text 4.7: Example of Comparative Report  

Social purpose 

Like Descriptive Reports, Comparative Reports are used to describe the physical attributes of 

features within environments or the characteristics of communities. However, while 

Descriptive Reports focus on classes of features within one place, Comparative Reports bring 
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features of two or more places into relationship with each other. This relationship is one of 

either comparison (ie describing similarities) or contrast (ie describing differences).  

Comparative Reports in Geography 7-10 

Comparative Reports play a very important role in developing the knowledge and skills of 

Geography 7-10. Students will need to read and write Comparative Reports in working 

towards the following syllabus outcomes. The student: 

describes places according to their location and natural and built features (features of places, level 4). 

describes how people’s beliefs and practices influence the ways they interact with places (people and 

places, level 4) 

describes different views of individuals and groups about issues related to the care of places (care of 

places, level 4) 

 

The language which is used to compare and contrast features in Comparative Reports is also 

used within other text types when working towards outcomes at higher levels. For example, 

comparative language is needed to construct Explanations which: 

account for similarities and differences between places by identifying factors which shape their 

features (features of places, level 5)  

The structure of Comparative Reports 

Comparative Reports have a similar structure to Descriptive Reports and typically have two 

stages: 

  

• Identification 

• Comparative Description 
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The Identification stage 

The Identification stage provides a general orientation to the two or more things which are to 

be described and, if they are places, also locates them in geographical space. Characteristics 

which are to be compared are often previewed in either a general or specific way in this stage.  

The Comparative Description stage 

The Comparative Description stage functions to give more detailed information about the 

topic. Generally the characteristics of a place or thing considered important in a Comparative 

Report are those which can be brought into a comparative or contrastive relationship with 

another place or thing.  

Organising information within Comparative Reports 

Comparative Reports are generally organised around the class of feature, as in Descriptive 

Reports. However, in some texts, all of the features of one thing or place are described and 

then the features of the other. 

Language resources  

Comparative Reports employ many of the same language resources as Descriptive Reports. 

Key language features common to both text types, which have already been discussed in the 

language resources section for Descriptive Reports, are: 

 

• Theme used to orient the reader to the topic 

 - at sentence level 

 - at section and text level (Previews) 

 

• specialised geographic terms 

 

• Relational ('being' and 'having') Processes and Action Processes 

 

• Nominal Groups with Classifiers and Physical Describers 

 

• Generalised Participants 

 

• simple present tense 

 

In this section we will briefly describe resources for bringing information about features into 

a comparative relationship and resources for comparing specific characteristics of features. 
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There are a number of ways of linking information which is either similar or different. Each 

of these language resources results in a different way of structuring information within and 

between sentences. The most common are: 

 

• Comparative conjunctions 

• Circumstances of Comparison 

• Comparative Describers 

• Comparative Processes 

• Comparative Nominal Groups as Participants 

Comparative conjunctions 

Comparative conjunctions are the words which are used to link clauses in similar or different 

relationships. Conjunctions link information in clauses both between sentences and within 

sentences, as the examples below will show.  

Linking information between sentences  

Conjunctions used to link information across two sentences or, in some cases, across whole 

paragraphs may be placed at the beginning of the second sentence or after the first Participant 

of that sentence. In the example below the conjunction ‘on the other hand’ is used to link 

information between two sentences.  

 

Karratha was planned as a mining town in 1968 to help house the work force of a mining company. 

Roebourne, on the other hand, was founded in 1866 as a service centre for the pastoral and 

pearling industries. 

 

Table 4.3 lists some typical conjunctions which link information between sentences: 

Table 4.3 Conjunctions which link sentences and paragraphs 

Similarity Contrast 

Equally 

Likewise 

Similarly 

On the other hand 

However 

In contrast 

Instead 

Linking information within sentences 

Conjunctions are also used to link clauses within sentences. Clauses may be linked in an 

independent or a dependent relationship. 

 

Clauses which are linked in an independent relationship can be recognised because each 

clause can ‘stand alone’ meaningfully. 
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In the following example the conjunction ‘but’ links two Clauses which do not need  one 

another in order to make sense. 

 

Karratha is a large town but Roebourne is a small town. 

 

The most common conjunctions used to link independent clauses within sentences are ‘but’, 

‘however’ and ‘and’.  

 

The conjunctions 'and' and 'but' are a feature of spoken language and if used exclusively in 

written text are seen as a sign of immature writing. In secondary school, students need to be 

encouraged to use a variety of ways of expressing comparative relationships. 

 

Some clauses only make sense when they are used in conjunction with another clause. In the 

following example the dependent clause of comparison ‘whereas Roebourne’s population is 

only about 1500’ cannot stand alone meaningfully. In order to make sense, it needs the 

independent clause ‘Karratha has a population of about 11,000 people’.  

 

Karratha has a population of about 11,000 people whereas Roebourne’s population is only about 

1500.  

 

Dependent clauses of comparison are usually placed after the independent clause. However, if 

the writer wants to make the similarity or contrast stronger, the dependent clause may be 

placed in first or Theme position. For example: 

 

While the people of Karratha are generally well off, many people in Roebourne are not. 

 

Table 4.4 lists some typical conjunctions which link clauses in a dependant relationship. 

 

Table 4.4 Conjunctions which link dependent clauses of comparison 

Similarity Contrast 

as 

just as…, so… 

whereas 

while 

except that 
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Circumstances of Comparison 

A Circumstance of Comparison is usually a phrase of two or three words, such as 'in contrast 

to (something)'. Unlike conjunctions, Circumstances are part of the structure of the clause. 

Circumstances are very mobile elements and can be used in a number of positions, depending 

upon what the writer wants to use as the starting point for the sentence. In the following 

sentence from Text 4.7 the two Circumstances of Comparison are in bold type. 

 

Roebourne’s pattern, like many other Aboriginal communities, is largely due to the poorer health 

and shorter life expectancy of Aborigines compared with other Australians. 

 

Although they function in a similar way to dependent clauses, Circumstances do not contain 

Processes. Circumstances are usually followed by a noun or Nominal Group.  

 

Circumstances are usually used to make more general comparisons than are conjunctions. 

Using a conjunction, the writer describes the particular characteristics of each thing which is 

to be compared; for example, 'Karratha is a large town, but Roebourne is a small town.' 

However, using a Circumstance, the writer is able to focus on describing a feature of only one 

thing and imply a description of the other; for example, 'Unlike Karratha, Roebourne is a 

small town.' 

 

It is important for students to learn how to make comparisons in this way so that their writing 

does not contain details which are not relevant. Table 4.5 lists some common Circumstances 

of Comparison. 

 

Table 4.5: Examples of some common Circumstances of Comparison 

Similarity Contrast 

like 

in common with 

in contrast to 

except for 

unlike  

compared with 

in comparison with 

Comparative Describers 

In the Language resource section for Descriptive Reports, we saw how qualities can be 

assigned to phenomena by including Describers within a Nominal Group or by using a 

Describer as a Participant in the clause. For example:  

 

Sydney is a large city (Describer within a Nominal Group) 
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Sydney is large (Describer as a Participant) 

 

Describers may function in similar ways to make comparisons between things. For example: 

 

Sydney is a larger city (than Armidale). (Describer within a Nominal Group) 

Sydney is a similar city (to San Francisco). (Describer within a Nominal Group) 

Sydney is larger (than Armidale). (Describer as a Participant) 

Sydney is similar (to San Francisco). (Describer as a Participant) 

 

Like Circumstances, Describers are often used to make comparisons between things in a 

general way. The things to be described are set up in relationship to each other as being 

similar or different in some way. However, the extent of the similarity or difference is not 

specified. More details are often provided in the sentences which follow. Because 

Comparative Describers function to compare in a general way, they are often used in Text 

and Section Previews. Table 4.6 lists some common Comparative Describers. 

 

In the following excerpt from Text 4.7, the Describer 'different' in the first sentence sets up 

the contrast and the following sentences specify the extent of the difference. In these 

sentences conjunctions have been used to link information. 

 

Karratha and Roebourne are also different in terms of their size and demographic characteristics. 

Karratha has a population of about 11,000 people, whereas Roebourne’s population is only about 

1500. Most of the people who live in Karratha are young white men who come to the town for a 

short period to work. In Roebourne, however, there are approximately 800 Aboriginal people living 

in the town.  

 

Table 4.6: Examples of some common Comparative Describers. 

Similarity Contrast 

similar 

alike 

different 

dissimilar 

unalike 

Comparative Processes 

Comparison can also be represented as an event or Process in Comparative Reports. As with 

Comparative Describers, Processes are often used to make general comparisons; however, 

Comparative Processes provide a way of packaging information quite densely and are a 

feature of more sophisticated writing. In the following example from Text 4.7, the 

Comparative Process is highlighted. 

 

Although they are situated in very similar biophysical environments, the two communities differ 

greatly. 
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Table 4.7: Examples of some common Comparative Processes 

Similarity Contrast 

resemble 

have (something) in common 

differ 

contrast 

Comparative Participants (Nominal Groups) 

Yet another way of bringing things into a comparative relationship is to make the comparison 

a Participant in the clause; that is a thing itself (eg 'the difference'). Grammatically, 

comparison is thus a noun or Nominal Group. Expressing comparisons as nouns allows the 

comparison itself to be described, classified and quantified. For example: 

a great difference 

The second biggest biophysical difference 

 

Packaging information into the Nominal Group is often achieved through the resource of 

Nominalisation. Nominalisation is a feature of more sophisticated academic writing. This 

resource and its effects on writing will be more fully described in later chapters of this book. 

The following examples from Text 4.7 illustrate the use of Nominal Groups of comparison.  

 

The main difference between Karratha and Roebourne concerns the purposes for which they were 

established.  

 

The distribution of wealth is another contrast between Karratha and Roebourne. 

 

Like Comparative Processes and Comparative Describers, Nominal Groups can be used to 

express general comparative relationships. They too are more commonly used in Text and 

Section Previews.  
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Table 4.8: Examples of some common Comparative Nominal Groups 

Similarity Contrast 

the similarity 

the resemblance 

the likeness 

the difference  

the contrast 

 

 

A summary of language resources for expressing Comparative Relationships 

 

Table 4.9 summarises the resources used to express comparative relationships, beginning 

with those used to make more general comparisons and ending with those linked to more 

specific information. 
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Table 4.9: A summary of Language resources for expressing comparative relations 

Level of 

detail of 

information 

Language resource Examples 

 

Examples in sentences  

more general  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

more specific 

Comparison as 

Participant (Nominal 

Group) 

 

 

 

Comparison as Process 

 

 

 

 

Comparative Describer 

 

 

 

 

 

Circumstances of 

Comparison 

 

Comparative 

conjunctions: 

between sentences 

 

 

 

 

within sentences  

– dependent clauses 

 

 

 

– independent clauses  

 

 

the difference 

(between) 

the similarities 

(between) 

 

resembles 

compares (with) 

differs (from) 

contrasts (with) 

 

different 

similar 

 

 

 

 

like 

in contrast to 

 

 

 

Similarly 

Likewise 

In contrast 

However 

 

 

whereas 

while 

as 

 

and 

but 

however 

 

One difference between 

Roebourne and Karratha is 

their size  

 

 

Roebourne differs from 

Karratha in terms of size. 

 

 

 

Roebourne is different 

from Karratha in terms of 

size. 

 

Roebourne is a different 

sized town to Karratha. 

 

In contrast to Karratha, 

Roebourne is small 

 

 

 

Roebourne is small. In 

contrast, Karratha is large. 

 

 

 

 

Roebourne is small 

whereas Karratha is large. 

 

 

Roebourne is small but 

Karratha is large. 
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Overview of Comparative Reports 

Social Purpose Comparing and/or contrasting the way things are (or were) 

Role in school 

geography 

Common in years 7-8 to describe environments and communities 

Often included within other text types to provide comparison and/or 

contrast. 

 

Staging Key language resources Examples in texts 

Identification Phenomena defined and located 

(as in Descriptive Reports) 

 

 

Phenomena brought into 

comparative relationship 

Karratha and Roebourne are two towns 

in the Pilbara region of Western 

Australia. 

 

Although they are situated in very similar 

biophysical environments, the two 

communities differ greatly. 
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Description Subtopics and comparative 

relationship signalled through 

Section Previews 

 

Generalised participants and 

characteristics represented as in 

Descriptive Reports 

 

Features described and classified 

within nominal (noun) groups 

 

Comparative Relationship 

represented through: 

Comparative conjunctions 

 

 

Circumstances of Time 

 

 

Comparative Describer 

 

 Processes of Comparison 

 

Comparison as Participant 

 

Karratha and Roebourne are also 

different in terms of their size. 

 

 

Most of the Aboriginal people  in 

Roebourne are under 39 years of age 

 

 

This is different from the usual pattern of 

white settlement 

 

 

 

Roebourne is small whereas Karratha is 

large 

 

In contrast to Karratha, Roebourne is 

small. 

 

Roebourne is different from Karratha 

 

Roebourne differs from Karratha  

 

One difference between the towns is… 

Macro Reports 

Macro Reports, as the name suggests are large text types which contain more than one 

Descriptive Report within the Description stage. Macro Reports occur frequently in 

Geography 7-10, both as sections or chapters in textbooks and as projects students are 

required to write. While the language of Macro Reports is very similar to that of Descriptive 

Reports, it is important to recognise the way information is organised within these texts.  

Examples  

Text 4.8, reproduced below, is an example of a Macro Report from a popular textbook. It 

contains four Descriptive Reports within its Description stage. These are called Embedded 

Reports. 
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Macro-

Report 

stages 

 Embedded 

Report 

stages 

 

General 

Identification 

 4.8 

A low flat land 

By world standards, Australia is a relatively low, flat country with 

no significant mountain ranges. It is also a geologically old and 

stable country, which means that earthquakes and volcanic 

eruptions are not common and that the land surface has been worn 

down by erosion over a very long period of time. Large areas of 

plains and plateaus cover the greater proportion of the Australian 

land surface. 

For convenience, Australia may be divided into four main 

landform regions: 

• the Eastern Highlands 

• the Central Lowlands 

• the South Australian Highlands 

• the Western Plateau 

 

Description The Eastern Highlands extend from Cape York Peninsula in 

northern Queensland to Tasmania in the south. Once referred to 

as the Great Dividing Range because they acted as a barrier to 

western expansion and settlement, they are by today's standards 

neither great nor dividing, nor indeed a range. They are really a 

series of ranges of varying heights.  

Identification 

 The Blue Mountains to the west of Sydney are part of the 

Eastern Highlands. The Snowy Mountains are the highest of the 

ranges, rising to over 2000 metres above sea level. Mount 

Kosciusko, Australia's highest peak, is 2228 metres above sea 

level, which is not high by world standards. The Snowy 

Mountains today are a major tourist attraction with skiing and 

other snow sports in winter and bushwalking in summer. Located 

along the Eastern Highlands are the remains of volcanic activity, 

with extinct volcanoes and volcanic plugs rising above the land 

surface. The Warrumbungles in eastern New South Wales provide 

an example of this. 

Situated on the eastern fringes of these ranges are pockets of 

coastal plains drained by eastern-flowing rivers. 

Description 

 The Central Lowlands extend from the Gulf of Carpentaria in 

the north to the Great Australian Bight in the south. This vast area 

of low-lying land can be further divided into three parts, based on 

the drainage systems.  

Identification 



Exploring Literacy in School GeographyChapter 1 

© Metropolitan East Disadvantaged Schools Program Page 38 

 To the north, the Carpentaria Basin is drained by the Mitchell, 

Gilbert, Norman, Flinders and Leichhardt Rivers which flow into 

the Gulf of Carpentaria. The Lake Eyre Basin in the dry centre is 

a basin of inland drainage, with the Diamantina, the Georgina, the 

Barcoo and Cooper Creek draining into a large salt-encrusted lake 

known as Lake Eyre. This huge area of salt-encrusted land is 

sometimes dry and at other times filled with water. It depends on 

the supply of rainfall in the catchment area of these rivers, which 

themselves are sometimes swiftly flowing torrents and sometimes 

dry river beds. To the south lies the Murray-Darling Basin, in 

which the great Murray River and Darling River join to flow into 

the Great Australian Bight. 

Description 
 

 The South Australian Highlands are a series of low ranges 

which were formed by faulting, where cracks or fault lines and 

subsequent earth movements have formed to block mountains and 

rift valleys.  

Identification 

 The Mount Lofty Ranges and the Flinders Ranges were formed 

by this process. Spencer Gulf and St Vincent Gulf, where 

Adelaide is located, are now-drowned rift valleys. 

Description 

 The Western Plateau is a vast area of land which has been 

uplifted and then worn down by the forces of erosion over a long 

period of time.  

Identification 

 Much of the land surface is occupied by sandy deserts, stony 

deserts and treeless plains, such as the Nullarbor in the south. In 

the centre, several low mountain ranges, such as the MacDonnell 

Ranges and the Musgrave Ranges, rise above the plateau surface, 

and the famous tourist attraction of Ayers Rock (Uluru) also 

stands out above the surrounding land. In the north is the 

Kimberley, a rugged, dissected plateau in which rivers have cut 

deep into the plateau surface. 

Description 

Text 4.8: Example of a Macro Report from ?? Parker and ?? Parker (1995) Living Australian Geography, 

MacMillan, ??Place??:9 

Social purpose 

Like Descriptive Reports, Macro Reports describe features of environments or communities. 

However, they usually describe a number of types or parts of a feature. In Text 4.8, for 

example, the feature is the land surface of Australia. Four landform regions are identified as 

parts of the total land surface and each of the internal Reports describes one of these regions 

or classes. Figure 4.2 illustrates the kind of features described (see Figure 4.2).  

 

Insert graphic for 4.2 here 
 

Figure 4.2: Information organised to describe parts of a feature in Text 4.8 
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Information within a Macro Report could also be classified according to the type of feature, 

for example, 'Types of remote communities' (see Figure 4.3). 

 

Insert graphic for 4.3 here 
 

Figure 4.3: Example of information organised to classify types of a feature 

 

In order to write a Macro Report, students need to have a comprehensive understanding of the 

topic. Whereas Descriptive Reports require knowledge of a singe class of thing, Macro 

Reports require a knowledge of a number of classes and of how they relate to each other.  

The structure of Macro Reports 

Macro Reports consist of a General Identification and a Description stage.  

The General Identification stage 

The General Identification of a Macro Report, like the Identification in a Descriptive Report,  

functions to orient the reader to the type of information in the Report. In a Macro Report, the 

function of classifying and naming the classes of features is much more explicit. The classes 

of features to be discussed may appear with bullet points to highlight their importance. These 

points then function as a Text Preview which predicts the contents of the internal Reports (ie 

the Description stage of the Macro Report). 

The Description stage 

The Description stage in Macro Reports is divided into a number of subsections, each of 

which is a Report in itself. Each internal or Embedded Report describes a particular class of 

feature (either a part or a type of feature).  
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5: Explaining geographic phenomena  

In Chapter 4 we examined how Descriptive Reports function to describe and classify features 

of places. Learning to read and write Descriptive Reports enables students to address the 

fundamental question of Geography Years 7–10 What is there? In this chapter we will 

examine how a range of Explanation text types assist students to explain geographic features 

and address the questions Why is it there? and What are the effects of it being there?  

Explanations in Geography 7-10 

Explanations are used in Geography 7-10 to explain how and why geographic phenomena 

occur, as well as to explain the effects of phenomena on environments and communities. 

Features which students need to explain include those of the biophysical environment, such as 

climate, landform and natural hazards, and those of the built environment, such as land 

management approaches and technology.  

 

There is considerable variation in the range of Explanation text types used in Geography 7–

10. In this chapter we will first describe Explanations which are concerned with explaining 

how or why one sequence of events occurs (Sequential and Causal Explanations) and then 

with Explanations which are concerned with multiple factors or consequences (Factorial and 

Consequential Explanations).  

Sequential Explanations: Explaining how phenomena occur  

Examples 

The following four texts are examples of Sequential Explanations found in junior secondary 

school. Texts 5.1, 5.2 and 5.4 have been taken from textbooks and other material prepared for 

Geography 7-10. Text 5.3 was written jointly by a junior secondary geography class.  
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 5.1 

 

Making paper from woodchips 

 

Woodchipping is a process used to obtain pulp and paper products from forest trees. About 10 per 

cent of Australia's state owned forest land, and large areas of privately owned forest, are involved in 

woodchip projects. 

 

The woodchipping process begins when the trees are cut down in a selected area of the forest called 

a coupe. After that, the tops and branches are cut off and then the logs are dragged to a log landing 

where they are loaded onto a truck. Next the bark of the logs is removed and then they are taken to a 

chipper which cuts the logs into small pieces called woodchips. The woodchips are then screened to 

remove dirt and other impurities. At this stage the woodchips are either exported to Japan in this 

form or converted into pulp by chemicals, heat and pressure. The pulp is then bleached and the water 

content removed. Finally it is rolled out to make paper. 

Text 5.1: Example of a Sequential Explanation, text adapted from J. Cousins (1989) Issues in Geography, 

Science Press, Sydney: 84 
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 5.2 

What Mr Peter does on his farm  

 

 

Preparing the land 

Mr Peter plants his sugarcane crop between March and September. Like other cane farmers he uses 

modern machinery to plant and harvest his cane.  

 

Before planting, Mr Peter prepares his land until the soil is fine and broken up: he makes sure that 

the field is level. The field is ploughed into long furrows, or deep narrow tracks. 

 

Planting and fertilising setts 

When the land is ready, Mr Peter plants his crop using a planting machine that cuts the long 

sugarcane stalks (taken from a recent crop) into lengths about 40 cm long, called setts. The setts are 

sprayed with a liquid which stops fungus destroying them, then dropped into the furrows with 

fertiliser. A special machine drawn by a tractor then covers the furrow with soil. 

 

Cultivating the fields 

The plants grow from buds on the joints of the setts with about eight to twelve stalks from each bud. 

The land is cultivated to stop the weeds from growing when the stalks are young. As the cane grows 

taller it stops the sunlight reaching the ground so few weeds can grow. 

 

Burning and harvesting grown cane 

After about twelve months, there is a lot of sugar in the cane and the crop is ready for harvesting. 

Most of Mr Peter's cane is harvested between June and November when there is little rain and the 

temperatures are lower. During this time, the sugarcane plant uses up less energy to grow and stores 

the sugar in the stalks. 

 

The sugarcane is first set on fire to remove the dead leaves, weeds and pests. After the cane is burnt, 

a mechanical harvester cuts the cane by trimming the stalks near the ground, chopping them into 

small pieces to be loaded into wire bins ready for carrying to the sugar mill for crushing. 

 

Preparing for a new cycle of growth 

The stubble left behind after harvesting puts out new shoots and grows a 'ratoon' crop. Mr Peter 

grows up to three ratoon crops before the land is rested and the soil regains minerals. Sometimes 

this is done by planting certain vegetables, or by adding fertiliser, or just by leaving the land empty, 

or fallow, after ploughing the chaff from the previous harvest back into the ground. When the land 

is ready, it is reploughed and replanted and the cycle of growth begins again. 

Text 5.2 Example of a Sequential Explanation from C. Cox, and L. Bartlett (1983) Geography in Action, 

Jacaranda Press, Milton, Qld: 183–5 

 

 5.3 

How deserts remain dry 

Deserts are places which receive very little rain. One reason deserts remain dry is because of the 

high mountain barriers. 

 

When warm air passes over the ocean, moisture is picked up in the form of water vapour. This 

process is called evaporation. As this moist air travels over the land, it rises to pass over the 

mountain ranges. When it begins to rise, the air cools. As it cools the water vapour forms into 

droplets. This is called condensation. These droplets fall as rain. When the air passes over the 
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mountain barrier, it has lost all its moisture and the land on the other side of the mountain remains 

dry. 

Text 5.3: Example of a Sequential Explanation — Year 8 ESL Geography 

 

 5.4 

How bread rolls are made 

Bread rolls are made from flour, yeast, water and a number of other ingredients. There are several 

stages in the bread making process. 

 

First the dry ingredients are measured. Next the dry ingredients and oil are mixed together. Then 

water is added and it is mixed well for six minutes to form a dough. The dough is mixed faster for 

eight minutes while more water is added. Next the dough is removed from the mixer and placed on 

the table. The dough is sliced into eight big pieces and they are placed on trays. Then the trays are 

placed in the bun device and it is turned on. When the bun device has finished, the beadrolls are 

removed from the bun device and placed in trays. After that the buns are put in prover trays and 

placed in the prover for 30 minutes at 35˚C. Then the buns are removed from the prover and the 

tops are slashed with a knife. The buns are placed in a hot oven at 225˚C for 20 minutes. Finally the 

buns are removed from the ovens. 

Text 5.4: Example of a Sequential Explanation written by M. Sagan, Wilkins Intensive English Centre, 

1993 

Social purpose 

Sequential Explanations are concerned with how something occurs. They are mainly used to 

describe a linear sequence of activities which takes place on a regular basis. Although 

Sequential Explanations do explain, they emphasise the sequential rather than the causal 

connections between events. These kinds of Explanations do not usually go into detail about 

the phenomena, but concentrate on the observable aspects of the process.  

Sequential Explanations in Geography 7-10 

Because Sequential Explanations concentrate on observable aspects of phenomena, they are 

usually used in geography to explain human-made processes, such as land management 

approaches or technology.  

 

They are often the first type of Explanation encountered by students in school geography and, 

like Descriptive Reports, are very useful texts for building knowledge and understandings of 

the field. The processes which are described in Sequential Explanations often become 

assumed knowledge in other kinds of texts. For example, the process of woodchipping which 

is described in Text 5.1 is often referred to in Expositions and Discussions on issues 

connected with Australia's forests. In these texts, the writer usually assumes that 

woodchipping is understood by the reader and does not explain the process in detail. Reading 
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and writing Sequential Explanations, therefore, can assist students to fully understand the 

arguments behind many current issues. They also form an important bridge for students to 

move from concrete, specific understandings to understandings which are both abstract and 

generalised. 

The structure of Sequential Explanations  

The basic structure of Sequential Explanations is a chain of related events and objects called a 

Temporal Sequence. In this sequence an object, (eg a tree) is tracked through a series of 

events, often becoming other objects as it moves (eg logs, woodchips, pulp, paper).  

 

 

Figure 5.1: Temporal Sequence 

The Identification stage 

In some Explanations, the Temporal Sequence is preceded by a paragraph which identifies 

and gives general information about the phenomenon. This stage of a Sequential Explanation, 

when it occurs, is called the Identification.  

 

Often the language of the Identification stage is very similar to the language of Descriptive 

Reports (see Chapter 4). Text 5.5 is an example of a Sequential Explanation which includes 

both of these stages.  

 

 

 

 

 

Identification 

(Identifies and 

describes thing or 

process) 

 5.5 

Making paper from woodchips 

 

Woodchipping is a process used to obtain pulp and paper products from 

forest trees. About 10 per cent of Australia's state owned forest land, and 

large areas of privately owned forest, are involved in woodchip projects. 

 

Event 1 Event 2 Event 3
followed 
by

followed 
by
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Temporal Sequence 

(Describes the events 

and objects involved in 

a sequence of phases) 

The woodchipping process begins when the trees are cut down in a 

selected area of the forest called a coupe. After that, the tops and 

branches are cut off and then the logs are dragged to a log landing where 

they are loaded onto a truck. Next the bark of the logs is removed and 

then they are taken to a chipper which cuts the logs into small pieces 

called woodchips. The woodchips are then screened to remove dirt and 

other impurities. At this stage the wood chips are either exported to Japan 

in this form or converted into pulp by chemicals, heat and pressure. The 

pulp is then bleached and the water content removed. Finally it is rolled 

out to make paper.  

Text 5.5: Stages of Text 5.1 — Sequential Explanation 

The Temporal Sequence 

The events in the Temporal Sequence can be broken down into a number of phases. A phase 

begins with each significant event in the process being described. In Text 5.5 most of the 

events are significant to the process of making paper. These phases are joined by words or 

groups of words showing the sequence.  

 

A phase consists of an object linked to a main event. Figure 5.2 shows the organisation of 

information in Text 5.1. The main event of each phase is in bold type and the object is 

italicised. 

  



Exploring Literacy in School GeographyChapter 1 

© Metropolitan East Disadvantaged Schools Program Page 46 

Events 
 

Trees cut down 

 

tops and branches cut off 

 

logs dragged to log landing where they are loaded onto a  

truck 

 

bark of logs removed 

 

(logs) taken to a chipper which cuts the logs into small 

pieces called woodchips 

  

woodchips screened  

 

(woodchips) exported or (woodchips) converted into pulp 

 

pulp bleached  

 

the water content is removed 

 

(pulp) rolled out 

 

Figure 5.2: The organisation of information in Temporal Sequence in Text 5.1 

 

In Text 5.2 the phases can be identified by the headings (eg ‘Preparing the land’, ‘Planting 

and fertilising setts’, ‘Cultivating the fields’). These headings summarise the significant 

events within a particular time frame and provide a valuable organisational frame to help 

students read and extract information. 

 

In some Sequential Explanations a phase may also contain a number of elaborating events 

which give more detail about the process being described, but do not actually move the 

sequence any further towards its end point. The most common elaborations provide additional 

information concerning how, why or where the main event occurs or rename the objects as 

they pass through the activity sequence. The following phase from Text 5.1 contains an 

object, main events and elaborating events. 

 

Main event they (logs) are taken to a chipper 

 (object) 

 

Elaborating events which cuts the logs into small pieces called woodchips 

  (object) 
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Text 5.2 also contains a number of elaborating events. This is demonstrated in Table 5.1 

which lists the main and elaborating events in a phase from the text. 

  

Table 5.1: A phase from Text 5.2 showing main and elaborating events 

Main event  Mr Peter plants his crop 

 

Elaborating events 

 

 

 

When? 

 When the land is ready 

 

How?  

1. using a planting machine that cuts the long sugarcane stalks into lengths 

about 40 cm long, called setts 

 

2. The setts are sprayed with a liquid, which stops fungus destroying them 

  

3. then dropped into the furrows with fertiliser 

 

4. A special machine drawn by a tractor then covers the furrow with soil 

 

 

 In working with students, the job of identifying the phases in an Explanation sequence can be 

broken down into the following smaller tasks: 

 

1 identify the main events  

2 identify the object(s) which are tracked through the text 

3 link the objects and main events  

4 identify elaborations (where they exist) and their function  

Language resources 

Sequencing events  

As we have already discussed, Sequential Explanations describe a sequence of events which a 

particular object undergoes. These events form a meaningful sequence and it is the whole 

sequence, not the individual events which makes the text an Explanation. If the events are not 

presented in this order then the Explanation will not make sense. 

 

There are a number of language resources available in English for showing the order of 

events. These are similar to some of the resources for expressing comparison which were 

described in Chapter 4. 
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Temporal conjunctions 

Like comparative conjunctions, Temporal conjunctions are used to link clauses in a 

relationship, in this case a relationship of time. They tell the reader that one event happens 

before another. Temporal conjunctions can link information between and within sentences. 

 

The set of conjunctions used to link events between two sentences or across whole paragraphs 

include words which are formed from numbers (eg 'Firstly', 'Secondly', 'Thirdly' etc.) and 

others such as 'Next' and 'Finally'. In Text 5.6 examples of these Temporal conjunctions have 

been set in bold type. 

 

 5.6 

Making paper from woodchips 

 

Woodchipping is a process used to obtain pulp and paper products from forest trees. About 10 per 

cent of Australia's state owned forest land, and large areas of privately owned forest, are involved in 

woodchip projects. 

 

The woodchipping process begins when the trees are cut down in a selected area of the forest called 

a coupe. After that, the tops and branches are cut off and then the logs are dragged to a log landing 

where they are loaded onto a truck. Next the bark of the logs is removed and then they are taken to 

a chipper which cuts the logs into small pieces called woodchips. The woodchips are then screened 

to remove dirt and other impurities. At this stage the woodchips are either exported to Japan in this 

form or converted into pulp by chemicals, heat and pressure. The pulp is then bleached and the 

water content removed. Finally it is rolled out to make paper. 

 

Text 5.6: Examples of temporal conjunctions linking information between sentences in Text 5.1. 

 

Temporal conjunctions may also be used to link clauses within sentences in either an 

independent relationship or a dependent relationship. The most common way to link clauses 

in an independent relationship is through the conjunction 'then', which is used often in Text 

5.1. The conjunction 'then' is a common feature of spoken language and, if used exclusively 

or too often in written texts, is seen as a sign of immature writing. In secondary school, 

students need to be encouraged to develop a variety of resources for expressing relationships 

of time between events. 

 

A small set of Temporal conjunctions is used to link a dependent clause to an independent 

clause within a sentence. The most common of these are the conjunctions 'when' and 'as'. In 

Text 5.7 the dependent clauses are in bold type.. 

 

 5.7 
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How deserts remain dry 

Deserts are places which receive very little rain. One reason deserts remain dry is because of 

the high mountain barriers. 

 

When warm air passes over the ocean, moisture is picked up in the form of water vapour. 

This process is called evaporation. As this moist air travels over the land, it rises to pass 

over the mountain ranges. When it begins to rise, the air cools. As it cools the water vapour 

forms into droplets. This is called condensation. These droplets fall as rain. When the air 

passes over the mountain barrier, it has lost all its moisture and the land on the other side 

of the mountain remains dry. 

Text 5.7: Temporal conjunctions linking dependent clauses to independent clauses in Text 5.3 

 

Dependent clauses can be used either at the beginning or the end of the sentence. Placing the 

Dependent clause in Theme position (ie at the beginning) has two important effects. 

 

• It gives prominence to the time sequence. 

• It links events which have happened before to the event to follow. For example:  

 

When it begins to rise,  the air cools.  

As it cools  the water vapour forms into droplets. 

 

Beginning sentences by picking up 'old' information is an important resource for linking 

information in time or cause relationships. This kind of organisation is very different from 

that found in Descriptive Reports where the Theme usually refers to the topic.  

Circumstances of Time  

Circumstances of Time are usually phrases of two or three words such as ‘before planting’, 

‘after about twelve months’ or 'during this time'. Circumstances of time function in a similar 

way to dependent clauses of time. However, because they do not have a Process, 

Circumstances can summarise more information than Clauses. The following paragraph from 

Text 5.2 shows how a Circumstance of Time is used to link the events by referring to an 

event which has already been mentioned.  

 

Mr Peter plants his sugarcane crop between March and September. Like other cane farmers he uses 

modern machinery to plant and harvest his cane.  

 

Before planting, Mr Peter prepares his land until the soil is fine and broken up: he makes sure that 

the field is level. The field is ploughed into long furrows, or deep narrow tracks. 

Processes of Time 

In some Sequential Explanations, time itself is represented as an event, or Process in the 

Temporal Sequence. As with other sequencing devices, the effect of representing time as a 
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process is to give added emphasis to the importance of sequence (ie the temporal ordering of 

events) as a way of explaining phenomena. The following are examples of time represented 

as a Process. 

 

Planting follows the preparation of land 

Removal of the bark precedes screening. 

 

Summary of sequencing resources 

Table 5.2 summarises the resources which are often used to sequence events in Sequential 

Explanations. 
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Table 5.2: A summary of language resources for expressing time 

Text 

characteristics 

Sequencing resource Examples Examples in sentences 

more written-

like 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

more spoken-

like 

Processes of Time 

 

 

 

Circumstances of 

Time 

 

 

 

 

Temporal 

conjunctions: 

 

• between sentences 

 

 

 

 

• within sentences 

dependent clauses 

 

 

 

 

independent clauses 

 

follows 

precedes 

begins 

 

after (that) 

before (that) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

firstly 

next 

finally 

 

 

 

when  

as 

while 

 

 

then 

Taking the logs to a chipper 

follows the removal of the 

bark. 

 

After the removal of the 

bark, the logs are taken to a 

chipper. 

 

 

 

 

Firstly, the bark is removed. 

Next, the logs are taken to a 

chipper. 

 

 

When the bark is removed, 

the logs are taken to a chipper 

 

Next the bark is removed and 

then the logs are taken to a 

chipper 

 

As can be seen from Table 5.2, resources such as temporal conjunctions are more typical of 

the spoken-like texts which students may be more familiar with. Students may need 

assistance in developing more sophisticated resources such as ‘time as process’. 

Expressing periods of time 

In some Sequential Explanations, time itself is given the status of a participant in the events 

being described. This happens through the use of nouns such as ‘stage’, ‘period’, ‘phase’, 

‘era’,  and so on. For example: 

 

The first stage begins when the trees are cut down. 

This stage is called preparing the land. 
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Elaborating  

Without a sequence, it would be impossible to achieve the goal of describing a Process. Some 

Sequential Explanations, like Text 5.1, are mostly concerned with this describing of the 

events and objects within a particular activity sequence. Others, however, provide additional 

information about the location, the means or the reason for the events. One resource for 

elaborating in Sequential Explanations is through Circumstances. The most common 

Circumstances are those of Place, Means and Cause. 

Circumstances of Place (where) 

In the section on Reports, the importance of place was discussed. We saw that the most 

common way to locate features in reports was through Circumstances of Place, which are 

very often found at the beginning of the sentence. Circumstances of Place are also used in 

some Sequential Explanations. Text 5.4 contains a great number of these devices. Some 

examples are given below.  

 

Next the dough is removed from the mixer and placed on the table. 

 

Then the trays are placed in the bun device… 

 

After that the buns are put in prover trays… 

 

Although these Circumstances of Place have the same structure as those found in Reports, 

they are usually not found at the beginning of the sentence (ie in Theme position). That is 

because time sequence, not place is the starting point for Sequential Explanations. 

Circumstances of Means (how) 

Since the social purpose of Sequential Explanations is to explain how something occurs, 

language devices which express means are significant. Information about how something 

occurs is most often found in Circumstances of Means. Some examples from Text 5.2 are 

shown in bold below. 

 

After the cane is burnt, a mechanical harvester cuts the cane by trimming the stalks near the 

ground. 

 

Sometimes this is done by planting certain vegetables or by adding fertiliser, or just by leaving 

the land empty or fallow. 

 

The setts are sprayed with a liquid. 

 

Like Circumstances of Place, Circumstances of Means are not usually found in Theme 

position in Sequential Explanations. 
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Summarising events 

Summarising events as things 

As we saw earlier, Text 5.2 divides the activity sequence into groups of events. Each group of 

events is summarised by headings (eg ‘planting’, ‘fertilising’, ‘burning’). The headings are 

made by changing Processes (verbs) to Things (nouns). This is called Nominalisation and we 

discussed this in detail in Chapter 3. Following are some examples of simple Nominalisations 

from the same text. Nominalisations are in bold, the parallel Process is in italics. 

 

Activities as things 

 

Preparing the land 

 

Planting 

 

 

Cultivating 

 

Burning 

Activities as Processes 

 

Mr Peter prepares his land 

 

When the land is ready, Mr Peter plants his crops 

 

The land is cultivated 

 

After the cane is burnt  

 

 These headings function as Section Previews to predict the information to follow. Assisting 

students to summarise events with simple Nominalisations like those above is valuable in 

building their resources for predicting and summing up information in texts, and will prepare 

them for the nominalised language they will encounter in other Explanations. 

Summarising events as specialised things 

In Text 5.3 there are two examples of Nominalisations which are also specialised terms:  

  

evaporation = moisture being picked up by warm air in the form of water vapour 

condensation = water vapour cooling and forming droplets  

 

Unlike the specialised terms commonly found in Descriptive Reports (eg ‘sand dunes’, 

‘salinas’, ‘vegetation’), these nominalised specialised terms refer to an entire sequence of 

events rather than one thing. The subject of geography uses a great many specialised terms 

which are Nominalisations. Some common ones are:  

 

erosion  

immigration 

tourism 

ozone depletion 

kinship 

sporting allegiance 

sustainable development 
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Nominalised specialised terms are very useful since they can summarise a great deal of 

information into a compact unit. They are used increasingly throughout Geography 7-10 and 

students are often called upon to demonstrate understanding of the processes they contain. 

 

Most Explanations students encounter in Geography 7-10 use nominalised specialised terms; 

however, the students do not often 'unpack' their meanings. It is important, therefore, that 

students gain experience in reading Explanations like Text 5.3 which do 'unpack' the 

meanings of these specialised terms.  

Changing emphasis: passive voice 

An important feature of Sequential Explanations is that they focus on the object which is 

going through a process, rather than on the person or thing which is making the process 

happen (called the agent). This focus is achieved by placing the object undergoing the 

process at the beginning of the sentence and changing the verb to the passive form. For 

example: 

 

 Active voice The loggers cut down the trees 

  Agent Verb: active voice  Object undergoing process 

becomes

: 

  

 Passive voice The trees are cut down 

  Object undergoing process Verb: passive voice 

 

In the passive voice example above (‘The trees are cut down’) emphasis is given to the object 

undergoing the process (‘The trees’) by placing it in first or Theme position in the sentence. 

In the examples which follow , the passive voice is used to keep the trees (or parts of the 

trees) in Theme position. In these examples we can see that only the sequencing devices come 

before the object. In all these examples the objects are in bold type and the verbs or Processes 

are italicised. 

 

After that the tops and branches are cut off 

and then the logs are dragged to a log landing… 

Next the bark of the logs is removed 

and then they are taken to a chipper… 

 

Having the object consistently in Theme position helps to hold the text together and makes it 

easier for students to read and 'track' the object as it undergoes a series of processes. 

 

Some Sequential Explanations  in textbooks are written especially for students who are not 

yet familiar with the passive voice. These more personal texts are very useful in providing 
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students with a bridge from observing specific features and activities in their environment to 

generalising about those features and the systems they are part of. Text 5.2 is an example of 

this kind of text. At the beginning of the text the emphasis is on the agent, Mr Peter and the 

active voice is used. For example:  

 

Mr Peter plants his sugarcane crop 

 

He uses modern machinery 

 

Mr Peter prepares his land 

 

However, the emphasis is gradually placed on the objects which are undergoing the process, 

and the agent becomes less important. Here are some examples of how the passive voice is 

used to achieve this change of emphasis. 

 

The setts are sprayed with a liquid 

 

The land is cultivated 

 

Most of Mr Peter's cane is harvested between June and November 

 

When using more personal texts such as this, it is important to discuss the change of emphasis 

with students and to assist them to control the resources for creating less personal texts. 

The use of tense to express generalised time 

As well as being in the passive voice, the verbs in Sequential Explanations are usually in the 

timeless or 'simple' present tense. This is linked to the fact that Sequential Explanations 

describe processes as they occur in general, rather than specific events that have taken place 

at specific times. In the following example from Text 5.4, the verbs in the simple present 

tense are in bold. 

 

First the dry ingredients are measured. Next the dry ingredients and oil are mixed together. Then 

water is added and it is mixed well for six minutes to form a dough. The dough is mixed faster for 

eight minutes while more water is added.  

 

We can see the difference in meaning between the general and specific by comparing Text 

5.4 with the following description of an excursion to a hot-bread shop. 

 

Yesterday we visited a Hot Bread shop in Dulwich Hill to observe the baker make some bread rolls.  

 

First, the baker placed yeast, sugar and water in a basin. Then he covered the basin and let it stand 

in a warm place until the yeast was frothy. Next, he mixed some flour, salt and powdered milk and 

placed it in a warm place. 
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By using verbs in the past tense, this text is no longer a Sequential Explanation, but rather a 

Recount of a specific event.  

 

A major difficulty which many students face in writing Sequential Explanations is in moving 

from Recounts of specific events to generalisations. Using the timeless present tense is an 

important way of creating this generality. 
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Overview of Sequential Explanations 

 

Social purpose To explain observable and specific natural or human made processes which 

take place on a regular basis.  A relationship of cause and effect between 

phases is often implicitly suggested by the fact that events are sequenced. 

Role in school 

geography 

Common in years 7–8 

Generally occur in units of work investigating processes in the environment 

(eg the weather) or in units investigating processes in the community (eg 

farming practices)  

 

Staging Key language resources Examples in texts 

Identification Phenomena defined and 

identified through Relational 

Processes 

Deserts are places which receive very 

little rain. 

Temporal sequence 

 

Phase 1 - n 

 

    

  

 

Events expressed through 

Action Processes 

 

Events in ‘timeless’ present 

tense not past. 

 

Passive voice used to change 

emphasis 

 

Events sequenced in time 

through: 

Temporal conjunctions 

 

 

Circumstances of Time 

 

 

Processes of Time 

 

 

Events summarised as Things 

through Nominalisation. 

The dry ingredients are mixed together 

 

 

Water is added and it is mixed well. 

 

 

The trees are cut down 

 

 

 

 

Firstly, the bark is removed. Next the 

logs are taken to the chipper. 

 

After the removal of the bark, the logs 

are taken to a chipper 

 

Taking the logs to the chipper follows 

the removal of the bark. 

 

Evaporation occurs 
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Causal Explanations: Explaining why phenomena occur  

Examples 

The following Causal Explanations are taken from text book or teacher-written material 

prepared for junior secondary geography students. 

 

 5.8 

Cold ocean currents 
 

One reason why deserts remain dry is because of cold ocean currents. These currents originate at 

the poles and move towards the equator. They are found off the west coast of all continents. 

  

As air moves over cold ocean currents, it is not able to pick up and hold much moisture due to its 

low temperature. Thus, less water vapour is present in the air. When this cool, dry air moves over 

nearby warm land, it rises and condenses and the water vapour present forms water droplets. The 

water droplets may join together to form clouds. Sometimes the water droplets fall from the clouds 

and produce rain. However, if the land is hot and dry, not enough water droplets reach the ground. 

Instead the water droplets evaporate and turn into atmospheric water vapour again. Consequently 

the land remains dry and deserts form. 

Text 5.8: Example of a Causal Explanation written by Write it Right team 

 

 5.9 

Why volcanic eruptions occur at subduction zones 
 

Volcanic eruptions often occur at the boundaries of two colliding plates. These plate boundaries are 

called subduction zones. One example of a subduction zone is the Nazca/South America boundary. 

 

When the Nazca and South American plates collide, the Nazca plate is forced underneath the South 

American plate. Because the plate moves downwards, it heats up. This heating creates magma. A 

further build up of heat and pressure causes the magma to burst through the crust. This results in hot 

lava and gases being released into the atmosphere along with rocks and smoke. 

Text 5.9: Example of a Causal Explanation written by a Year 9 teacher 
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 5.10 

The Greenhouse effect and global warming 
 

The greenhouse effect is the result of increased levels of carbon dioxide in the earth's atmosphere. 

This has a major impact on global temperatures. 

 

Excess carbon dioxide is produced when fossil fuels are burned. As plant life helps to absorb carbon 

dioxide from the atmosphere, the problem is made worse when trees are cut down.  

 

The excess carbon dioxide in the atmosphere forms a blanket around the earth which traps heat. The 

effect of this trapped heat is to increase global temperatures, which in turn may lead to a rise in the 

level of the sea as the polar icecaps begin to melt. 

Text 5.10: Example of a Causal Explanation written by Write it Right team 

Social purpose of Causal Explanations 

In many ways, Causal Explanations are like Sequential Explanations. Like Sequential 

Explanations, Causal Explanations describe how a sequence of events occurs. However, 

Causal Explanations are also concerned with interpreting events in terms of why they occur. 

Learning to write Causal Explanations involves learning to link events both as a sequence and 

as a set of cause and effect relationships.  

 

Causal Explanations are very powerful texts in our culture. Being able to explain the cause 

and effect relationships between events allows us to have some control over our environment, 

instead of simply observing it. If we know the precise cause of an event, it may be possible to 

take steps to prevent it occurring or to avoid it, or to intervene to make it happen. 

Causal Explanations in Geography 7-10 

Causal Explanations help us to answer the syllabus questions Why is it there? and What are 

the effects of it being there? While Sequential Explanations usually describe human-made 

processes which occur on a regular basis, Causal Explanations are generally used to explain 

biophysical phenomena.  

 

It is difficult to find good models of Causal Explanations in written material prepared for 

junior secondary students. This is partly because the breadth of topics included in Geography 

7-10 makes it very difficult to interpret causal relationships in great depth. More common are 

diagrams and short causal statements within other texts. These statements often summarise 

quite complicated processes within one or two abstract terms. These summarised processes 

are highlighted in the following example.  
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Conservationists argue that woodchipping involves the clearfelling of all vegetation in an area, 

which exposes the topsoil and leads to erosion.  

 

It is commonly left to teachers to 'unpack' these terms and give an oral Explanation of the 

processes involved. However, if students do not have experience with explaining processes in 

writing, they may find it difficult to demonstrate their understandings of cause and effect 

relationships appropriately in a written text. 

The structure of Causal Explanations 

Causal Explanations are basically an extension (a very significant one) of Sequential 

Explanations and the overall structure of these two text types are similar and typically have an 

optional Identification stage followed by the Implication Sequence: 

 

• Identification (optional) 

• Implication Sequence 

– Phase 1 

– Phase 2 

– Phase 3 

– Phase n 

 

The term Implication Sequence is used in Causal Explanations (rather than the term Temporal 

Sequence  used in Sequential Explanations) to highlight the cause and effect sequence. In the 

Implication Sequence, we can identify a meaningful sequence of events around which the 

Explanation is based. Like Sequential Explanations, Causal Explanations often 'track' one 

object as it goes through a series of events.  

 

Text 5.11 shows Text 5.9 with the stages marked and the phases identified and numbered. 

This text tracks the object — ‘The Nazca plate’ — as it 'collides', 'moves downwards', 'heats 

up', 'turns to magma' and 'bursts through the crust as hot lava and gases'.  

 

Although in Text 5.9 all the phases are linked in a cause and effect relationship, it is more 

common to find Implication Sequences of one or two phases within other kinds of texts or 

accompanying diagrams.  
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Identification 

 5.11 

Why volcanic eruptions occur at subduction zones 

 

Volcanic eruptions often occur at the boundaries of two colliding plates. These 

plate boundaries are called subduction zones. One example of a subduction 

zone is the Nazca/South America boundary. 

Implication Sequence 
Phase 1 

 

 

 

Phase 2 
 
Phase 3 
 
Phase 4 
 
 

Phase 5 

 

 

When the Nazca and South American plates collide, the Nazca plate is forced 

underneath the South American plate.  

 

Because the plate moves downwards, it heats up.  

 

This heating creates magma.  

 

A further build up of heat and pressure causes the magma to burst through the 

crust.  

 

This results in hot lava and gases being released into the atmosphere along 

with rocks and smoke. 

 

Text 5.11: Stages in Text 5.9 — Causal Explanation. 

 

Table 5.3 illustrates how cause and effect relationships link the phases of the Implication 

Sequence in Text 5.9.  

 

Table 5.3: Cause and effect relationships in Text 5.9 

Phase Cause Effect 

1 the Nazca and South American 

plates collide 

the Nazca plate is forced underneath the South 

American plate 

2 the Nazca plate is forced 

downwards 

it heats up 

3 heating creates magma 

4 further build up of heat and 

pressure 

the magma bursts through the crust 

5 the crust bursts hot lava and gases are released into the 

atmosphere 
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Language resources  

Expressing cause and effect relationships.  

Causal Explanations, like Sequential Explanations, are organised according to time. However, 

what distinguishes them is the focus on the causes and/or effects of the events which are 

described. There are many language resources available for linking events in cause and effect 

relationships. These include Causal conjunctions, Circumstances of Cause, Cause as 

Process and Cause as Participant. These are similar to the resources for linking things 

through comparison (discussed in Chapter 4) and for sequencing events (discussed in this 

chapter in the section on Causal Explanations). Table 5.4, at the end of this section, 

summarises common resources for expressing cause and effect.  

Causal conjunctions 

Causal conjunctions are used to link events causally in much the same way as Temporal 

conjunctions are used to link events in time. 

 

The set of conjunctions used to link events across two sentences or across whole paragraphs 

include words such as 'consequently', 'therefore' and 'thus'. In the following examples, Causal 

conjunctions have been used to link events across sentences. 

 

As air moves over cold ocean currents, it is not able to pick up and hold much moisture due to its 

low temperature. Thus, less water vapour is present in the air.  

 

Instead the water droplets evaporate and turn into atmospheric water vapour again. Consequently 

the land remains dry and deserts form. 

 

Causal conjunctions may also be used to link clauses within sentences in either an 

independent relationship or a dependent relationship. The most common way to link clauses 

in an independent relationship is through the conjunction 'so' which is a common 

conjunction in spoken texts. When this conjunction is used exclusively or too often in written 

texts, it is seen as a sign of immature writing. In secondary school students need to be 

encouraged to develop a variety of resources for expressing relationships of cause and effect 

between events. 

 

A small set of Causal conjunctions is used to link a dependent clause to an independent 

clause within a sentence. The most common of these are the conjunctions 'because' and 'as'. 

In the following examples the dependent clauses have been set in bold type and the 

conjunctions are in italics. 

 

Because it rises, the air cools further and forms water vapour. 
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Because the land is hot and dry, not enough water droplets reach the ground. 

Circumstances of Cause 

Circumstances of Cause are very like dependent clauses, except that the relationship of cause 

is expressed in a phrase rather than in a clause. Words which introduce a circumstance of 

cause include 'because of', 'as a result of', 'owing to' and 'due to'. For example: 

 

Air over cold currents is not able to pick up and hold much moisture due to its low temperature. 

Processes of Cause 

In more sophisticated causal explanations the causal relationships are often expressed through 

causal Processes. For example: 

When the Nazca and South American plates collide, the Nazca plate is forced underneath the South 

American plate. Because the plate moves downwards, it heats up. This heating creates magma. A 

further build up of heat and pressure causes the magma to burst through the crust. This results in 

hot lava and gases being released into the atmosphere along with rocks and smoke. 

There is only a small set of Processes that can be used to express cause. This group includes: 

 

to cause to make happen 

to be the reason for to spark off 

to precipitate to lead to to give rise to 

to create to generate 

to initiate to bring about 

to evoke to have the effect of 

to result in  

Cause as Participant : Nominal Groups 

In some very abstract explanations, cause is often expressed as a participant in the events. 

This happens through the use of words such as 'the effect', 'the impact', 'the cause' and 'the 

reason. For example: 

The greenhouse effect is the result of increased levels of carbon dioxide in the earth's atmosphere. 

This has a major impact on global temperatures. 

 

The excess carbon dioxide in the atmosphere forms a blanket around the earth which traps heat. The 

effect of this trapped heat is to increase global temperatures, which in turn may lead to a rise in the 

level of the sea as the polar icecaps begin to melt. 
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Table 5.4: A summary of language resources for expressing cause and effect relationships  

Text 

characteristics 

Language resource Examples Examples in text  

more written-like 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

more spoken-like 

Cause as participant 

 

 

 

 

Cause as process 

 

 

 

 

Circumstances of Cause 

 

 

 

Temporal conjunctions 

• between sentences 

 

 

 

 

• within sentences 

dependent clauses 

 

 

 

independent clauses 

 

 

the effect (of…) 

the cause (of…) 

the result (of…) 

 

 

causes 

creates 

results in 

leads to 

 

because of… 

due to… 

 

 

 

 

thus 

consequently 

therefore 

 

 

 

because 

 

 

 

so 

 

 

The effect of the downward 

movement of the plate is an 

increase in heat. 

 

The downward movement of 

the plate causes it to heat up. 

 

Because of the downwards 

movement of the plate, it 

heats up. 

 

 

The plate moves downwards. 

Consequently, it heats up. 

 

 

Because the plate moves 

downwards, it heats up. 

 

The plate moves downwards 

and so it heats up. 

 

 

As students move through secondary school, they need to develop more abstract ways of 

expressing cause and effect. In introducing students to Causal Explanations, however, it is 

important to remember that students may not be familiar with the more written resources. 

They may, therefore, need to read and write Explanations which use language towards the 

spoken end of this continuum before learning to control the resources which belong closer to 

the written end.  

Naming abstract phenomena  

In the previous section we described a number of resources available for expressing causal 

relationships and identified a development from more concrete, spoken-like resources to 

those which are more written-like and abstract.  
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A similar, associated development occurs in the resources used to name the events or 

processes in Causal Explanations (how the events or processes are named). This development 

is achieved through the language resources of Nominalisation. Nominalisation is used to 

represent certain events, qualities and relationships between events as if they were things. 

Nominalisation usually involves expressing verbs (eg ‘it rained’) as nouns (eg ‘the rain’) or 

adjectives (eg ‘dense’) as nouns (eg ‘density’). Nominalisations serve a number of important 

functions; in particular they allow us to package information about features, events and 

qualities very densely. 

Using Nominalisation to express actions as things 

In more abstract Causal Explanations, the events are often referred to as things (nouns) 

instead of actions (verbs). This can be seen in the following example from the Implication 

Sequence in Text 5.9. The Nominalisation is in bold while the related verb is in italics. 

 

Because the plate moves downwards it heats up. This heating creates magma. A further build up 

of heat and pressure causes the magma to burst through the crust.  

 

Naming the event (‘heats up’) as a thing (‘heating’ or ‘build up of heat’) is a very useful 

resource. Firstly, it allows the writer to link the information between phases in a very 

compact way. Without the resource of Nominalisation, we would need to use dependent 

clauses to make these links and the sentences would be longer and more complex. For 

example: 

 

Because the plate moves downwards, it heats up. As it heats up, it creates magma. When it heats 

up and is pressured even further, the magma bursts through the crust. 

 

Expressing processes as nouns also allows us to express cause as a process. This means that 

the events and the causal relationships can be expressed within one clause, and thus the 

Explanation is more compact. This is illustrated in the following example: 

 

Event as noun (Nominalisation) 

Clause 1 

This heating  creates magma 

Thing (noun) Process (verb) Thing 

 

 

Event as verb 

Clause 1 

As it heats up 
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Conjunction Thing  Process(verb) 
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Clause 2 

it creates magma 

Thing Process (verb) Thing 

 

Describing events and qualities  

It is possible to include a great deal more information about events if we express them as 

nouns rather than verbs. This is achieved by building complex Nominal Groups. The 

following is an example of a complex Nominal Group built around a Nominalisation 

(rainfall).  

 

The second heaviest rainfall this century was recorded yesterday. 

 

Expressing the event as a verb (‘it rained’) makes it very difficult to give all the information 

contained in the above sentence without making a more complicated sentence. For example: 

 

According to the records, it has only rained as heavily as it did yesterday once before this century.  

 

As we have already discussed, Text 5.10 contains a number of examples of complex Nominal 

Groups. Information which has been included in these Nominal Groups includes the event 

and cause and effect relationships as well as information describing qualities, properties and 

measurements. Further examples of complex Nominal Groups are italicised in Text 5.12.  

 

 5.12 

The greenhouse effect and global warming 
 

The greenhouse effect is the result of increased levels of carbon dioxide in the earth's atmosphere. 

This has a major impact on global temperatures. 

 

Excess carbon dioxide is produced when fossil fuels are burned. As plant life helps to absorb carbon 

dioxide from the atmosphere, the problem is made worse when trees are cut down.  

 

The excess carbon dioxide in the atmosphere forms a blanket around the earth which traps heat. 

The effect of this trapped heat is to increase global temperatures, which in turn may lead to a rise in 

the level of the sea as the polar icecaps begin to melt. 

Text 5.12: Complex Nominal Groups in Text 5.10 

 

Because so much information has been packed into Nominal Groups, Text 5.10 is more 

difficult to read. However, if students can identify the way information is typically packaged 

in these dense Causal Explanations, they will find them much easier to understand. Following 
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the steps below can assist them to find the important information and to understand the way 

the information is organised within sentences. 

 

1 Identify the Process (which is often a 'being' or 'having' or a causal Process)  

2 Identify the (often long) Nominal Groups which come before and after the Process. 

3 Identify the main Thing in each Nominal Group 

4 Identify the Describers, Classifiers and Quantifiers (which come before the main Thing). 

These may be smaller Nominal Groups which orient the reader to the aspect of the main 

Thing which is to be focused on. For example: 

 

the result of increased levels of carbon dioxide 

orientation-cause (Nominal Group) orientation-quantity (Nominal Group)  main Thing (Nominalisation) 

 

5 Identify the groups of words which come after the main Thing and which give further 

information about it. For example: 

  

the result of increased levels of carbon dioxide in the earth's atmosphere 

orientation–cause 

 

orientation–quantity main Thing  post-Modifier 
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Overview of Causal Explanations 

Social purpose To explain why  an abstract and/or not readily observable 

process occurs. The phases in the process are explicitly linked 

in a cause and effect relationship. 

Role in school geography Used to answer the syllabus questions “Why is it there? and 

“What are the effects of it being there?” 

 

Usually used towards the end of a unit of work where 

complex, specialised understandings of the topic have been 

built up.  

 

Staging Key language features Examples in texts 

Identification   Phenomena defined and 

identified through Relational 

Processes. 

Events summarised as things 

through nominalisation. 

The greenhouse effect is the result of  

increased levels of carbon dioxide in 

the earth’s atmosphere 

Implication 

Sequence 

 

Phase 1 

 

Phase 2 

 

Phase n 

Cause and Effect relationships 

expressed through: 

 

Causal conjunctions 

 

 

 

Circumstances of cause 

 

 

 

 

Process of Cause 

 

Nominal Groups 

 

 

Nominalisation and complex 

Nominal Groups used to 

describe events and qualities 

 

 

 

Cold air is not able to pick up and hold 

much moisture. Thus, less water  

vapour is present in the air. 

 

Air over cold currents is not able to  

pick up much moisture due to its low 

 temperature. 

 

 

This heating creates magma. 

 

This has a major impact on global  

temperatures. 

 

the result of increased levels of 

carbon dioxide in the earth’s 

atmosphere  
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Comparing Causal and Sequential Explanations 

As we have seen, Causal and Sequential Explanations are similar in their generic structure. 

Both consist of an Identification followed by a sequence of some sort. What makes Causal 

Explanations different from Sequential Explanations is the nature of the link between phases 

in the sequence. In Sequential Explanations the links are mainly to do with temporal sequence 

('then', 'next', etc.), but in Causal Explanations they are concerned with cause and effect. This 

difference can be seen clearly by comparing the expressions used to link events in Texts 5.13 

and 5.14. 

 

 5.13 

Making paper from woodchips 

 

Woodchipping is a process used to obtain pulp and paper products from forest trees. About 10 per 

cent of Australia's state owned forest land, and large areas of privately owned forest, are involved in 

woodchip projects. 

 

The woodchipping process begins when the trees are cut down in a selected area of the forest called 

a coupe. After that, the tops and branches are cut off and then the logs are dragged to a log landing 

where they are loaded onto a truck. Next the bark of the logs is removed and then they are taken to 

a chipper which cuts the logs into small pieces called woodchips. The woodchips are then screened 

to remove dirt and other impurities. At this stage the woodchips are either exported to Japan in this 

form or converted into pulp by chemicals, heat and pressure. The pulp is then bleached and the 

water content removed. Finally it is rolled out to make paper. 

 

Text 5.13: Linking devices in Text 5.1 — Sequential Explanation 

 

 5.14 

Why volcanic eruptions occur at subduction zones 
 

Volcanic eruptions often occur at the boundaries of two colliding plates. These plate boundaries are 

called subduction zones. One example of a subduction zone is the Nazca/South America boundary. 

 

When the Nazca and South American plates collide, the Nazca plate is forced underneath the South 

American plate. Because the plate moves downwards, it heats up. This heating creates magma. A 

further build up of heat and pressure causes the magma to burst through the crust. This results in 

hot lava and gases being released into the atmosphere along with rocks and smoke. 

Text 5.14: Linking devices in Text 5.9 — Causal Explanation 

While there is a clear difference between the causal and temporal relationships in Texts 5.13 

and 5.14, most Explanations found in Geography 7-10 are not so clearly defined. As we have 

already pointed out, it is more common to find short Explanations within other texts. It is also 

common to find Explanations which are concerned with both how and why phenomena occur. 
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In Text 5.15, for example, it is possible to recognise an implicit causal relationship between 

the events.  

 5.15 

How deserts remain dry 

 

Deserts are places which receive very little rain. One reason deserts remain dry is because of the 

high mountain barriers. 

 

When warm air passes over the ocean, moisture is picked up in the form of water vapour. This 

process is called evaporation. When this moist air travels over the land, it rises to pass over the 

mountain ranges. When it begins to rise, the air cools. As it cools the water vapour forms into 

droplets. This process is called condensation. These droplets fall as rain. By the time the air has 

passed over the mountain barrier, it has lost all its moisture and [therefore] the land on the other 

side of the mountain remains dry. 

Text 5.15: Sequential Explanation with implied causal relationships between events  

 

In Text 5.15 the purpose of the writer is to address the question How do deserts remain dry? 

This involves describing the journey of water in air through the processes of ‘evaporation’, 

‘condensation’ and ‘precipitation’. Although the dependent clauses of time imply that each 

event is caused by the event which preceded it, the nature of the cause and effect relationship 

is not given. If we were to write this text as a Causal Explanation we would need to develop a 

great deal more field knowledge about the processes which are described. For example, the 

following is a Causal Explanation of evaporation, the first of the processes described in Text 

5.15. 

 

When water changes from a liquid to a gas, heat energy is needed. When heat energy is applied to 

water, it causes the particles in the liquid to move faster and further apart, thus forming a gas. This 

change from a liquid to a gas is called evaporation. 

 

It is important that students are introduced to Explanations which lie along the continuum 

between how and why events occur. However, recognising and using the language resources 

of Explanations can best be learned by firstly distinguishing between those which are mainly 

linked by time (Sequential Explanations) and those which are mainly linked by cause (Causal 

Explanations).  



Exploring Literacy in School GeographyChapter 1 

© Metropolitan East Disadvantaged Schools Program Page 73 

Factorial Explanations 

The Explanations we have encountered so far in this chapter have been concerned with a 

single sequence of events leading to a phenomenon. We now turn our attention to 

Explanations which are concerned with multiple causes (Factorial Explanations). Then, in 

the next section, we look at Explanations with multiple effects (Consequential 

Explanations). 

Examples 

Texts 5.16 and 5.17 are examples of the kinds of Factorial Explanations students have to read 

and write. They have been taken from materials prepared for Geography 7-10.  

 

 5.16 

The causes of land degradation 

 

Three main causes of land degradation in Australia are:  

• the clearing of native vegetation; 

• grazing by introduced animals; and  

• cultivation. 

 

The clearing of native vegetation for timber production and agriculture has had a big impact on the 

fertility of soils. In rainforests most of the nutrients which feed the soil are stored in the trees 

themselves. When these trees are cleared the soil no longer receives the nutrients from decaying 

vegetation and animal matter. The loss of nutrients to the soil results in a reduction of the land's 

ability to support vegetation. 

 

As well as the clearing of native vegetation from forests, native pastures have been grazed by 

introduced animals which graze much more and much closer to the ground than do native animals. 

Graziers have also added more animals than the land can support. Consequently, native grasses 

have been killed off and the land has been left unprotected. It is thus much more vulnerable to wind 

and water erosion. 

 

Cultivation has alsocontributed to land degradation and has affected the land in a number of ways. 

Leaving the soil bare between crops for long periods has increased the risk of erosion by rain 

storms or strong winds. In addition, cropping year after year (overcropping), with many cultivations 

per crop, has caused the soil to break down. Cultivation of introduced plants with different growing 

cycles and water needs from the native vegetation also provides the soil with much less protection 

from erosion. 

 

Text 5.16: Example of Factorial Explanation — text adapted from M. Stacey and J. Lucas (1988) 

Investigating Geography Australia: Contemporary Issues, Longman Cheshire, Melbourne: 123 

 

 5.17  

 

Why did people come to Australia? 
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We do not really know why the Aborigines came to Australia, but we do know why people have 

migrated since 1788, the first year of European settlement. The reasons are often described as the 

push factors and the pull factors. 

 

Push factors are factors that force people to move from where they were born to another country 

such as Australia. They have included: 

 

• colonisation by people from a different country; 

• persecution because of different religious beliefs, political ideas, and ethnic or racial 

background; 

• natural disasters, such as drought and famine; 

• economic hardship, such as poverty and unemployment; 

• war. 

 

Pull factors attract people to a certain country, such as Australia. Some of these have included: 

 

• religious and political freedom; 

• distance from war and the horrors of war; 

• economic advantages and an improved standard of living; 

• need for skilled and unskilled people; 

• democratic political system; 

• natural features, such as the climate; 

• reunion with other family members. 

Text 5.17: Example of Factorial Explanation from. M. Stacey and J. Lucas (1988)Investigating Geography 

Australia: Contemporary Issues, Longman Cheshire, Melbourne: 219 

Factorial Explanations in Geography 7-10 

Like Causal Explanations, Factorial Explanations are read and written by students to address 

the question Why is it there? Factorial Explanations, however, function to explain phenomena 

which arise from the combination of a number of factors, rather than from a single, linear 

sequence of events. They occur most frequently in topics where complex environments and 

communities are being studied. Very often Factorial Explanations occur where one of the 

teaching outcomes is for students to be able to ‘state the main causes of…’, ‘state the main 

factors leading to…’ or ‘explain the causes of/factors leading to…’. Students are required to 

both read and write Factorial Explanations. Often, however, they are required to simply 'list 

the causes or factors' leading to an event, rather than explain each factor in detail. Text 5.16 is 

an example of a Factorial Explanation which explains or elaborates the causes, while Text 

5.17 is an example of a Factorial Explanation which list the causes.  

The structure of Factorial Explanations 

Factorial Explanations consist of two stages. The first is called the Output, which identifies 

and describes the resulting object or event. This is followed by two or more Factors which 
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lead to this result or output. In theory, there is no limit to the number of Factors that can be 

given in a Factorial Explanation, especially in those which list rather than explain. Text 5.18 

illustrates this generic structure. 

 

 

 

 

Output 

 

 

 

 

Factor 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Factor 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Factor 3 

 5.18 

The causes of land degradation 

 

Three main causes of land degradation in Australia are:  

• the clearing of native vegetation; 

• grazing by introduced animals; and  

• cultivation. 

 

The clearing of native vegetation for timber production and agriculture has had a big 

impact on the fertility of soils. In rainforests most of the nutrients which feed the soil are 

stored in the trees themselves. When these trees are cleared the soil no longer receives the 

nutrients from decaying vegetation and animal matter. The loss of nutrients to the soil 

results in a reduction of the land's ability to support vegetation. 

 

As well as the clearing of native vegetation from forests, native pastures have been grazed 

by introduced animals which graze much more and much closer to the ground than do 

native animals. Graziers have also added more animals than the land can support. 

Consequently, native grasses have been killed off and the land has been left unprotected. It 

is thus much more vulnerable to wind and water erosion. 

 

Cultivation has also contributed to land degradation and has affected the land in a number 

of ways. Leaving the soil bare between crops for long periods has increased the risk of 

erosion by rain storms or strong winds. In addition, cropping year after year 

(overcropping), with many cultivations per crop, has caused the soil to break down. 

Cultivation of introduced plants with different growing cycles and water needs from the 

native vegetation also provides the soil with much less protection from erosion. 

 

Text 5.18: Stages in Text 5.16 — Factorial Explanation 
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Layers of causes in Factorial Explanations 

As we have seen, Text 5.16 differs from Text 5.17 because it explains or elaborates each of 

the causes of land degradation. This results in a number of layers within the text. This is 

illustrated in Figure 5.3. The arrows in the diagram represent cause and effect relationships.  

 

 

 

Figure 5.3: Elaboration of Cause and effect within Text 5.16 

 

Lacking this elaboration of cause and effect, Text 5.17 contains only the layers of general and 

specific factors. 

 

Clearing of native
vegetation

Land degradation Grazing by
introduced animals

Cultivation

Grazing too closely

Overgrazing

Leaving soil bare
between crops

Overcropping

Cultivation of
introduced crops

trees  cleared

native grasses killed off

   

risk of erosion

soil to break down

less protection from

erosion

 

soil no longer receives 

nutrients 

reduction of land's ability 

to support vegetation 

 

land more vulnerable to 

erosion
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Figure 5.4: Listing of causes in Text 5.17 

 

Learning to recognise the structure of Factorial Explanations and to distinguish the layers of 

generality is useful for students learning to write these texts. It is also useful in locating and 

extracting information efficiently.  

Language resources 

Factorial Explanations employ many of the language features we have already examined in 

the section on Causal Explanations. These include sequence words, cause and effect links 

and Nominalisations. Some of the other resources on which Factorial Explanations draw are 

described below.  

Organising information 

Unlike Causal Explanations, the events in Factorial Explanations are not necessarily 

explained in the same order as they occur in the environment. For example, the three main 

factors explained in Text 5.16 (‘clearing’, ‘grazing’ and ‘cultivation’) most probably occurred 

simultaneously and at random, rather than one after the other. Because of this it is necessary 

to use a number of language resources to organise the ordering and presenting of information 

in writing. These include Text Previews, Section Previews and text sequencing words. 

Text Previews 

In our discussion of Descriptive Reports we examined the role of Text Previews (called 

macro-Themes in functional grammar) in orienting the reader to the information which 

follows in the whole text. Factorial Explanations, too, normally include a sentence which 

previews or predicts whole sections of the text. These Text Previews are a way of saying to 

the reader ‘What I'm going to tell you about is…’ The following are examples of Text 

People coming  
to Australia

Push Factors

Pull Factors

colonisation

persecution etc

religious and  
political freedom

distance from war 
etc.

O utput                General Factors                Specific Factors 
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Previews from Texts 5.16 and 5.17. Each predicts either generally or specifically the factors 

which will be explained or listed in the text, and thus makes the text easier to read. 

 

Three main causes of land degradation in Australia are:  

• the clearing of native vegetation; 

• grazing by introduced animals; and  

• cultivation. 

 

The reasons are often described as the push factors and the pull factors. 

Section previews 

Section previews (called hyper-Themes in the grammar), are sentences or parts of sentences 

at the beginning of paragraphs which also play an important role in predicting and linking 

information. Section Previews (often called topic sentences) firstly pick up or refer to one of 

the factors previewed in the Text Preview and then elaborate on that factor in a general way. 

This functions to point the reader forward to the rest of the paragraph or section where the 

factor will be further explained. The following are examples of Section Previews from Texts 

5.16 and 5.17. 

 

Cultivation has also contributed to land degradation and has affected the land in a number of ways. 

 

Pull factors attract people to a certain country, such as Australia  

 

Just as a Factorial Explanations may have several layers of generality, so too can they have 

several layers of Section Previews. Each of the factors listed in Text 5.17 (eg ‘natural 

disasters’, ‘colonisation’, ‘economic hardship’ and ‘religious freedom’) has the potential to 

become a Section Preview or heading for a further level of elaboration.  

 

Text and Section Previews are an important organising device in Factorial Explanations and 

many other types of writing. Many students do not employ these resources in their writing, 

thus making it harder to read and to understand. Those students who do use Text and Section 

Previews are usually rewarded for their ‘clear, well set out’ writing. 

Text sequencing words 

Text sequencing words are words which function to organise information within the text. 

They are a useful device in many kinds of writing, as they signal clearly to the reader where 

the text is going. Examples of text sequencing words are ‘firstly’, ‘secondly’, ‘thirdly’, ‘in 

addition’, ‘furthermore’. Although many text sequencing words are Temporal conjunctions 

which are often used to link events in a text, they may also be used to link parts of the text.  
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Resources for packaging information 

In Factorial Explanations, it is often necessary to summarise a great deal of information into a 

few words. This is especially true in Text and Section Previews which generalise and predict 

information and in texts which list rather than explain factors. In Text 5.17, for example, the 

writer has listed a large number of factors which have contributed to migration. Most of these 

have been expressed as abstract Things or Nominalisations such as 'colonisation', 

'persecution' and 'economic hardship'. As we saw in the section on Causal Explanations, 

Nominalisations are often a sequence of events. For example, the term 'colonisation' could be 

described as 'a group of people going to another place in order to set up a new land which is 

connected to their native country’. Like Causal Explanations, Factorial Explanations often 

express processes and concepts as things or Nominalisations. Many Factorial Explanations 

also include a great deal of information about the thing before or after the Nominalisation; 

this results in complex Nominal Groups. 

Complex Nominal Groups 

In Chapter 4, which dealt with Descriptive Reports, we described the potential of the Nominal 

Group for packaging information about features. We examined particularly the role of 

Physical Describers and Classifiers which are placed before the Thing, or noun. These are 

known as pre-Modifiers. Factorial Explanations draw extensively on the resources of the 

Nominal Group, including both pre-Modifiers and post-Modifiers, or Qualifiers, which 

follow the main Thing.  

 

Like Descriptive Reports, Factorial Explanations use classifiers to give precise information 

about the kind of thing which is described. Many of these classify abstract concepts 

(Nominalisations) and are themselves abstract. The following are examples from the sample 

texts of Nominal Groups which include abstract classifiers.  

 

 Classifiers  'main Thing' 

 economic 

 employment  

 democratic political 

 religious and political 

 ethnic or racial 

 economic 

 advantages 

 opportunities 

 system 

 freedom 

 background 

 hardship 

 

Nominal Groups in Factorial Explanations, as in Causal Explanations, often contain groups of 

words which orient the reader to a particular aspect of the thing which is to be focused on. 

This group of words is linked to the rest of the Nominal Group by the word 'of'. For example: 
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the group of people 

 

the loss of nutrients in the soil  

 

an example of a natural disaster 

 

Orientation is important for expressing precise meanings in geography. In descriptions of 

physical features, for example, orientation allows us to focus on particular parts or 

perspectives of the feature; for example: 

 

the crest of the dunes 

 

the sides of the dunes  

 

Orientation also allows us to package descriptions concisely through the use of 

Nominalisation; for example:  

 

The white of the salinas contrasts with the red of the dunes  

 

Orientation can also focus the reader on such aspects as the size or amount of things being 

described; for example:  

 

a reduction of the land's ability to support vegetation 

 

the lack of family planning services  

 

the general lack of contraception in the large rural areas of Asia 

 

the large size of Asian families 

 

Orientations dealing with changing or comparative amounts are also frequently used in 

geography texts (eg ‘the loss of’, ‘the increase of’, ‘the decrease of’, ‘the largest of’).  

 

In addition to pre-Modifiers, Factorial Explanations often include additional information 

about the main thing in one or more groups of words following the noun. These groups of 

words are called post-Modifiers.  

 

In geography, post-Modifiers are often very lengthy and complex, making them difficult for 

students to read and understand. This is because they include or assume a number of 

important concepts related to the main Thing. The following are examples of Nominal 

Groups with complicated post-Modifiers: 
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…the clearing of native vegetation for timber production… 

 

Cultivation of introduced plants with different growing cycles and water needs from the native 

vegetation… 

 

Assisting students to deal with complex Nominal Groups 

By using complex Nominal Groups we are able to pack much more information into a clause. 

Language which uses complex Nominal Groups is often difficult to read. One of the reasons 

why written language is different from everyday spoken language is because it is much more 

dense. 

 

In dealing with the density of written English, it may be necessary to 'unpack' the complexity 

of the language for students and to discuss each part. Assisting students to work through the 

process of unpacking sentences and, in particular, complex Nominal Groups is essential in 

developing their written language. 
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Overview of Factorial Explanations 

 

Social purpose To explain (often multiple) reasons or factors that contribute to 

a particular event. 

Role in school geography Increasingly important as students move towards Years 9, 10 

and Senior Geography. Answers the syllabus question: 

Why is it there?” 

 

Staging Key language features Examples in the texts 

Outcome   Events summarised as Things 

through Nominalisation 

 

Factors signalled in Text Preview 

Three main causes of land 

degradation. 

 

The reasons for migration are often 

described as the push factors and the 

pull factors. 

Factors 

1-n 

Abstract Participants 

 

Factors summarised in Section 

Previews through Nominalisation 

and Nominal Groups 

 

Information organised through 

text sequencing words. 

 

Cause and effect relationships 

expressed mainly through: 

Causal conjunctions linking 

independent clauses 

 

Processes of Cause 

 

 

Cause as a participant within 

Nominal Groups  

 

Cultivation, native vegetation 

 

Cultivation has also contributed to 

land degradation. 

 

 

In addition, overcropping has caused 

the soil to break down. 

 

 

 

Consequently, native grasses have been 

killed off 

 

Overcropping has caused the soil to 

break down. 

 

Clearing has had a big impact on the 

fertility of soils 
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Consequential Explanations 

Like Factorial Explanations, Consequential Explanations are used to account for phenomena 

where there is no single chain of events leading to a single result. While Factorial 

Explanations are concerned with the factors causing phenomena, Consequential Explanations 

are concerned with the effects of phenomena. These phenomena are usually naturally 

occurring events, which often occur simultaneously and at random. 

Examples 

The following text is an example of the kind of Consequential Explanation students have to 

read and write. It has been taken from a textbook written for students of Geography 7-10. 

 

 5.19  

 

The environmental impact of logging the rainforests 

 

There are a number of significant environmental effects of cutting 

down rainforest trees. Logging has an effect, not only on the 

vegetation, animals and soils within the ecosystem of the 

rainforest, but also on global temperatures and future climatic 

patterns. 

 

The vegetation of the rainforest is severely affected by logging, 

especially when the clearfelling method is used. This method 

involves removing a wide variety of trees and understorey 

vegetation, including rare species. Often the trees which are 

planted to replace those taken are the most productive species 

from a timber point of view, and the diversity of the original 

forest is lost.  

 

Animals and birds living in the rainforest are killed or left 

homeless by logging. The removal of trees destroys valuable 

habitats, shelter and food supplies. Birds and animals which rely 

on the vegetation of the rainforest are therefore forced to leave 

the areas that have been cut. As more of the forest is cut, there 

is not enough adjoining uncut forest left to which the animals can 

migrate. In addition the movement of vehicles, the falling of 

trees and the dragging of logs across the ground kill many tree 

and ground dwelling animals. 

 

Soils are also affected when the trees are removed. Before 

clearfelling, the soil is protected by vegetation and leaf litter. 

When the trees are removed the soil is exposed to rain, wind and 

sunlight. In addition, the movement of trucks and tree felling 

compacts the soil, thus reducing its capacity to hold water. The 



Exploring Literacy in School GeographyChapter 1 

© Metropolitan East Disadvantaged Schools Program Page 85 

water and nutrients are transported out of the area, thus reducing 

the nutrients available to remaining vegetation and eroding the 

soil. 

 

Removing large areas of rainforest can also have serious effects 

on climate. Plant life has the capacity to absorb carbon dioxide 

and return oxygen to the atmosphere. Logging rainforests destroys 

a large number of plants and consequently the amount of carbon 

dioxide in the atmosphere increases. The excess carbon dioxide 

forms a blanket around the earth and traps heat. This is called 

the greenhouse effect. The greenhouse effect leads to an increase 

in global temperatures which in turn may lead to a rise in the 

level of the sea as the polar icecaps begin to melt.  

 

Text 5.19: Example of a Consequential Explanation from a text adapted from M. Stacey, and J. Lucas 

(1988) Investigating Geography Australia: Contemporary Issues, Longman Cheshire, Melbourne: 29-30 

Consequential Explanations in Geography 7-10 

Consequential Explanations are read and written by students to address the question What are 

the effects of it being there? Consequential Explanations occur most often where one of the 

teaching outcomes is that students will be able to ‘state the main effects of…’ or ‘state the 

main impacts of…’ This kind of outcome requires students to briefly describe a number of 

effects arising from a particular event. If students are asked to ‘explain the effects of…’, a 

more detailed Explanation of each effect will be required. 

 

Consequential Explanations are also used to predict the possible effects of phenomena in the 

future. Consequences of phenomena such as climatic change are often described in terms of 

What are the possible effects of phenomena? 

The structure of Consequential Explanations 

The structure of a Consequential Explanation is very much like that of a Factorial 

Explanations, except that it lists a number of Effects arising from an event (or Input) rather 

than the factors leading to some output. Consequential Explanations may consist of any 

number of effects. 

 

Texts 5.20, 5.21 and 5.22 illustrate the generic structure of Consequential Explanations. 
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Input 

 5.20 

The environmental impact of logging the rainforests 

 

There are a number of significant environmental effects of cutting down 

rainforest trees. Logging has an effect, not only on the vegetation, animals and 

soils within the ecosystem of the rainforest, but also on global temperatures and 

future climatic patterns. 

 

Effect 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Effect 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Effect 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Effect 4 

The vegetation of the rainforest is severely affected by logging, especially when 

the clearfelling method is used. This method involves removing a wide variety 

of trees and understorey vegetation, including rare species. Often the trees 

which are planted to replace those taken are the most productive species from a 

timber point of view, and the diversity of the original forest is lost.  

 

Animals and birds living in the rainforest are killed or left homeless by logging. 

The removal of trees destroys valuable habitats, shelter and food supplies. Birds 

and animals which rely on the vegetation of the rainforest are therefore forced to 

leave the areas that have been cut. As more of the forest is cut, there is not 

enough adjoining uncut forest left to which the animals can migrate. In addition 

the movement of vehicles, the falling of trees and the dragging of logs across 

the ground kill many tree and ground dwelling animals. 

 

Soils are also affected when the trees are removed. Before clearfelling, the soil 

is protected by vegetation and leaf litter. When the trees are removed the soil is 

exposed to rain, wind and sunlight. In addition, the movement of trucks and tree 

felling compacts the soil, thus reducing its capacity to hold water. The water and 

nutrients are transported out of the area, thus reducing the nutrients available to 

remaining vegetation and eroding the soil. 

 

Removing large areas of rainforest can also have serious effects on climate. 

Plant life has the capacity to absorb carbon dioxide and return oxygen to the 

atmosphere. Logging rainforests destroys a large number of plants and 

consequently the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere increases. The 

excess carbon dioxide forms a blanket around the earth and traps heat. This is 

called the greenhouse effect. The greenhouse effect leads to an increase in 

global temperatures which in turn may lead to a rise in the level of the sea as the 

polar icecaps begin to melt.  

 

Text 5.20: Stages in Text 5.19 — Consequential Explanation 
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Input 

 5.21 

 

The effect of climatic changes on Australia 

 

If the world warms up it will affect us in many ways.  

 

Effect 1 

 

 

Effect 2 

 
 

 

Effect 3 

 

 

 

Effect 4 

 

 
 

Effect 5 

 

 

 

Effect 6 

 

 
 

 

Effect 7 

 

 
Effect 8 

 

 

 

 
 

Effect 9 

 

 

 

Rising sea levels will destroy waterfront buildings, harbours and industries.  

 

If more rain falls floods may be more frequent because our dams may not be able 

to store the increased water.  

 

More rain may cause more erosion, or may make the salt problem in our soils 

worse by bringing the water table to the surface.  

 

If the cyclone belt moves further to the south, more cities and farms will be 

damaged during these storms.  

 

Higher temperatures will mean greater use of refrigerators and air conditioners, 

adding to the greenhouse problem. 

 

Higher temperatures will help plants grow and, while this may benefit plants such 

as wheat, plants that require frosts would have to be grown elsewhere.  

 

Animals also would be affected as some areas would become too hot for some 

breeds.  

 

Also, the rapidly growing plants could have fewer nutrients. Higher temperatures 

would also mean that insect pests would be active for a longer time and farmers 

would have to spend more money on insecticides.  

 

If ocean temperatures changed so would the distribution of fish species. The 

flooding of coastal mangroves would destroy the breeding grounds of fish. 

 

Text 5.21: Example of a Consequential Explanation showing stages from M. Martin, and G. Allenby 

(1994) Australia Our Place and People, Science Press, Sydney: 230 
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Input 

 5.22 

Water erosion 

 

The main types of water erosion are sheet erosion, rill erosion and gully erosion. 

All three are related and often they are all found close together. The main results 

of water erosion are: 

 

Effect 1 

Effect 2 

 

Effect 3 

Effect 4 

• loss of the fertile topsoil; 

• destruction of productive land through formation of gullies; 

• deposition of silt on productive land;  

• siltation of dams and streams. 

 

Text 5.22: Example of a Consequential Explanation showing stages from M. Stacey and J. Lucas (1988) 

Investigating Geography Australia: Contemporary Issues, Longman Cheshire, Melbourne: 132 

Language resources 

Because the structure of conSequential Explanations is very similar to that of Factorial 

Explanations, they have very similar language features. These include: 

• Text and Section Previews predicting the text 

• text sequencing words 

• Nominalisations 

• complex Nominal Groups 

• cause and effect links 

 

Some conSequential Explanations, however, function to predict effects which may happen in 

the future rather than those which are currently happening. These texts, therefore, also draw 

on the language resources of modality to predict possible effects. 

Predicting possible or probable effects: Modality 

Consequential Explanations which predict possible effects of phenomena present information 

in terms of possibility and probability rather than 'describing the world as it is'. Text 5.21, for 

example, deals with a range of effects which may arise as a result of climatic changes:  

 

If the world warms up it will affect us in many ways 

 

If more rain falls floods may be more frequent 

 

More rain may cause more erosion 

 

Animals also would be affected 

 

Also the rapidly growing plants could have fewer nutrients 
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In these sentences verbs, like 'may', 'might', 'could', 'will' and 'would' are used to express 

uncertainty. These are called Modal verbs. Uncertainty can also be expressed by words like 

'possibly' and 'certainly' These are called Modal adjuncts. Dependent clauses which begin 

with the conjunction 'if' also predict uncertainty. 

Overview of Consequential Explanations 

 

Social purpose To explain (often multiple) effects or consequences of a 

particular event. 

Role in school geography Increasingly important as students move towards Years 9, 10 

and senior geography. Answers the syllabus question: 

What is the effect of it being there? 

 

Staging Key Language Features Examples 

Input   Events summarised as Things 

through Nominalisation 

 

Effects signalled in Text 

Preview 

an effect on future climatic patterns 

 

 

There are a number of significant effects 

of cutting down rainforest trees. 
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Effects 

1-n 

Abstract Participants 

 

Effects summarised in Section 

Previews through 

Nominalisation and Nominal 

Groups 

 

Information organised through 

text sequencing words. 

 

Cause and effect relationships 

expressed mainly through: 

Causal conjunctions linking 

independent clauses 

 

Processes of Cause 

 

 

Cause as a participant within 

Nominal Groups  

logging, the clearfelling method 

 

Removing large areas of rainforest can 

also have serious effects on climate. 

 

 

Soils are also affected when the trees are 

removed. 

 

 

 

The movement of trucks compacts the soil 

thus reducing its capacity to hold water. 

 

The vegetation is severely affected by 

logging 

 

Removing large areas of rainforest can 

have serious effects on climate. 
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6: Recording and accounting for change over time 

Recording and accounting for changes in environments and communities is an important 

aspect of a geographic investigation. The question How is it changing over time? is one of the 

seven questions which structure the investigation in the Geography 7-10 syllabus. A number 

of the text types already examined in this resource book can be used to address this question.  

Descriptive Reports referring to the pasts, for instance, function to describe what things were 

like in the past or to record events which occurred on a regular basis in the past. Factorial and 

Consequential Explanations function to explain multiple causes or effects in the present or in 

the past. Two other important text types which record and account for change over time are 

Historical Recounts and Historical Accounts. The language of these two text types will be 

described in this chapter. 

 

Historical Recounts and Historical Accounts are two of a larger set of text types, called 

Chronicle text types, which organise information according to a chronological order of 

events. Other Chronicle text types include the ‘Story’ Recount, commonly written in primary 

and secondary English, and the Autobiographical and Biographical Recount which are 

used in history. Since students are likely to be familiar with some of these texts, it is 

important for geography teachers to be aware of some of the language features these text 

types share with Historical Recounts and Accounts in geography. For this reason, at the end 

of this chapter we have provided an overview of the language features of Chronicle text types 

used in English and history. Full descriptions of each are provided in the Write it Right 

History and English materials which are listed in the reference section at the end of this book. 

Historical Recounts: Recording change over time 

Examples 

The following texts are examples of Historical Recounts which students may be required to 

read or write in geography.  
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 6.1 

How the continent of Australia was formed 

 

The history of the Australian continent can be traced back about 

290 million years. At this time the surface of the planet was 

covered with water and all the land areas were in one place on one 

side of the planet. Instead of the six continents we have today, 

all the land was joined as one super continent which we have 

called Pangaea. 

 

About 200 million years ago cracks began to form in this giant 

land mass. When the cracks widened, the northern continents 

separated from the southern ones. Australia was then part of the 

huge southern land mass of Gondwanaland. Between 140 and 180 

million years ago Gondwanaland also began to split up. During this 

period Australia separated from Africa and India, but remained 

attached to Antarctica. About 50 million years ago a rift 

developed between Australia and Antarctica. As the rift widened, 

Australia was separated and began to move northwards. 

 

The continent is still moving northwards at about 6 centimetres 

per year. 

Text 6.1: Example of an Historical Recount — text adapted from C. Sale and G. Wilson (1993) 

Introducing Australia, Longman Cheshire: Melbourne: 2 

 

 6.2 

The changing character of Marrickville 

 

Aboriginal hunters and gatherers had lived in the Marrickville 

area for at least 7000 years before Europeans arrived. They 

belonged mainly to the Cadigal band and spoke the Eora dialect of 

Dharug, the common language of the Aborigines in the area we now 

call Sydney. These were coastal people relying heavily on the sea 

to provide their food. Local swamps and forests also provided food 

and materials for the tools used for hunting and gathering. 

 

The arrival of the First Fleet completely changed the Aborigines 

way of life. Their land was taken from them and they lacked 

resistance to the diseases of the new settlers. Within a couple of 

years the Cadigal in this area were reduced to only three people. 

 

Land grants to Europeans began in 1789 and by 1809 about thirty 

new settlers owned all the land. Marrickville became a rural 

retreat for the wealthy of Sydney. These landowners established 

beautiful estates and stocked deer for hunting parties. 
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By the 1830s there were several hundred people living in the area, 

making their living by growing grain, timber cutting or raising 

animals. In the 1850s and 1860s the large rural holdings in the 

northern areas were broken into smaller blocks and more people 

settled in the area. In the southern part of the municipality 

market gardens were established and continued to flourish into the 

early years of this century. 

 

Marrickville boomed in the 1880s when transport made it easier to 

travel to and from Sydney. Between 1880 and 1920 Marrickville 

gradually became an industrial suburb. The Gumbramorra swamps were 

filled in to become the main industrial area from St Peters down 

to Sydenham. The population increased as people came to take jobs 

in the new industries. 

 

After the Second World War growth continued, but now the new 

residents came from countries other than the British Isles. 

Immigrants came to Marrickville because housing was cheap, there 

were jobs in the factories for both men and women, and public 

transport was good. As industry and population grew so did 

services such as shops, restaurants and professional services.  

 

In recent years the building of new retail complexes has led to a 

decline in local industry and the importance of local shopping 

areas. As the character of Marrickville has begun to change again, 

the overall population has declined. Some of the migrant families 

who settled there a generation ago have moved out to other suburbs 

and more professional people without children have moved into the 

district. 

Text 6.2: Example of an Historical Recount — text adapted from M. Martin and G. Allen (1994) Australia 

Our Place and People, Science Press, Sydney: 150 

Social purpose 

The purpose of an Historical Recount is to chronicle past events which are regarded to be 

significant, whether from a mainstream or non-mainstream perspective. Although Historical 

Recounts may include information about the causes or consequences of events, the primary 

purpose is to describe the changes, not account for them. Most Historical Recounts record 

events over a significant span of time. 

 

Historical Recounts are related to a number of other text types used in other subject areas and 

in the community generally to chronicle past events. In history, Autobiographical Recounts 

and Biographical Recounts are also used to provide information about particular people. In 

English and in informal conversations ‘Story’ Recounts are often used to entertain and tell 

stories about the past. 
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Historical Recounts in Geography 7-10 

In geography, Historical Recounts answer the question What happened? in a particular place. 

While some events (eg immigration ) are of interest to both historians and geographers, 

history places more emphasis than does geography on the lives and experiences of 

individuals. The events which are important to a geographer are those which have caused 

change to the biophysical or built environments or to the characteristics of particular 

communities.  

 

Historical Recounts are usually written in the early years of secondary geography. This is 

because they do not focus on the causes and effects of events which become increasingly 

important in later years. Students are often required to write Historical Recounts as part of an 

investigation of their local area, describing changes in aspects such as land use, transport or 

population. 

 

Many recently published text books for Years 7 and 8 provide descriptions of the changes 

which have occurred in particular environments and communities in Australia. These are 

written as Historical Recounts and are usually found towards the beginning of each chapter. 

They are often very lengthy texts and may be divided into time periods (eg 'early changes', 

'recent changes') or smaller Historical Recounts of particular topics (eg 'industry and produce', 

'transport improvements'). School text books do not generally chronicle changes in Australia 

before European settlement. This is because little is known of the changes which occurred 

over time prior to this event. As a result the descriptions of environments and Aboriginal 

communities tend to be written as Descriptive Reports referring to the pasts, describing 

regular events in one (very long) time period. Descriptive Reports referring to the pasts are 

discussed in Chapter 3. 

 

Students beginning their study of geography are often required to write a travel diary or letter 

recounting a journey. The purpose of these texts is not to chronicle change in places over 

time, but to describe features of places 'observed' by the student. In response to such 

assignments, students often write texts similar to the personal 'Story' Recounts with 

descriptive sections within them. While these Recounts are not highly valued within the field 

of geography, learning to write them can assist students to become familiar with language 

resources which are also employed in Historical Recounts. 'Story' Recounts are described in 

Teaching Factual Writing  produced by Disadvantaged Schools Program, Metropolitan East 

Region. 

The structure of Historical Recounts 
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Historical Recounts achieve their social purpose by moving through two obligatory stages 

and one optional. These stages are Orientation, Record of Events and Reorientation 

(optional). Unlike Historical Recounts used in history, those used in geography do not usually 

conclude with a Deduction stage.  

 

The Orientation stage 

The Orientation stage in an Historical Recount can serve a number of functions. One of these 

is to summarise previous historical events that are of significance and that will make more 

meaningful the particular events that are chronicled in the Record of Events stage. Another 

function is to preview the period of history the Report goes on to record.  

 

The Record of Events stage 

The Record of Events stage records the events as they have unfolded over time. 

The Re-orientation stage 

The Re-orientation stage, when it is included, brings the events into the present and may also 

predict future events. 

 

Text 6.3 illustrates the stages of an Historical Recount. 

 

 

Orientation 

 6.3 

How the continent of Australia was formed 

 

The history of the Australian continent can be traced back about 290 million 

years. At this time the surface of the planet was covered with water and all the 

land areas were in one place on one side of the planet. Instead of the six 

continents we have today, all the land was joined as one super continent which 

we have called Pangaea. 

 

Record of Events About 200 million years ago cracks began to form in this giant land mass. 

When the cracks widened, the northern continents separated from the southern 

ones. Australia was then part of the huge southern land mass of Gondwanaland. 

Between 140 and 180 million years ago Gondwanaland also began to split up. 

During this period Australia separated from Africa and India, but remained 

attached to Antarctica. About 50 million years ago a rift developed between 

Australia and Antarctica. As the rift widened, Australia was separated and 

began to move northwards. 

 

Re-orientation The continent is still moving northwards at about 6 centimetres per year. 

Text 6.3: Stages of Text 6.1 — Historical Recount 



Exploring Literacy in School GeographyChapter 1 

© Metropolitan East Disadvantaged Schools Program Page 96 

Language resources 

Some of the key language features of Historical Recounts are: 

 

• Action (Material) Processes 

• Past tense to represent events in time 

• Linking events in time through: 

– Circumstances  

– dependent clauses with time linking words 

– Processes 

– Nominal Groups (as Phases) 

• Time foregrounded as Theme 

 

Because these language features were introuduced in earlier chapters, in this section we will 

give only a brief description of how they are employed in Historical Recounts.  

Describing events through Action Processes 

Processes are the resources in our language used to represent events or happenings. Processes 

are normally realised by a single verb or a verbal group (eg is, has, evaporates, migrates), 

however, as we saw in Chapter 4, they can also be represented as Nouns or Nominal Groups 

(eg 'evaporation', 'migration'). 

 

In more static texts, such as Descriptive Reports, the Participants tend not to be involved in 

actions. Instead, they are presented in terms of what they are or what they have.  These 

Processes are called Relational Processes. In the following example from Text 4.1, the 

Relational Processes are in bold type. 

 

Sydney Harbour is a large, sheltered body of water on the east coast of Australia. The harbour is 

part of the western Pacific Ocean at a latitude of 34o S and a longitude of 151o E. Sydney Harbour 

has many natural features including several smaller bodies of water and a number of landforms. 

 

In Historical Recounts, on the other hand, the Participants are mostly involved in movement 

and change. Consequently, these texts employ Processes which represent doings or actions. 

They are called Action Processes, or Material Processes. Action Processes in Historical 

Recounts, as in Explanations, may be used in the active or passive voice. Action Processes 

are in bold type in the following paragraph from Text 6.2.  

 

After the Second World War growth continued, but now the new residents came from countries 

other than the British Isles. Immigrants came to Marrickville because housing was cheap, there 

were jobs in the factories for both men and women, and public transport was good. As industry and 

population grew so did services such as shops, restaurants and professional services.  
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When Relational Processes are used in Historical Recounts, they tend to be used within 

dependent clauses which describe the conditions in which events occurred, rather than in the 

main clause of the sentence. In the paragraph above, three Relational Processes are used to 

describe the conditions which caused immigrants to come to Marrickville. These Relational 

Processes are in bold below and the Dependent Clauses are italicised. 

 

Immigrants came to Marrickville because housing was cheap, there were jobs in the factories for 

both men and women and public transport was good. 

Representing the past  

When Processes are realised by a verbal group, the verbal group gives information not only 

about what happened, but also about when the event took place. Three important ways used 

to represent the past in Historical Recounts are the simple past tense, the present in the past 

tense and the past in the past tense.  

Simple past tense 

The simple past is used to describe actions which are complete at the time in which the text is 

written. This is the main tense used in the Record of Events stage of Historical Recounts. In 

many cases the simple past is constructed by placing -ed on the end of the verb (eg separated, 

widened, developed). However, sometimes the form of the verb changes completely (eg 

begin/began, break/broke). Although there are some patterns in the way these 'irregular verbs' 

change, there is no standard way. One common pattern is for the vowel in the middle of the 

word to change. 

 

Following are some examples of irregular verbs from the sample texts in both their simple 

present and simple past form. 

 

Simple present form Simple past form 

it is 

they are 

it has 

they have 

they take 

they make 

they break 

they become 

they come 

they grow 

they lead 

it was 

they were 

it had 

it had 

they took 

they made 

they broke 

they became 

they came 

they grew 

they led 
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Present in the past tense 

The present in the past (called the present perfect tense in traditional grammar) is a complex 

tense usually used to describe events which began in the past but which are still continuing at 

the time of writing (eg Marrickville has changed again). Verbs in the present in the past form 

are sometimes used towards the end of the Record of Events stage and in the Re-orientation 

stage.  

 

The present in the past usually consists of two verbs. The first verb is the 'helping', or 

auxiliary, verb have and it  takes the present tense form. The second verb, which holds the 

meaning of the action, is called the past participle. It has the same ending as a verb in the 

simple past; although irregular verbs often have a different form (eg they began/they have 

begun, they saw, they have seen). The following are examples of sentences which use present 

in the past tense to describe events which began in the past and are still the case now. 

 

Participant (Nominal Group) Process (Verbal Group) 

 Auxiliary verb Action verb 

 

The overall population 

 

Some of the migrant families who settled there a generation 

ago 

 

More professional people without children  

 

has 

 

 

have 

 

have 

 

declined. 

 

 

moved.  

 

come.  

 

The past in the past tense 

The past in the past tense can be used to represent states or actions which began in the past 

and which were still going on when another action occurred. This other action is usually 

represented by the simple past tense. The past in the past tense is sometimes used in the 

Orientation Stage. In Text 6.1, for example, the past in the past is used to describe what had 

been happening in Marrickville in the 70,000 years before European settlement. 

 

Aboriginal hunters and gatherers had lived in the Marrickville area for at least 7000 years before 

Europeans settled there.  

 

The past in the past tense is formed in a similar way to the present in the past tense except 

that the auxiliary verb is used in its simple past form (had). 
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Understanding how different tenses are formed and the effect of using them is often very 

difficult for students, particularly those who do not come from an English speaking 

background.  

Linking events through time  

In Chapter 5 we described a number of resources for sequencing events in Sequential 

Explanations. Historical Recounts draw on some similar resources to represent time, 

particularly Temporal conjunctions linking dependent clauses, Circumstances of Time, and 

Time Processes. Of these ,Circumstances of Time are most commonly used.  

Temporal conjunctions linking dependent clauses of time 

One way of expressing time in Historical Recounts is to use a dependent clause introduced by 

a time linking word (eg When the cracks widened…). Because they are dependent clauses, 

they must be joined to an independent clause in order for the sentence to be complete. In 

Historical Recounts, dependent clauses are usually placed in first position in the sentence. In 

the following examples from Text 6.1, the dependent clause is in bold type. 

 

When the cracks widened, the northern continents separated from the southern ones. 

 

As the rift widened, Australia was separated and began to move northwards. 

Circumstances of Time 

As we saw in Chapter 5, a Circumstance is the group of words which surrounds the events, or 

Processes, of a clause. Circumstances tell us when, where, how or why an event occurred. 

Circumstances of Time can either locate the event within a specific time period or tell us how 

long the event lasted. Just as Circumstances of Place are often placed at the beginning of the 

clause or sentence in Descriptive Reports about places, so too are Circumstances of Time 

often placed first in Historical Recounts. In Text 6.4 Circumstances of Time are in bold type. 

 6.4 

How the continent of Australia was formed 

 

The history of the Australian continent can be traced back about 

290 million years. At this time the surface of the planet was 

covered with water and all the land areas were in one place on one 

side of the planet. Instead of the six continents we have today, 

all the land was joined as one super continent which we have 

called Pangaea. 

 

About 200 million years ago cracks began to form in this giant 

land mass. When the cracks widened, the northern continents 

separated from the southern ones. Australia was then part of the 

huge southern land mass of Gondwanaland. Between 140 and 180 

million years ago Gondwanaland also began to split up. During this 
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period Australia separated from Africa and India, but remained 

attached to Antarctica. About 50 million years ago a rift 

developed between Australia and Antarctica. As the rift widened, 

Australia was separated and began to move northwards. 

 

The continent is still moving northwards at about 6 centimetres 

per year. 

Text 6.4: Circumstances of Time in Text 6.1 
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Time Processes 

Time can also be represented as an event, or Process — a feature of more sophisticated 

Historical Recounts. Because representing time as a Process results in densely packaged 

sentences which summarise events, it is necessary to use the resources of Nominalisation. In 

the following example. the Time Process is in bold and the Nominalisations which summarise 

events are italicised. 

 

The separation of Australia from Africa and India followed the earlier separation of the northern 

continents from the southern continents. 

Expressing duration of time 

In addition to the resources for expressing relationships of time between events, there are also 

resources for indicating that events took place over a period of time. The most common 

resources for doing this are Phased Processes and Time Nominal Groups. 

Phased Processes 

Phased Processes occur when a particular Process, called a Phasing Process, is used with the 

Action Process which describes an event. The most common of these Phasing Processes are 

'began' and 'continued'. In the following examples, the Time Process is in bold and the whole 

Process (ie verbal group) is italicised. 

 

Market gardens were established and continued to flourish until the early years of this century. 

 

About 200 million years ago cracks began to form in this giant landmass. 

 

Between 140 and 180 million years ago Gondwanaland also began to split up. 

Time Nominal Groups 

In more sophisticated Historical Recounts, time is expressed as a period or segment of time. 

This is realised by a Nominal Group. In Historical Recounts these Time Segments generally 

occur within a Circumstance of Time, rather than as Participants. Some common Time 

Segments are 'period', 'phase', 'era' or 'stage'. For example: 

 

During this period Australia separated from Africa and India 

Specialised terms 

Unlike the Personal Recounts students may write in English or at primary school, Historical 

Recounts include less everyday, more specialised terms. Some specialised terms in Texts 6.1 

and 6.2 are 'landmass', 'municipality', 'industrial suburb','services' and 'migrant families'.  

Generalised Participants 



Exploring Literacy in School GeographyChapter 1 

© Metropolitan East Disadvantaged Schools Program Page 102 

Because Historical Recounts focus on the actions of groups of people and on changes to 

places, the people and things involved in the events tend to be generalised rather than 

specific. These Generalised Participants can be either human or non-human. The following 

Participants are from Text 6.2. 

 

Human Participants Non-human Participants 

migrant families 

new settlers 

professional people 

the Cadigal 

the Cadigal band 

Aboriginal hunters and gatherers 

the Aborigines' way of life 

Marrickville 

the population 

growth 

the building of new retail complexes 

 

 

Participants in Historical Recounts are generally formed by Nominal Groups which, as in 

Descriptive Reports and Explanations, may consist of a number of Describers and Classifiers.  

Overview of Historical Recount 

Social purpose Retelling significant events in the history of a place 

Role in school geography Used mainly  in years 7 and 8 to describe changes to environments 

and communities. 

 

Staging Key language Resources Examples in texts 

Orientation Events set in time and place 

through Circumstances   

 

Aboriginal hunters had lived in the 

Marrickville area for at least 7000 years. 
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Record of Events Generalised  Participants 

 

Events in past represented 

through: 

Action (Material) Processes in 

simple past tense 

 

Time expressed mainly through: 

Dependent clauses 

 

 

Circumstances of time 

  

 

Processes 

 

 

Time foregrounded as starting 

point (Theme) of sentences and 

paragraphs  

Land grants to Europeans began in 1789.  

 

 

 

Marrickville boomed in the 1880s 

 

 

 

When the cracks widened, the northern 

hemisphere separated  

 

During this period Australia separated 

from Africa and India. 

 

About 200 million years ago cracks began 

to form 

 

About 200 million years ago cracks began 

to form.  When the cracks widened, the 

northern continents separated from the 

southern ones. 

 

Reorientation 

 

Events in past and present 

represented through: 

Present in past tense 

 

Present tense 

 

 

 

The character of Marrickville has begun to 

change 

The continent is still moving northwards 
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Historical Accounts: Accounting for change over time 

Examples 

The following text is an example of an Historical Account which was adapted from resources 

prepared for junior secondary students. 

 

 6.5 

The impact of agriculture on NSW rainforests  

 

It is true that Aborigines changed many of the forests, in the 

area now known as New South Wales, from closed to open areas — but 

their influence was mild compared with that of the last 200 

hundred years of settlement. At the time of the first European 

settlement in New South Wales, rainforests occurred along the 

flood plains of all the main coastal rivers north of the 

Shoalhaven as well as in several other areas. Nowadays, less than 

a third of these rainforests still remain. This has been largely 

due to clearing for agriculture during the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. 

 

The first main expansion of agricultural in New South Wales was 

the result of the rapid population increase in the mid-nineteenth 

century. The gold rushes of the 1850s had brought large numbers of 

people to Australia; however, the small quantity of alluvial gold 

actually discovered led many miners to turn to farming instead. 

Because the soil in rainforest areas was thought to be fertile, 

large tracts of rainforest were cleared and burnt for cereal and 

pasture production. Clearing the nutrient rich vegetation soon 

resulted in the degradation of many thousands of hectares and by 

1900 many farms were abandoned. Nevertheless, clearing continued 

throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  

 

The second major agricultural expansion occurred as a result of 

ex-servicemen returning from the Second World War. The low cost 

loans provided by the government encouraged many of these men to 

move into dairying and other types of farming. This resulted in a 

further increase in the intensity of agricultural development and 

the clearing of more areas of forest. This has continued to the 

present day.  

 

The events leading to heavy rainforest clearing demonstrate that 

much of the rainforest clearing in New South Wales has been caused 

by employment needs during periods of sudden population increase. 

Clearing has continued despite the unsuitability of rainforest 
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soils to agriculture and despite the effects on the fragile 

rainforest ecosystem of removing vegetation.  

 

Text 6.5: Example of an Historical Account from ???? 

Social purpose 

An Historical Account is a text that records past events as they unfold over time. Like an 

Historical Recount, it presents events in a temporal sequence. However, Historical Accounts 

also make causal links between those events. Its social purpose is, therefore, twofold — to 

record and to explain. Instead of simply presenting one event following on from another, 

events are presented as producing or causing subsequent events. For this reason the Historical 

Account has elements in common with both the Chronicle text types and the Explanation text 

types. However, its explanatory powers are limited to causal relationships which overlap with 

temporal relationships which can have the effect of simplifying causes and effects. 

 

In an Historical Account, part of the purpose of recording and explaining events is to interpret 

their historical significance and for this reason there is often a Deduction stage at the end of 

the text. 

Historical Accounts in Geography 7–10 

While students in Years 7 and 8 generally read and write the more descriptive Historical 

Recounts, by Years 9 and 10 they are expected to explain as well as record changes over time. 

Learning to write Historical Accounts is therefore a useful pedagogical step to gradually 

move students away from simply recording what happened to explaining why it happened. 

Like Factorial and Consequential Explanations, Historical Accounts are highly valued 

responses to questions in the NSW Higher School Certificate examination. 

The structure of Historical Accounts  

The social purpose of an Historical Account is achieved by moving through two obligatory 

stages and one optional stage. These stages are Orientation, Account of Events, and 

Deduction (optional). 

The Orientation stage 

One of the functions of the Orientation stage in an Historical Account is to summarise 

previous situations or historical events that will throw light on the events recorded in the 

Account stage. For example, in Text 6.5 a brief overview of how the Aborigines affected the 

rainforests is given along with information about the extent of rainforests in New South 

Wales at the time of European settlement.  
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Another function of the Orientation stage is to provide a preview of the events to follow. This 

can be done by summarising the result or outcome of the changes and signalling the causes 

and/or effects which will be elaborated in the Account stage. In Text 6.5  the result of changes 

is summarised in the statement 'less than a third of these rainforests still remain' and the major 

cause is given as the 'clearing for agriculture during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries'. 

The Account stage 

The Account stage is the main stage of the text . Events unfold in a linear fashion and cause 

and effect relationships between these events are made explicit. In Text 6.5 the Account stage 

is organised into two broad time phases — the post gold rush period and the post World War 

II period. Section Previews signal both the period of time to be covered in each section and 

the cause of expansion in that period. 

The Deduction stage  

The Deduction stage is an optional stage. Its function is to draw out the historical significance 

of the events that have been recorded and so involves the writer in making generalisations 

about the pattern of events. In Text 6.5  this generalisation is that 'much of the rainforest 

clearing in New South Wales has been caused by employment needs during periods of sudden 

population increase.' Where relevant, making predictions about the future from past trends 

and patterns is also valued in the Deduction stage.  

 

Text 6.6 illustrates the stages of an Historical Account and the use of previews to organise 

information within the text. 

Stage   Organisation 

 

 

Orientation 

 6.5 

The impact of agriculture on NSW rainforests  

 

It is true that Aborigines changed many of the forests, in the area now 

known as New South Wales, from closed to open areas — but their 

influence was mild compared with that of the last 200 hundred years of 

settlement. At the time of the first European settlement in New South 

Wales, rainforests occurred along the flood plains of all the main coastal 

rivers north of Shoalhaven as well as in several other areas. Nowadays, 

less than a third of these rainforests still remain. This has been 

largely due to clearing for agriculture during the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Text preview 
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Account The first main expansion of agricultural in New South Wales was 

the result of the rapid population increase in the mid-nineteenth 

century. The gold rushes of the 1850s had brought large numbers of 

people to Australia; however, the small quantity of alluvial gold actually 

discovered led many miners to turn to farming instead. Because the soil 

in rainforest areas was thought to be fertile, large tracts of rainforest 

were cleared and burnt for cereal and pasture production. Clearing the 

nutrient rich vegetation soon resulted in the degradation of many 

thousands of hectares and by 1900 many farms were abandoned. 

Nevertheless, clearing continued throughout the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries.  

The second major agricultural expansion occurred as a result of ex-

servicemen returning from the Second World War. The low cost 

loans provided by the government encouraged many of these men to 

move into dairying and other types of farming. This resulted in a further 

increase in the intensity of agricultural development and the clearing of 

more areas of forest. This has continued to the present day.  

 

Section 

preview 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Section 

preview 

Deduction The events leading to heavy rainforest clearing demonstrate that much of 

the rainforest clearing in New South Wales has been caused by 

employment needs during periods of sudden population increase. 

Clearing has continued despite the unsuitability of rainforest soils to 

agriculture and despite the effects on the fragile rainforest ecosystem of 

removing vegetation 

 

Text 6.6: Stages in Text 6.5 — Historical Account 

 

Language resources 

Historical Accounts have many language features in common with Historical Recounts and 

Causal Explanations. These include:: 

• Action (material) Processes in the past tense 

• Generalised human and non-human Participants 

• Time relationships realised through: 

– Circumstances  

– Processes 

– Nominal Groups (Participants)  

• Cause and Effect relationships realised through: 

– Causal conjunctions with independent and dependent clauses 

– Circumstances of Cause 

– Processes 

– Nominal Groups 
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– Nominalisation 

• Cause foregrounded as Theme: 

– at clause and sentence level 

– in Text and Section Previews 

 

Most of the resources listed above are described in Chapters 4 and 5.  

In this section we will briefly describe resources for expressing time as a participant. This 

resource is more commonly used in Historical Accounts than in Recounts because it allows 

time and cause to be compacted into the same clause.  

Expressing time as a Participant 

While resources such as Temporal conjunctions, Circumstances and Processes. are used in 

Historical Accounts to express relationships of time, it is also common to find time expressed 

within the Nominal Group as a Participant. This typically occurs in Section Previews where 

both time and cause are foreshadowed. There are a number of places within the Nominal 

Group where a time signal can be positioned. Time can be expressed as the main noun, placed 

after the main noun (as a post-Modifier) or before the main noun (as a pre-Modifier). As Text 

6.5 does not have examples to illustrate all positions, further examples are taken from two 

Historical Accounts written by students for the HSC examination. Although these texts are 

too long to reproduce here in full, we recommend that teachers examine sample answers of 

HSC examinations in order to assist junior secondary students to prepare for the kind of texts 

which are valued by examiners in Years 11 and 12. 

Time as main noun 

Earlier in this chapter, in our discussion of Historical Recounts, we gave examples of 

Nominal groups which contained an expression of time as the main noun (eg 'a period', 'a 

phase', 'a stage'). For example: 

 

During this period Australia separated from Africa and India 

 

In Historical Recounts time is generally expressed as a noun within Circumstances (eg 

'During this period'). However, in Historical Accounts, the time noun itself is often a 

Participant in the clause. For example: 

 

The early 1970s saw the oil crisis and the raising of oil prices by the oil rich OPEC countries of the 

Middle East. 

 

The next stage in Silicon Valley's manufacturing change was almost entirely local. 

Time as a post-Modifier within a Nominal Group 
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An expression of time may also be included after the main noun within the nominal group. 

This may occur in Historical Accounts where cause has been included within the nominal 

group. In the following example from Text 6.5 , the cause noun is in bold and the time 

expression is italicised. 

 

The first main expansion of agricultural in New South Wales was the result of the rapid population 

increase in the mid-nineteenth century.  

 

Time expressions which are included within the Nominal Group are often confused with 

Circumstances of time. Circumstances, as we have seen earlier, are separate elements in a 

clause and can therefore be moved to different places within the clause. Time expressions 

such as the one in the example above give information about the main noun and therefore 

cannot be moved outside the Nominal Group. Moving this phrase to the beginning of the 

sentence, as in the following example, would not have the same meaning. 

 

In the mid-nineteenth century, the first main expansion of agricultural in New South Wales was the 

result of the rapid population increase .  

Time as a pre-Modifier within the Nominal Group 

Using a pre-Modifer is a common way of expressing time and, as the name suggests are 

normally placed before the main noun. These pre-Modifiers (which are normally Describers, 

Classifiers, Numeratives etc) can express a specific time or indicate the general sequence of 

events. As with post-Modifiers, pre-Modifiers allow a great deal of information to be 

packaged into a clause. The following is an example of a time Modifier. 

 

The 1970 oil crisis  

  

In the following examples the general time Modifiers are in bold type. 

 

The initial change was a local one 

 

The next stage was almost entirely local 

 

The first main expansion  
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Expressing time and cause in Historical Accounts 

Text 6.7 illustrates how time and cause are typically realised in Historical Accounts. The 

expressions of time are in bold and the expressions of cause are italicised. 

 

 6.7 

The impact of agriculture on NSW rainforests  

 

It is true that Aborigines changed many of the forests, in the 

area now known as New South Wales, from closed to open areas — but 

their influence was mild compared with that of the last 200 

hundred years of settlement. At the time of the first European 

settlement in New South Wales, rainforests occurred along the 

flood plains of all the main coastal rivers north of the 

Shoalhaven as well as in several other areas. Nowadays, less than 

a third of these rainforests still remain. This has been largely 

due to clearing for agriculture during the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. 

 

The first main expansion of agricultural in New South Wales was 

the result of the rapid population increase in the mid-nineteenth 

century. The gold rushes of the 1850s had brought large numbers of 

people to Australia; however, the small quantity of alluvial gold 

actually discovered led many miners to turn to farming instead. 

Because the soil in rainforest areas was thought to be fertile, 

large tracts of rainforest were cleared and burnt for cereal and 

pasture production. Clearing the nutrient rich vegetation soon 

resulted in the degradation of many thousands of hectares and by 

1900 many farms were abandoned. Nevertheless, clearing continued 

throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  

 

The second major agricultural expansion occurred as a result of 

ex-servicemen returning from the Second World War. The low cost 

loans provided by the government encouraged many of these men to 

move into dairying and other types of farming. This resulted in a 

further increase in the intensity of agricultural development and 

the clearing of more areas of forest. This has continued to the 

present day.  

 

The events leading to heavy rainforest clearing demonstrate that 

much of the rainforest clearing in New South Wales has been caused 

by employment needs during periods of sudden population increase. 

Clearing has continued despite the unsuitability of rainforest 

soils to agriculture and despite the effects on the fragile 

rainforest ecosystem of removing vegetation.  

Text 6.7: Realising time and cause in Text 6.5 
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Overview of Historical Accounts  

 

Social purpose Accounting for why events in the past happened 

Role in school 

geography 

Plays an important role in recounting historical events and explaining 

them. Answers the syllabus question: 

How is it changing over time? 

 

Staging Key language resources Examples in text 

Background Events set in time and place through 

Circumstances   

 

Causes and Effects  foregrounded 

through Text Preview 

At the time of the first European 

settlement in NSW 

 

This has been largely due to clearing  

during the 19th and 20th century. 

Account of 

Events 

Generalised  abstract Participants 

 

 

Past events represented through: 

Action Processes in simple past tense 

 

Time expressed mainly through: 

Processes 

 

Nominal Group (participant) 

 

 

Cause and effect links made through: 

Conjunctions in Dependent clauses 

 

 

Circumstances  

 

Processes 

 

Nominal Group with Nominalisation 

 

 

Time and Cause foregrounded as 

starting point (Theme) of paragraphs  

Much of the rainforest clearing has 

been caused by employment needs. 

 

 

Large tracts of rainforest were cleared 

and burnt. 

 

This has continued to the present day 

 

The gold rushes of the 1850s had 

brought large numbers of people ... 

 

 

Because the soil was thought to be 

fertile, rainforests were cleared. 

 

This occured as a result of expansion. 

 

This resulted in a further increase. 

 

The expansion was the result of the 

population increase. 

 

The first main expansion was the result 

of rapid population increase in the mid-

nineteenth century. 

Deduction 

(optional) 

Expressions of judgement Clearing has continued despite the 

unsuitability of rainforest soils .. 
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Language features of other Chronicle text types 

This section provides overviews and examples of three chronicle text types which are used in 

other subject areas at primary and/or secondary school. Each of these text types employs 

some language resources similar to those used in Historical Recounts and Accounts. Learning 

to read and write Historical Recounts and Accounts will be easier for students if connections 

are made to other related text types with which they may be familiar. Full descriptions of 

'Story' Recounts can be found in Exploring Literacy in School English  and full descriptions 

of Autobiographical and Biographical Recounts can be found in Exploring Literacy in School 

History. Both these books are part of the Write it Right Resources for Literacy and Learning 

series produced by the Disadvantaged Schools Program, Metropolitan East. 
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Overview of ‘Story’ Recounts 

Social Purpose Responding personally to a series of events 

 

Role in school English Commonly used in journal writing in Years 7 and 8 

 

 

Staging Key language resources Examples in text 

Orientation Events set in time through: 

 

Dependent Clauses of time 

 

 

Time circumstances 

 

 

It all happened when I was walking home 

from school. 

 

It happened a long time ago 

 

Record Specific, human Participants, 

especially ‘I’ 

 

Action (Material) Processes – 

simple past tense 

 

Time expressed mainly through: 

Time Conjunctions 

 

Dependent clauses 

 

Feelings of the writer expressed 

through: 

Mental Processes 

 

Attitudinal Describers 

 

Intensifiers 

 

Everyday, colloquial words 

I gave in to my temper 

 

 

He kicked my bag and and jumped off the 

bike. 

 

 

Then they hit me 

 

When I finally caught up to him, I threw 

punches galore. 

 

 

I didn’t mind this 

 

They started yelling stupid names 

 

I threw punches galore 

 

This made me sore 

Reorientation Events evaluated through mental 

processes 

I think I was the victor, but if I was, I  

don’t think it was worth it 
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Text 6.8 illustrates the key language features of a ‘Story’ Recount  

 

 6.8 

The Fight  

 

It all happened when I was walking home from school.  

 

Two twits from my class decided to pick on me. They started 

yelling stupid names like Spazzo, Pigface etc. I didn't mind this. 

I also didn't mind Kelly punching me in the shoulder. What I did 

mind was that Kelly kept me occupied while Matthew (better known 

as Roberts) rode my bike around the cul de sac of the street. This 

was harmless. But, still riding, he kicked off my bag and jumped 

off the bike leaving it to fall. This made me sore. I gave in to 

my temper. When Matthew saw this he took off. So it was me and 

David Kelly to battle it out. I chased him around and around the 

street. When I finally caught up to him I threw punches galore. 

Most of them missed. Kelly managed to escape and run home.  

 

I think I was the victor, but if I was, I don't think it was worth 

it. 

Text 6.8: Example of a 'Story' Recount written by a Year 6 student in Exploring literacy in School 

English, DSP, Metroplitan East Region NSW Department of School Education, 1995 
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Overview of Autobiographical Recount 

 

Social purpose •Retelling the events of one’s own life 

Role in school history •Very common in introductory units or ones focussing on personal 

histories 

 

 

Staging Key language resources Examples in texts 

Orientation Present tense My name is Sophie Tsouloukidis 

Record Specific, human Participants , 

especially ‘I’ 

 

Action (Material) Processes – 

simple past tense 

 

Time expressed mainly through: 

Dependent clauses 

 

 

Circumstances of time 

  

Processes 

 

Feelings of the writer expressed 

through: 

 

Mental Processes 

 

Attitudinal Describers 

 

Time foregrounded as starting 

point (Theme) of sentences and 

paragraphs  

 

One year later my mother, sister and I came 

to Australia. 

 

I came to Australia to be reunited 

 

 

 

After completing my teacher training 

course, I started teaching. 

 

When I was three I had a terrible experience. 

 

Before long I started primary school 

 

 

 

 

I found it difficult at first 

 

I had a terrible experience 

 

When I was three I had a terrible experience. 

At the time I was living with my 

grandmother.. 
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Text 6.9  illustrates the key language features of an Autobiographical Recount  

 

 6.9 

 

My name is Sophie Tsouloukidis and I was born in Greece in 1957. 

Some of the most important events in my life are described below.  

 

When I was three I had a terrible experience which stands out in 

my mind. At the time I was living with my grandmother who had a 

well in her garden and one day I was helping to get some water and 

I fell in and nearly drowned.  

 

One year later my mother, sister and I came to Australia to be 

reunited with my father who had come out a year earlier. I was 

really excited about such a long trip on a boat even though I 

didn't know what to expect in Australia.  

 

Before long I started primary school which I found difficult at 

first, because I couldn't speak English.  

 

In Year 5 my teachers felt it was best for me to repeat the year. 

I didn't feel happy about this at first but by the end of the 

second year I came first in my class and went into the top class 

in Year 6.  

 

1969 was a very important year for me as I started high school. I 

found my six years at Parramatta High challenging and enjoyable. 

At the beginning of Year 12 I was made a prefect.  

 

Last year was a highlight in my life as I spent four months 

travelling in Europe.  

Text 6.9: Example of an Autobiographical Recount from Exploring literacy in School History, DSP, 

Metroplitan East Region NSW Department of School Education, 1996: 
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Overview of Biographical Recount 

Social purpose Retelling the events of a person’s life 

Role in school history Common in Years 7 and 8 in focusing on personal histories 

 

Staging Key language resources Examples in text 

Orientation Events set in time and place 

through Circumstances of Time 

and place 

Mary Reiby, nee Haydock, was born in 

England in 1772. 

Record Specific, human Participants 

 

 

Action (Material) Processes – 

simple past tense 

 

Time expressed mainly through: 

Dependent clauses 

 

 

Circumstances of time 

  

 

Time foregrounded as starting 

point (Theme) of sentences and 

paragraphs  

Mary married Thomas Reiby, a young 

officer… 

 

Mary was convicted for stealing.. 

 

 

 

She ran a bakery while her husband 

operated a fleet of three small ships. 

 

In the year 1812, Mary opened a new 

warehouse. 

 

In 1785, at the age of thirteen, Mary was 

convicted for stealing. 

 

(Evaluation of 

Person) 

Person evaluated through: 

Attitudinal describers 

 

Projection 

 

 

Her life was indeed fortunate 

 

Some argue that Greenway’s designs are 

mere copies. 
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Text 6.10 illustrates the key language features of a Biographical Recount  

 

 6.10 

Mary Reiby 

 

Mary Reiby, nee Haydock, was born in England in 1772. She was 

transported as a convict to Australia where she became a 

successful business woman. 

 

In 1785, at the age of thirteen, Mary was convicted for stealing 

the favourite horse of the local squire and was sentenced to seven 

years transportation to New South Wales. Soon after her arrival 

she was employed as a nursemaid in the household of Major Francis 

Grose. 

 

Nine years later, in 1784, Mary married Thomas Reiby, a young 

officer of the British East India Company. They set up a home in 

the Rocks area where she ran a bakery business while her husband 

operated a fleet of three small ships to the Hawkesbury for grain 

and the Hunter River for coal and timber. During this time she 

also managed to raise seven children. 

 

In 1809 Thomas Reiby suffered severe sunstroke in India and due to 

the effect of this he died two years later. As a result Mary took 

over the family businesses, many of which were located in the 

centre of Sydney. 

 

In the year 1812 Mary opened a new warehouse and expanded her 

maritime business by buying a ship called the John Palmer. In 1817 

she bought another ship. Three years later she returned to England 

with her daughters to visit family and friends and at the same 

time took care of her business interests. 

 

In 1828 she returned to Sydney to continue making investments in 

city  

properties. She became involved in charity work, town planning and  

education. On the 30th of May, 1855 Mary died in Newtown, NSW, 

aged seventy eight. 

 

Mary Reiby, despite her convict background, became a very 

successful settler. Apart from her considerable ability in 

business, she was also a selfless person and due to her charity 

work she received great respect from the community. Her life was 

indeed fortunate. 

Text 6.10: Example of a Biographical Recount from from Exploring literacy in School History, DSP, 

Metroplitan East Region NSW Department of School Education, 1996 
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7 Exploring issues in geography 

As students move into the senior years of geography their investigation of places becomes 

more analytical. In addition to describing features of places and explaining generalised 

patterns and processes, students need to explore environmental and social issues. This 

involves analysis of current management practices as well as of possible alternatives. The 

move towards analysis of issues has been made more explicit in the new syllabus with the 

addition to the syllabus structure questions of Should it be like this? and What action is 

appropriate?  

 

The two text types which are most often used to explore issues associated with environments 

and communities are Analytical Expositions and Discussions.  

 

The Analytical Expositions and Discussions which are described in this book are similar in 

many ways to the Expositions and Discussions written by students in primary school.* At 

both levels these text types attempt to persuade the reader to agree with one position on an 

issue, either by presenting one side of the issue or by presenting opposing arguments. 

However, an important difference is that Analytical Expositions and Discussions at secondary 

school level require students to assess, analyse and critically evaluate a range of evidence. 

Students must not only assemble convincing supporting evidence, but also refute the 

opposing arguments. To do this they need to employ a broad range of language resources to 

appraise the worth of evidence, to incorporate different kinds of evidence into an argument 

and to make judgements and recommendations.  

 

Although Analytical Expositions and Discussions draw on similar language resources to 

achieve their social purpose, there are some differences in how and to what extent some of 

these resources are employed. For example, in order for Discussions to appear balanced, more 

use is made of resources which enable evidence and opinions to be reported. 

 

Because Analytical Expositions and Discussions are complex text types, the description of 

language has been broken into two chapters. In Chapter 7 we will describe how each text type 

is staged and present the language resources used for organising and incorporating 

information within the text. As in previous chapters we will discuss the two text types 

                                                 
* A description of these and other primary text types is provided in Disadvantaged Schools Program (1988) 

Writing Factual Texts,  Department of School Education, Metroplitan East Region, Sydney 
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separately and, where appropriate, compare the use of key language features in both text 

types. In Chapter 8 we will concentrate on the resources used by Analytical Expositions and 

Discussions to persuade the reader to accept a point of view.  

Analytical Expositions: Arguing for one point of view 

Examples 

Text 7.1 is an example of an Analytical Exposition which students at levels 6,7, or 8 may be 

required to write.  

 

 7.1 

Do you agree with the Forestry Commissions policy to phase out 

major rainforest logging operations in New South Wales? Give 

reasons for your answer. 

 

Forestry is one of Australia's major primary industries. Logging 

and processing timber employs about 106,000 people in Australia 

with sales of about 10 billion dollars each year. A significant 

proportion of the jobs and incomes comes from logging the 

rainforest timbers of New South Wales. These forests are currently 

logged according to a strict quota system limiting the volume of 

timber which can be taken. 

 

In recent years the timber industry has come under a great deal of 

pressure from politically powerful lobby groups to cease its 

operations in New South Wales rainforests. This pressure has 

resulted in the current Forestry Commission policy to phase out 

major rainforest logging operations. The effect of this policy on 

both the timber and building industries will be disastrous. 

Properly controlled logging not only provides employment and helps 

the economy but also benefits the rainforests themselves. 

 

One argument for continuing rainforest logging concerns the 

employment which is provided by the timber industry. The 

rainforest logging industry in New South Wales currently supports 

almost 500 people directly and many thousands indirectly. If 

logging operations cease, many workers — in both the timber 

industry and other related industries — will lose their jobs and 

unemployment in mill towns will rise even higher. This 

unemployment will present social as well as economic problems. If 

the mills close, as has happened so often in the past, the workers 

will have to move house or change jobs, children will have to 

change schools, and in many cases the 'mill' towns will go into 

decline and die. While conservationists argue that these workers 

can be employed in other industries, it is unlikely that 
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specialised workers will find alternative employment in the 

current economic climate. 

 

A further argument in support of continued logging relates to the 

lack of viable alternatives to rainforest timbers. One of the main 

uses of rainforest timbers is in the production of plywood. 

Plywood is a very strong timber product which is used in the 

building and construction industry for structural purposes. 

Although alternatives to plywood do exist, they are not suited to 

all forms of plywood production and the new mill equipment which 

would be needed to produce them is very expensive. If rainforest 

logging is stopped, the building industry will be forced to import 

expensive timbers from overseas. This would lead to an increase in 

already high building costs and also place added pressure on 

rainforests in many countries which do not have the rigorous 

environmental controls of those in Australia.  

  

Finally, despite the claims of conservationists, logging is 

beneficial to rainforests. Forests regenerate quickly after 

logging and are healthier than they were before. Instead of old, 

hollow trees that are almost dead, regenerated forests contain 

young vigorous trees which can support much more wildlife than an 

old forest. In addition, the selective logging policy of 

preserving an average of 50 per cent of the forest canopy ensures 

that the soils and forest floor vegetation are protected while new 

trees are growing. Consequently, in a little over one generation, 

regenerated forests are hardly distinguishable from old growth 

practices.  

 

The arguments presented above make it clear that current logging 

practices in rainforests should be continued. Logging provides 

much needed employment as well as economic and social benefits. 

With continuing development of environmental protection measures 

by the timber industry, the future care and protection of this 

valuable resource is also ensured.  

Text 7.1: Example of Analytical Exposition — text written ??? by in answer to ??? question 

Social purpose 

Expositions have two basic functions. One is to persuade the reader to agree with one 

particular point of view; that is to think in a particular way. Expositions which seek to 

persuade in this way are called Analytical Expositions. Another function of Expositions is to 

persuade the reader to act in a certain way. Expositions which aim to influence the way 

people act are called Hortatory Expositions. A typical Hortatory Exposition would be a 

letter from one's local member of parliament seeking to persuade people to vote for him or 

her. 
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Many Expositions are both Hortatory and Analytical. For example, for the politician to 

persuade people to act in a certain way, for example to vote for his or her party, it is probably 

necessary to first convince them to think in a particular way. Similarly, Expositions in 

geography are often both Hortatory and Analytical; for example, a reader may first be 

persuaded that rainforests are worth protecting and then told what steps to take when visiting 

a rainforest. Usually, however, the primary purpose of Expositions which students have to 

write in Geography 7-10 is to persuade the reader to think in a certain way. Therefore, it is 

Analytical Expositions which will be the focus of this chapter. 

 

Analytical Expositions present one side of an issue only. They do not attempt to balance 

arguments for and against an issue, no matter how controversial the issue may be. They are 

very powerful texts and are used in many contexts. Much of our political and legal life is 

conducted through Expositions. Besides appealing to factual knowledge, reason and intellect, 

Analytical Expositions often use very complex strategies and language in order to persuade 

readers to accept a position or to act in a certain way.  

Analytical Expositions in Geography 7–10 

Analytical Expositions play a very important role in geography. Reading and writing these 

texts assists students to 'increase their understandings of contemporary issues and world 

affairs' (aim from Syllabus in Geography Years 7–10 , page 6). In doing so they assist 

students to develop the values and attitudes which are an essential part of the course.  

 

Analytical Expositions are in some ways similar to Explanations which explain the causes or 

impacts of phenomena. However, whereas Factorial and Consequential Explanations explain 

phenomena in terms of reasons and outcomes, Analytical Expositions focus on assessing the 

extent of these reasons and outcomes, often for the purposes of influencing policy decisions. 

In this way, Analytical Expositions emphasise the interpretative and therefore arguable nature 

of geographical knowledge. Many of the questions set for students leave them the choice of 

responding by explaining in a straightforward way or by analysing the probability or degree 

of the reasons or consequences. The following questions from the 1990 Geography HSC 

examination paper illustrate such possibilities.  

 

Examine the impact on the environment of nuclear and other strategic industries. 

 

Discuss the consequences of culture contact within one of Australia's neighbouring nations.  

 

Discuss the impact of local, national and global forces on the manufacturing activities of either a 

particular manufacturing industry or a manufacturing area. 
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It is important that students are aware that it is possible to respond to such questions at 

different levels. It is not only the instruction words, such as 'discuss' or 'analyse' in the 

questions which determine the text type of the response. Students will need, firstly, to 

examine the topic of the question to see whether there is an issue which is open to alternative 

interpretations. If alternative interpretations can be identified, students will need to decide 

whether they have enough evidence to make a case for or against a particular interpretation. 

In some cases students are not required to make a case and it is a straightforward explanation 

of causes or consequences which is the valued response. In others an evaluation of these 

causes or consequences is more highly valued.  

 

Because Analytical Expositions in geography assume significant knowledge of a topic, they 

tend to be used towards the end of a unit of work, when basic factual information has been 

introduced and explained. It is also more likely for Expositions to play a role in geography 

towards the end of junior secondary school, rather than at the beginning. This is not only 

because of the factual knowledge they assume, but also because they require students to be 

aware of broader social issues. 

The structure of Analytical Expositions 

 

Most Analytical Expositions consist of four distinct stages, each of which performs a 

different function. The four stages are Identification, Thesis, Arguments and Reinforcement 

of Thesis. Many Analytical Expositions also conclude with a Recommendation stage. 

 

Text 7.2 illustrates the stages of an Analytical Exposition. This Exposition responds to the 

same question as Text 7.1 from a different perspective. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Identification 

 7.2 

Do you agree with the Forestry Commissions policy to phase out major logging 

operations in New South Wales?  

Give reasons for your answer. 

 

Rainforests are found in patches all along the east coast of Australia. The Forestry 

Commission estimates that in New South Wales there are currently 253,000 hectares 

of rainforest remaining of which almost 70 per cent is in State Forests. At present 

these areas are logged by both selective and clearfelling methods, according to an 

annual quota of a volume of timber which can be taken by each mill. 

 

Thesis Despite arguments to the contrary, there is strong evidence that these logging 

practices not only cause significant and often irreparable damage to the environment, 

but ultimately to the timber industry itself. The Forestry Commission's policy of 

phasing out major logging operations by 1996 must, therefore, be considered essential 

to preserve what is left of the New South Wales rainforests. 
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Arguments  

Argument 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Concession 

 

 

The most important reason for phasing out logging is its destructive impact on the 

environment. Logging affects the rainforest ecosystem in a number of ways. Firstly, 

the loss of rainforest means the loss of large quantities of unique plant and animal 

species. Despite their diminishing area, the rainforests of eastern Australia still retain 

the greatest number of flowering plant species in the world. The rainforests also 

provide a habitat for many species of rare and/or endangered animals, some of which 

are found only in rainforests. These plants and animals evolve to suit the specific 

environmental conditions of the rainforest. If these conditions are modified by 

removing trees, many of these species will become extinct. It is estimated, in fact, that 

if rainforest destruction occurs at the present rate, by the end of the century nearly 

half of the world's plant and animal species will be wiped out. Although the forestry 

industry claims that trees grow well in regenerated forests, these new growth forests 

do not provide the conditions for many species to survive. For example, the new trees 

do not have the valuable hollows which provide habitats for tree dwelling animals. 
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Concession 

 

 

 

Argument 2 

 

 

Concession 

 

 

 

 

 

Concession 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Argument 3 

Rainforest soils are also affected by removing trees. In general, most of the nutrients 

of rainforests are stored in the vegetation and not in the soils. Before logging, the soil 

is protected by vegetation and leaf litter. When the canopy of trees is partially or 

totally removed by logging large areas of soils are left exposed to rain and wind. The 

water and nutrients are transported out of the area by the rain and wind resulting in 

soil erosion. Even though new trees are often planted, a great deal of the nutrient 

value of the forests may be lost before the soil can once again be protected. 

 

A second reason for phasing out rainforest logging is that continuing present logging 

practices will ultimately have a negative effect on the timber industry itself. While the 

timber lobby argues that continued logging will protect the industry, this argument 

ignores the long-term effects of continuing present practices. Many timber mills in 

New South Wales are still operating according to quotas which were set in 1953. 

These quotas were determined on the basis of each mill's log intake and were set well 

beyond the capacity of the State's rainforest areas to sustain them. Although some 

quotas have been changed since then, these unsustainable logging practices have lead 

to diminishing supplies of timber. If present logging practices are continued the 

supply of timber will soon run out and many workers in the industry will lose their 

jobs. 

 

Finally, there are strong political reasons for ceasing logging. Although supporters for 

logging claim that conservationists represent only a small minority of the population, 

there is evidence to prove that this is far from true. A recent opinion poll 

commissioned by the National Conservation Foundation found that 69 per cent of 

people in New South Wales favour preserving what is left of the State's rainforests 

from logging and clearing. This is a substantial majority and shows that rainforest 

protection is by far the most important conservation issue in New South Wales. 

 

Reinforcement of 

Thesis 

The arguments presented in this essay make it clear that continuing current practices 

of rainforest logging in New South Wales would be irresponsible. Therefore, phasing 

out rainforest logging as proposed by the Forestry Commission is the only workable 

alternative because it allows for time to find viable alternatives to rainforest timbers 

and to provide alternative employment to the workers.  

 

Recommendation One possible way of addressing the economic consequences of phasing out logging is 

to develop other industries such as eco-tourism in the existing rainforest areas. 

Properly managed eco-tourism would provide employment and much needed money 

for the 'mill' towns, it would also enable people to enjoy and appreciate the value of 

the existing rainforests as well as ensure the continued preservation of the delicate 

rainforest ecosystems. 
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Text 7.2: Example of staging in an Analytical Exposition — text written by the Write it Right team 

 

The Identification stage 

The Identification stage functions in the same way as the Identification in Reports and 

Explanations. In this stage the phenomenon under investigation is identified and, if necessary, 

defined. Some relevant factual information about the phenomenon is also often provided. In 

Text 7.2 rainforests are identified and factual information about their location and past and 

present extent in Australia and in New South Wales is provided.  

The Thesis stage 

The Thesis stage functions to introduce the issue in question and to state the writer's position 

on the issue. In this stage the arguments which will be made are often previewed. In Text 7.2 

the issue is identified as logging and the writer's position, that logging is harmful to the 

environment and should be phased out, is put forward. 

The Arguments stage 

In the Arguments stage a number of arguments are introduced. It is through these arguments 

that the writer aims to convince the reader to accept a particular position on an issue. In order 

to convince the reader of the argument, the writer must present evidence. This evidence may 

take many different forms which may include scientific explanations, results of studies or 

opinion polls, opinions of 'experts' or descriptions of events or situations. The difference 

between 'evidence' and 'arguments' is not always clear cut. In the following sections we will 

refer to arguments as the more general claims which are made in support of the main thesis 

and evidence as the information given to support this claim. In Text 7.2, two main arguments 

are given: the effect of logging on the forest ecosystem and the effect of logging on the timber 

industry. In the first argument the impact on two aspects of the ecosystem is explained (ie 

plants and animals, and soils). 

 

Evidence or arguments that challenge the thesis may be included in the Arguments stage, 

however, these arguments are immediately critiqued and thus weakened. Including these 

counter arguments, or Concessions, can be a powerful persuasive strategy as it gives the 

appearance that the writer has considered the opponents' arguments. Some language resources 

for weakening the opponent's arguments in this way are given in Chapter 8. A number of 

Concessions to the arguments of the timber industry are woven into the arguments of Text 

7.2. These are italicised in the text.  

The Reinforcement of Thesis stage 

The Reinforcement of Thesis stage re-affirms the point of view that was stated in the Thesis 

stage, however, it is often much stronger and more direct. In Analytical Expositions the direct 
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'appeal' to the reader is often disguised as a logical conclusion. In Text 7.2 the Reinforcement 

is expressed as 'phasing out rainforest logging as proposed by the Forestry Commission is the 

only viable alternative'. Behind this 'conclusion', however, is the appeal 'We must stop 

logging'. Language resources for expressing a point of view in this way will also be described 

more fully in Chapter 8.  

 

In the Recommendation stage, the writer recommends a course of action for addressing the 

often practical problems which have arisen from the issue discussed. This may take the form 

of a suggestion or a demand for action which may include a rationale. In Text 7.2, for 

example, the recommendation consists of both a demand for action (for the timber industry 

and the government to take responsibility for finding alternatives to rainforest timbers) and a 

suggestion for action (to develop industries such as eco-tourism). 

Introducing evidence  

In order to persuade the reader to agree with a point of view, the writer must include evidence 

to support his/her argument. Evidence will more effectively convince the reader if it appears 

to be factual and drawn from sources beyond the personal experiences of the writer. Sources 

which are valued in geography include explanations, scientific investigations, surveys, media 

stories and commentaries, and case studies of events.  

 

Evidence is usually introduced into the argument of an Analytical Exposition by using other 

text types. Because of this, Analytical Expositions and Discussions can often be a type of 

macro-text type, with other texts embedded within the arguments stage. The most common 

text types used to introduce evidence are Explanations, Descriptive Reports, Historical 

Recounts and Historical Accounts. If students have experience reading and writing these text 

types, they will find it much easier to provide valuable evidence to support their argument. In 

this section we will look at how some of these text types function to provide different kinds 

of evidence within Analytical Expositions.  

Evidence to explain and predict consequences 

One of the most highly valued kinds of evidence in geography is an explanation from a 

recognised expert. Consequently, in arguments about environmental issues, this evidence 

usually take the form of scientific explanations of the present or likely consequences of a 

course of action. For this reason, Causal and Consequential Explanations are often introduced 

as evidence for an argument. These may appear as whole texts or as one or more cause and 

effect sequences (ie Implication Sequences). 

  

Text 7.3 shows how, in Argument 1 in Text 7.2, Consequential and Causal Explanations are 

drawn upon to explain and predict consequences.  
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Effect 2 

 

Implication  

sequence 

 

The most important reason for phasing out logging is its destructive impact on the 

environment. Logging affects the rainforest ecosystem in a number of ways. Firstly, 

the loss of rainforest means the loss of large quantities of unique plant and animal 

species. Despite their diminishing area, the rainforests of eastern Australia still 

retain the greatest number of flowering plant species in the world. The rainforests 

also provide a habitat for many species of rare and/or endangered animals, some of 

which are found only in rainforests. These plants and animals evolve to suit the 

specific environmental conditions of the rainforest. If these conditions are modified 

by removing trees, many of these species will become extinct. It is estimated, in 

fact, that if rainforest destruction occurs at the present rate, by the end of the century 

nearly half of the world's plant and animal species will be wiped out. Although the 

forestry industry claims that trees grow well in regenerated forests, these new 

growth forests do not provide the conditions for many species to survive. For 

example, the new trees do not have the valuable hollows which provide habitats for 

tree dwelling animals.  

 

Rainforest soils are also affected by removing trees. In general, most of the nutrients 

of rainforests are stored in the vegetation and not in the soils. Before logging, the 

soil is protected by vegetation and leaf litter. When the canopy of trees is partially 

or totally removed by logging large areas of soils are left exposed to rain and wind. 

The water and nutrients are transported out of the area by the rain and wind 

resulting in soil erosion. Even though new trees are often planted, a great deal of the 

nutrient value of the forests may be lost before the soil can once again be protected. 

 

Text 7.3: Consequential and Causal Explanations in Text 7.2 

 

Language resources  

 

Some of the key language resources used to explain consequences are: 

• Action Processes  

• passive voice 

• Text and Section Previews  

• cause and effect expressions  

• Nominalisation 

These language resources are described in Chapter 5.  

Evidence to describe how things are 
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Descriptions are another kind of highly valued evidence in geography. These are usually 

taken from scientific or geographic reports of phenomena. Descriptions of phenomena are 

often given before the consequences of changing them are explained. To provide this kind of 

evidence students must use the language resources of Descriptive Reports, as well as the 

language resources of a range of Explanations.  

 

Text 7.4 illustrates how a Description is used to present evidence in a paragraph in Text 7.1 
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 7.4 

A further argument in support of continued logging relates to the lack of viable 

alternatives to rainforest timbers. One of the main uses of rainforest timbers is in the 

production of plywood. Plywood is a very strong timber product which is used in the 

building and construction industry for structural purposes. Although alternatives to 

plywood do exist, they are not suited to all forms of plywood production and the new 

mill equipment which would be needed to produce them is very expensive. If 

rainforest logging is stopped, the building industry will be forced to import expensive 

timbers from overseas. This would lead to an increase in already high building costs 

and also place added pressure on rainforests in many countries which do not have the 

rigorous environmental controls of those in Australia.  

 

Text 7.4: Description in Text 7.1 

 

Language resources  

Some of the key language resources used to describe phenomena are:  

 

• Generalised Participants 

• Relational('being' and 'having') Processes 

• Topic as Theme of sentence 

• Classifiers in the Nominal Groups 

These language resources are described in Chapter 4 

Evidence to describe results of investigations 

In addition to describing places or phenomena, evidence may also come from the description 

of the results of investigations or opinion polls. For example, in an argument about 

rainforests, it would be appropriate to introduce evidence from a scientific study of the animal 

and plant species in New South Wales rainforests. In Text 7.2 the results of an opinion poll 

are used as evidence (see text 7.5).  
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 7.5 

Finally, there are strong political reasons for ceasing logging. Although supporters for 

logging claim that conservationists represent only a small minority of the population, 

there is evidence to prove that this is far from true. A recent opinion poll 

commissioned by the National Conservation Foundation found that 69 per cent of 

people in New South Wales favour preserving what is left of the State's rainforests 

from logging and clearing. This is a substantial majority and shows that rainforest 

protection is by far the most important conservation issue in New South Wales. 

 

Text 7.5: Description of results in Text 7.2 

 

Language resources   

In addition to the language features of Descriptive Reports which have previously been 

described, results of investigations also draw on language resources for reporting statistics 

and evidence from other sources.  

 

When using statistical data as evidence for an argument, the writer may refer to results in both 

specific terms (eg '69 per cent of people') and generalised terms (eg 'the majority of people'). 

However, when drawing a conclusion from this evidence, it is more common to refer to the 

results in generalised terms. 

 

Generalised statistics can be manifested as single number words, or Numeratives (eg 'all', 

'many', 'half'), or as small Nominal Groups within a larger Nominal Group. These latter are 

called Numerative Groups. The Numerative Group can be expanded to include words called 

Intensifiers which intensify or diminish the meaning of the Numerative. The preposition 'of' 

is generally used to link the Numerative Group with the main Nominal Group. The following 

two examples demonstrate this.  

 

Numerative Group Preposition Main Nominal Group 

Determiner Intensifier Numerative   

 

an 

 

overwhelming 

 

majority 

 

of  

 

people in New South Wales  

 

a  

 

significant  

 

proportion 

 

of 

 

the female population 
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Many of the Intensifiers which are used with Numeratives and Numerative Groups also 

function to 'colour' the evidence in some way. This function will be described more fully in 

Chapter 8. 

Reporting evidence from other sources  

In Text 7.5 the writer is not making a direct observation, but is reporting evidence which 

comes from an acknowledged source (ie an opinion poll commissioned by the National 

Conservation Foundation). However, not all evidence from other sources is acknowledged in 

Analytical Expositions. In fact, most evidence is presented as if it were a direct observation. 

Nonetheless, results of investigations usually appear more reliable, and therefore carry more 

weight, if they are quoted or reported. Because reported speech is a significant feature of 

Discussion texts, the language resources for reporting evidence will be described fully in the 

Language resources section for Discussions  

Evidence to record change over time 

Evidence to support arguments may also be given by describing how places are changing 

over time. Evidence of this kind can be incorporated into arguments as Historical Recounts or 

Historical Accounts. Text 7.6, an excerpt from an Analytical Exposition on the effects of 

transnational corporations, shows how specific events in the past have been incorporated as 

an Historical Account . 
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## Graphics needed ## 
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 7.6 

Another negative impact of transnational corporations on the economy of 

developing countries concerns their effect on local firms. Due to their size, 

transnational corporations produce goods and services efficiently and cheaply. 

Consequently, smaller local firms are less able to compete in the regional markets. 

If local firms are not able to expand, financial benefits to less developed countries 

are lessened. In the Philippines, for example, independent, smallholder banana 

producers were not given assistance by the government when the Japanese market 

was opened in the early 1970s. Those who were able to enter the market later were 

unable to acquire enough land for profitable operation. This was due to an area 

limit on banana planting imposed by the Philippine government in 1973 when it 

became aware of the possible effects of oversupply and falling prices should new 

producers enter the market. By 1980 four foreign owned transnational 

corporations controlled over 90 per cent of the banana-export industry and they 

have since further consolidated their hold.  

Text 7.6: Example of incorporation of Historical Account in an Analytical Exposition 

 

Language resources  

Some of the key language features which are used to describe and account for changes over 

time are: 

• Action Processes in the past tense 

• Generalised Participants 

• Time relationships through: 

– Circumstances of Time 

– Time Processes 

– Time Nominal Groups (Historical Account) 

• Cause and Effect links (Historical Account) through: 

– Causal conjunctions 

– Circumstances of Cause 

– Processes 

– Nominal Group 

– Nominalisation 

These language resources are described fully in Chapter 6. 

 

Organising information within Analytical Expositions 

Text and Section Previews 
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In common with most geography text types, Analytical Expositions employ Text and Section 

Previews to predict and link information within the text. 

Text Previews 

A Text Previews can be seen as the starting point for the whole text, predicting the arguments 

to follow. Text previews say to the reader What I'm going to be talking about or analysing 

is… In Analytical Expositions the Thesis statement is the starting point for the arguments to 

follow. In Text 7. 2 the Thesis also specifically previews two of the arguments which follow: 

 

Despite arguments to the contrary, there is strong evidence that these logging practices not only 

cause significant and often irreparable damage to the environment, but ultimately to the timber 

industry itself.  

Section Previews 

Section Previews in Analytical Expositions function to predict each argument. They usually 

occur at the beginning of each paragraph and are therefore often referred to as Topic 

Sentences. However, as can be seen in Text 7.7, which is an excerpt from Text 7.2, one 

section (ie argument) can run over two or more paragraphs. In fact, because the argument in 

Text 7.7 includes another complex text type (a Consequential Explanation) as evidence, 

Internal Text and Section Previews are employed as well. Using different Previews at all 

levels is very useful in guiding the reader from one argument, through the often complex 

supporting evidence, and then on to the next argument. They also assist the writer to 'stay on 

track' throughout the essay. 
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## Graphics needed ## 

 

 

Section preview 

 

 

Internal Text 

Preview 

 

Internal Section 

Preview 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Internal Section 

Preview 2 

 7.7 

The most important reason for phasing out logging is its destructive impact on the 

environment.  

 

Logging affects the rainforest ecosystem in a number of ways.  

 

Firstly, the loss of rainforest means the loss of large quantities of unique plant and 

animal species. Despite their diminishing area, the rainforests of eastern Australia 

still retain the greatest number of flowering plant species in the world. The 

rainforests also provide a habitat for many species of rare and/or endangered 

animals, some of which are found only in rainforests. These plants and animals 

evolve to suit the specific environmental conditions of the rainforest. If these 

conditions are modified by removing trees, many of these species will become 

extinct. It is estimated, in fact, that if rainforest destruction occurs at the present 

rate, by the end of the century nearly half of the world's plant and animal species 

will be wiped out. Although the forestry industry claims that trees grow well in 

regenerated forests, these new growth forests do not provide the conditions for 

many species to survive. For example, the new trees do not have the valuable 

hollows which provide habitats for tree dwelling animals.  

 

Rainforest soils are also affected by removing trees. In general, most of the 

nutrients of rainforests are stored in the vegetation and not in the soils. Before 

logging, the soil is protected by vegetation and leaf litter. When the canopy of trees 

is partially or totally removed by logging large areas of soils are left exposed to 

rain and wind. The water and nutrients are transported out of the area by the rain 

and wind resulting in soil erosion. Even though new trees are often planted, a great 

deal of the nutrient value of the forests may be lost before the soil can once again 

be protected. 

 

Text 7.7: Internal Text and Section Previews in Text 7.2 
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Language resources 

In addition to the resources of Nominalisation and complex Nominal Groups, Previews often 

use a special set of Relational ('being' and 'having') Processes. One of the most common of 

these is the Process 'concerns'. This Process is used in the following Section Preview from 

Text 7.1. 

 

One argument for the continued logging of rainforests concerns the employment which is provided 

by the timber industry. 

 

Other Processes which are used in this way include: 'relates to', 'refers to', 'is about', 'has to do 

with', 'pertains to'. These Processes function to relate the general argument of the text (eg 

'continued logging') to the specific argument of the section (eg 'employment'). Because this 

set of Processes relates Nominal Groups to one another, using them in the Preview sentence 

helps the writer to avoid elaborating the argument before they have 'set up' the argument.  

Overview of Analytical Expositions 

 

Social Purpose To persuade the reader of a particular point of view and (possibly) to 

persuade the reader to act 

 

Role in School 

Geography 

Increasingly important as students work towards outcomes from 

levels 6,7 and 8. Answers the syllabus questions: 

Should it be like this? 

What action is appropriate? 

Assists students in working towards outcomes from Values and 

Attitudes 

Arguing text types are an important form of assessment at HSC level 

 

 

Staging 
Key language resources Examples  

 

Identification 

Phenomena defined and 
identified through Relational 
Processes and Complex 
Nominal Groups. 

Forestry is one of Australia's 

major primary industries 
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Thesis 
Objective tempered judgements 
though Modality and 
Interpersonal Metaphor 

 

Arguments signalled in Text 
Preview 

 

Phasing out logging operations 

must, therefore, be considered 

essential.  

 

Logging not only provides 

employment and helps the 

economy but also benefits the 

rainforests themselves. 

 

Arguments* 

 

(other condensed 

text types as 

evidence**) 

Section Previews with 
Nominalisation 

 

Evidence reported and 
interpreted through Projection 
and Signification  

 

Arguments organised through 
Internal Conjunctions 

 

Evidence weakened through: 

• Concessive Clauses  

 

 

 

 

Evidence 'coloured' through 
Emotional language (Appraisal) 

 

The most important reason for 

phasing out logging is its 

destructive impact on the 

environment. 

It is estimated that half the 

world's species will be wiped 

out.  

 

Finally, logging is beneficial 

to rainforests. 

 

 

While conservationists argue 

that these workers can be 

employed in other industries, 

it is unlikely that they will 

find alternative employment.  

 

The 'mill' towns will go into 

decline and die. 

Reinforcement of 

Thesis 

Parts of text linked through 
Text Review. 

 

Objective tempered judgements 
though Modality and 
interpersonal metaphor 

 

The above arguments prove that 

logging should be continued. 

 

The arguments presented above 

make it clear that current 

logging practices in 

rainforests should be 

continued. 

 

Recommendation

s 

Objective tempered 
recommendations through 
Modality and interpersonal 
metaphor 

One possible way of addressing 

the economic consequences of 

phasing out logging is to 

develop other industries. 

* Those features which are also used in Discussions are fully described in the section on the Discussion text type. 

** In addition to those listed, Analytical Expositions also draw on language features from other text types to provide 

evidence for the Arguments. 

Discussions: Evaluating issues 
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Examples 

Text 7.8 is an example of a Discussion which students at level 6, 7 or 8 may be required to 

read and write. This text was written by a teacher to demonstrate the text type. It is a more 

sophisticated text than previous models because as students progress through the levels they 

are are expected to deal with more complex texts. 

 

 
 

Identification 

 7.8 

Rainforests are found in patches all along the east coast of Australia. 

The Forestry Commission estimates that in New South Wales there 

are currently 253,000 hectares of rainforest remaining, of which 

almost 70 per cent is in state forests. At present, these areas are 

logged according to an annual quota for the volume of timber which 

can be taken by each mill. By 1996, however, the Forestry 

Commission plans to phase out major logging operations altogether.  

Issue This proposal has been criticised by the logging industry who would 

like to see a continuation of the annual quotas. Many biological 

scientists and conservationists, on the other hand, have called for an 

immediate and complete cessation of all rainforest logging. In order 

to evaluate whether logging should continue or be stopped, it is 

necessary to consider the arguments of both the logging industry 

and the conservationists.  

Arguments for and 

against 

Argument 1 For 

One argument for the continued logging of rainforest concerns the 

employment which is provided by the timber industry. The 

rainforest logging industry in New South Wales currently supports 

almost 500 people directly and many thousands indirectly. The 

industry claims that if logging operations cease, these jobs will be 

lost. They say that the closure of mills will also lead to great social 

upheaval for the workers and will, in some cases, result in the 

decline of 'mill'  

 Against towns. Conservationists, however, point out that employment is 

already threatened because of the unsustainable logging practices of 

the past which have exhausted the resource. For example, the 

rainforest timber quotas, which were determined in 1953, were set 

well beyond the capacity of the State's rainforest areas to sustain 

them. Equally importantly, a lack of future planning has led to a 

situation where the industry and its workforce have been allowed to 

run down without alternatives being adequately considered. It is 

doubtful, therefore, that continuing rainforest logging at its present 

rate will guarantee employment in the long term.  
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Argument 2 For A further argument in support of continued logging concerns the 

lack of viable alternatives to rainforest timbers. One of the main 

uses of rainforest timbers is in the production of plywood. Plywood 

is a very strong timber product which is used in the building and 

construction industry for structural purposes. Although alternatives 

to plywood do exist, they may not be suited to all forms of plywood 

production and the new mill equipment which would be needed to 

produce them is very expensive.  

 Against 

 

Conservationists argue, however, that the use of rainforest timber 

for plywood production is not an appropriate use of a scarce 

resource. According to a report on rainforests by the State Pollution 

Control Commission (1979), 65 per cent of plywood made from 

rainforest timber is used and then discarded. Moreover, a further 23 

per cent is used in areas where substitutes could be relatively easily 

found. Despite this there has been little incentive to develop 

alternatives to rainforest plywood. It seems, therefore, that if more 

resources are not given to developing alternatives to rainforest 

timbers, sources of plywood will eventually be exhausted from both 

Australian and overseas forests.  

 

Argument 3 For 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Supporters of logging also argue that rainforest timber does not 

significantly disturb the rainforest ecosystem. They maintain that 

forests regenerate quickly after logging and are healthier than they 

were before. It is also claimed that logging does not seriously affect 

the soils and vegetation in the rainforest. According to the forestry 

industry, 50 per cent of the rainforest canopy is retained when 

forests are selectively logged. This provides satisfactory protection 

for soil  
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 Against and shade loving plants. Conservationists, however, argue that the 

methods of logging currently practised in New South Wales (ie 

clearfelling and 'selective' methods) do cause damage to the 

rainforest ecosystem. Their argument is that because commercial 

timber trees are not randomly distributed throughout the rainforest, 

the 50 per cent of canopy which is left is not evenly distributed. 

Consequently large areas of soils are left exposed to rain and wind 

which results in soil erosion. Moreover, biological scientists claim, 

regenerated forests do not provide the same variety of vegetation 

species, and nor do young trees provide hollows for animal habitats. 

Their argument is that plants and animals which live in the 

rainforest have evolved to suit specific environmental conditions. 

When these conditions are modified by the removal of trees many 

species will become extinct. For example, there is more evidence of 

'dieback' in forests which have been logged. While a great deal 

more scientific research is required on the long term environmental 

effects of logging, continuing to log old growth forests could place 

the rainforest ecosystem at risk. 

 

Thesis After evaluating the evidence presented by the timber industry and 

the conservationists, it is clear that the issues at stake are not simple. 

Many workers presently rely upon rainforest logging for 

employment and the building industry does need strong materials 

for construction. On the other hand, there is evidence that continued 

logging is placing the delicate rainforest ecosystem at risk and that 

long-term employment cannot be guaranteed if the current rate of 

logging is maintained. Although there is some doubt about the 

environmental effects of logging, it would be irresponsible to 

continue current practices if there is a risk of irreparable damage. 

An immediate cessation of logging is impractical because it would 

leave many workers without employment and the building industry 

without adequate alternatives for hardwoods. Consequently, phasing 

out rainforest logging as proposed by the Forestry Commission is 

the only viable alternative.  

 

Recommendation During this phasing out time it is imperative that mill owners, the 

Forestry Commission and the Government take responsibility for 

finding viable alternatives to rainforest timbers and for providing 

alternative employment for those affected. One possibility is to 

develop industries such as eco-tourism in the existing rainforest 

areas. Properly managed eco-tourism would provide employment 

and much needed money for the 'mill' towns, it would also enable 

people to enjoy and appreciate the value of the existing rainforests 

as well as ensuring the continued preservation of the delicate 

rainforest ecosystems. 

 

Text 7.8: Example of a Discussion showing stages 
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Social purpose 

The main purpose of Discussions is to persuade readers to agree with one particular point of 

view on an issue. Discussions at secondary school level do this by evaluating two or more 

opposing positions and making a judgement as to which position is more viable. This gives 

the impression that discussions weigh up evidence in a rational, balanced way before passing 

a judgement.  

 

Discussions are used in a wide range of social contexts. They are used frequently in public, 

political, legal and administrative debate. Discussions are a widely-used type of academic 

writing, where the writer has to appear to have evaluated both sides of the argument and to 

have considered the evidence carefully before making a claim. As the name suggests, 

Discussions can occur in the spoken mode as well as in writing. Spoken and written 

Discussions are used frequently in the media, usually in the form of debates or open forums 

which allow two or more sides of an issue to be presented. For example, the television 

program 'Lateline' on ABC television typically uses a discussion format to present two or 

more sides of an issue. A prime difference between media discussions and academic 

discussions is that in the latter, a judgement supporting one side of the argument or the other 

is required. Media discussions may not always conclude with a judgement. 

Discussions in Geography 7-10 

Like Analytical Expositions, Discussions play a very important role in developing students' 

knowledge, skills, values and attitudes. Some questions which could elicit a Discussion in 

Geography 7–10 are: 

 

Discuss the effects of tourism on a wilderness area of Australia. 

 

Evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of rural-urban migration.  

 

Assess the impact of European settlement on Australia's Aboriginal heritage.  

 

Analyse management plans for heritage and wilderness areas in Australia.  

 

'Transnational corporations have had a positive effect on less developed countries.' Discuss this 

statement with reference to one country you have studied. 

 

Although Discussions in the style of Text 7.8 are not usually written until a student is at level 

6 or 7, both oral and written Discussions are nevertheless used frequently in the classroom. 

Many of the videos and media articles used to build students field knowledge and raise 

awareness of issues are forms of Discussion. Watching or reading these, participating in 
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activities such as debates and class discussions, and listing or summarising advantages and 

disadvantages of an issue are all of great value in preparing students for writing Discussions. 

The structure of Discussions 

Discussions in Geography 7-10 generally consist of four stages. These are Identification, 

Issue, Arguments For and Against, and Thesis. Many discussions in geography also conclude 

with a Recommendation stage. These stages are labelled in Text 7.8. 

The Identification stage 

The Identification stage functions in the same way as the Identification in Reports, 

Explanations and Analytical Expositions. In this stage the phenomenon under investigation is 

identified and, if necessary, defined. Relevant factual information about the phenomenon is 

often provided.  

 

In Text 7.8, rainforests are identified and factual information about their location and past and 

present extent in Australia and in New South Wales is provided.  

The Issue stage 

The Issue stage introduces and sets out the issue that is to be discussed. The issue could be 

introduced by describing an event or situation which has given rise to debate and a summary 

of the two or more positions. The issue is often identified by words such as 'debate'; 

'controversy', 'discussion', 'concern' or 'argument'.  

 

In Text 7.8 the event which has given rise to debate is a proposal to phase out logging 

operations. The responses of the logging industry and the biological scientists and 

conservationists are summarised and the issue is identified as 'whether logging should 

continue or be stopped'.  

The Arguments For and Against stage 

The Arguments For and Against stage is where the arguments of both sides are presented. 

Each argument generally represents a different aspect of the issue and is presented first from 

one point of view and then from the other. Each argument is normally summarised first and, 

where relevant, elaborated with factually based evidence. After the evidence is presented, 

some critical comment is given, either refuting the validity of the evidence and/or giving the 

counter argument. Generally the arguments of the opposing side are placed before the 

argument with which the writer agrees. This allows the writer to address and refute the 

opposing arguments immediately. It is also an effective persuading strategy because the 

reader is led through each of the opponents arguments towards the argument with which the 

writer agrees.  
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After presenting all the evidence on both sides of the argument, each argument may be 

brought to a close with an explicit judgement or mini-thesis. In this way the judgements 

accumulate throughout the text so that the final thesis appears to be a logical outcome of the 

Arguments stage. 

 

In Text 7.8 three main arguments are given for the opposing side (the logging industry). Each 

is immediately refuted by the arguments of the other side (the conservationists). At the end of 

each argument, a judgement is then made supporting one side. 

Thesis 

In this stage the writer's final position on the issue is stated. The thesis is the logical outcome 

of the arguments and evidence given in the previous stages. The success or failure of the 

writer in persuading the reader to agree with this thesis depends upon the relative weight of 

evidence and arguing strategies used in the arguments for and against. In the Thesis stage, the 

main argument strands are often picked up and summarised before a final judgement or thesis 

is made. The thesis may totally support one point of view, support one view with 

qualifications or not support either. 

 

In Text 7.8, the thesis supports one view (that rainforest logging should stop), however this 

view is qualified (that rainforest logging should be phased out rather than immediately 

stopped). Thus, the writer has agreed with the Forestry Commission's proposal. 

 

The Recommendation stage 

In this stage, the writer recommends a course of action for addressing the often practical 

problems which have arisen from the issue discussed. This may take the form of a suggestion 

or a demand for action and may include a rationale.  

 

In Text 7.8, for example, the recommendation consists of both a demand for action (for mill 

owners and the Forestry Commission to take responsibility for finding alternatives to 

rainforest timbers) and a suggestion for action (to develop industries such as eco-tourism). 

 

Some discussions, (particularly those written at primary school) separate the arguments by 

dealing firstly with the opponents arguments and then with those the writer agrees with. 

(Figure 7.1 shows these alternative structures.) While this may be an effective way to 

evaluate when there is only one argument, in general, it is more difficult to critically analyse 

the arguments if they are separated in this way. 
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Figure 7.1 Alternative structures of Discussion texts 

Language resources 

Analytical Expositions and Discussions share many of the same language features; however, 

because there is more pressure for Discussions to appear balanced and objective, the 

following resources tend to be employed more often in the latter text type. 

Organising information: internal conjunctions  

As well as drawing on the resource of Text and Section Previews, Discussions also employ 

other resources to organise information within the text. One resource which plays an 

important part in developing a competent Discussion is that of using internal conjunctions. 

 

In earlier chapters we looked at how conjunctions are used to express temporal or cause and 

effect relationships in Explanations, Recounts and Accounts. These conjunctions, which refer 

to the way events are linked in the real world, are called External conjunctions. Another 
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kind of conjunction, called Internal conjunction, refers to the writer's organisation of the 

events within the text. The following examples illustrate the difference between external and 

internal conjunctions. 

 

External Diana was kept very busy. First she had to donate blood. Next, she caught the plane 

for Geneva. Finally she attended the conference. 

 

Internal Diana is a generous person. First she donates blood regularly. Next she's involved in 

charity work. Finally she keeps an open house. 

(from Eggins 1994: 107) 

 

Texts with a number of different parts, such as Factorial and Consequential Explanations, 

Analytical Expositions and Discussions, employ internal conjunctions to link information 

from one part of the text to another. There are four main kinds of internal conjunctions. They 

are addition, temporal, cause and effect, and comparison. Grammar reference 7.1 lists 

common internal conjunctions used in written texts  and provides examples of how they may 

be used in Analytical Expositions and Discussions. 

Grammar reference 7.1: Internal conjunctions 

Addition conjunctions 

Conjunctions of addition relate one part of the text to another in a simple relationship  of addition. For 

example: 

 

Furthermore, logging creates employment. 

 

Moreover, biological scientists claim, regenerated forests do not provide the same variety of 

vegetation species… 

 

Typical addition conjunctions include: 

moreover 

alternatively 

in addition 

furthermore 

Temporal conjunctions 

These conjunctions relate parts of the text in terms of sequence or simultaneity in time. For example: 

 

Finally, despite the claims of conservationists, logging is beneficial to rainforests. 

 

Typical temporal conjunctions include: 

at the same time 

finally 
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previously 

Cause and effect conjunctions 

These conjunctions relate one part of the text as a consequence, condition or cause of a previous part 

as shown in the following examples: 

 

Consequently, phasing out rainforest logging as proposed by the Forestry Commission is the only 

viable alternative. 

 

It is doubtful, therefore, that continuing rainforest logging at its present rate will guarantee 

employment in the long term.  

 

Typical cause and effect conjunctions include: 

therefore 

consequently 

as a result  

hence 

thus 

admittedly 

despite this  

Conjunctions of comparison 

Conjunctions of comparison relate a clause to a previous clause by offering a comparison with it. The 

comparison may be in terms of similarity or contrast. For example: 

 

On the other hand, there is evidence that continued logging is placing the delicate rainforest 

ecosystem at risk.  

 

Typical conjunctions of comparison include: 

likewise 

similarly 

on the other hand 

on the contrary 

alternatively 

however 

 

Conjunctions as describers in Nominal Groups 

In more sophisticated texts, internal conjunctions are often included as describers in complex Nominal 

Groups. In the following example from Text 7.8. The Nominal Group is italicised and the internal 

conjunction is in bold. 

 

A further argument in support of continued logging concerns the lack of viable alternatives to 

rainforest timbers. 
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## End of grammar reference ## 

Reporting arguments and evidence  

In the previous section we illustrated how evidence may be incorporated into the arguments 

of Analytical Expositions by introducing other text types (eg Explanations, Descriptive 

Reports, Historical Recounts and Historical Accounts). Discussions also include other text 

types as supporting evidence for their arguments, but there are significant differences in how 

the supporting evidence and the arguments themselves are incorporated into the text.  

 

Although Analytical Expositions do report the evidence of outside sources, they typically 

state the arguments and evidence as if they have come directly from the writer. This makes 

the evidence appear as 'fact'. However, because discussions must appear to arrive at a thesis 

through a balanced evaluation of all points of view, arguments and evidence tends to be 

reported as if it comes from an outside source.  

 

Table 7.1 provides examples from the two text types which show these two different ways of 

reporting arguments and evidence. 

 

Table 7.1: Language resources for including evidence in Analytical Expositions and Discussions 

Analytical Expositions: Texts 7.1 and 7.2 Discussion Text 7.8 
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If logging operations cease, many workers — 

in both the timber industry and other related 

industries — will lose their jobs and 

unemployment in mill towns will rise even 

higher.  

 

Forests regenerate quickly after logging and are 

healthier than they were before 

 

 

…these new growth forests do not provide the 

conditions for many species to survive.  

 

 

 

 

…despite the claims of conservationists, 

logging is beneficial to rainforests.  

 

 

If these conditions are modified by removing 

trees, many of these species will become 

extinct.  

The industry claims that if logging operations 

cease, these jobs will be lost.  

 

 

 

 

 

They maintain that forests regenerate quickly 

after logging and are healthier than they were 

before.  

 

…biological scientists claim, regenerated 

forests do not provide the same variety of 

vegetation species, and nor do young trees 

provide hollows for animal habitats. 

 

It is also claimed that logging does not 

seriously affect the soils and vegetation in the 

rainforest. 

 

Their [the conservationists'] argument is that 

plants and animals which live in the rainforest 

have evolved to suit specific environmental 

conditions. When these conditions are modified 

by the removal of trees many species will 

become extinct.  

Reported speech 

In the sentences in the right hand column of Table 7.1, the arguments and supporting 

evidence are reported as coming from people or institutions. The words or thoughts of others 

can be presented in two ways — through quoted speech (ie 'direct' speech) or reported speech 

(ie 'indirect' speech). In reported speech the writer reports the gist of what is said and the 

wording may be quite different from the original. This not only gives the writer more power 

to weaken or strengthen the evidence, but also allows him/her to achieve a distance from the 

particular point of view presented.  

 

While quoted speech is used frequently in media reports and in essays in subjects such as 

English and History, it is rarely used in school geography. Grammar reference 7.2 focuses on 

some of the key language resources which enable arguments and supporting evidence to be 

reported from other sources. In Chapter 8 we will return to this feature to examine resources 

for weakening or strengthening evidence.  

Grammar reference 7.2: Resources for reporting speech 
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The key language resources for reporting arguments and evidence are Projection and Signification. 

Projection refers to the way the wording of the argument or evidence is connected to the source of the 

argument. Signification refers to the different ways of representing the actual act of 'saying' or 

'thinking'  

Projection 

In Chapter 4 we identified a clause as a group of words which contained a Process (or verb). We 

identified a number of different kinds of clauses and described how these join together for different 

purposes to create a complex clause. Clauses may also join together in order to report the speech or 

thoughts of others. This is called Projection. In complex clauses related in this way, one clause (the 

projecting clause) sends out or projects one or more other clauses (the projected clauses).*  

 

In the following examples, the projecting clause is  in bold. 

 

Some biological scientists claim that regenerated forests do not provide the same variety of 

vegetation species. 

 

It is also claimed that logging does not seriously affect the soils and vegetation in the rainforest. 

 

The argument of the conservationists is that modifying these conditions will result in many 

species becoming extinct. 

 

In all of the examples above, the projected clause is introduced by the conjunction 'that'. While this 

conjunction is a useful way of recognising the beginning of a new clause, often it can be left out, as in 

the following example: 

 

They claim logging is beneficial to the environment. 

 

*Note: an important exception is the commonly used phrase 'according to..' which does not contain a process and is 

therefore a projecting phrase, not a clause. For example: 

 
 According to a report on rainforests, 65 per cent of plywood made from rainforest timber is used and then 

discarded.  

 

Signification: Ways of saying and thinking  

Another important resource for reporting arguments and evidence is known as signification. This 

refers to the different ways that the acts of verbalising (eg saying, arguing, claiming) or thinking can 

be represented in a projecting clause. Two very important ways are Verbal and Mental Processes, 

and Nominalisation.  

Verbal and Mental Processes 
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As we saw in Chapter 4, where we discussed Relational Processes and Action Processes, a Process is 

the essential element in a clause. It is the word or phrase which refers to what is ‘going on’ — 

generally the doings, feelings and beings in the clause. A further two kinds of Processes are used to 

represent sayings or thoughts in projecting clauses; those which represent the different ways of 

'saying' are called Verbal Processes while those which represent the different ways of thinking or 

feeling are called Mental Processes. Although there are some distinctions between Verbal and Mental 

Processes, they function in a similar way in reporting evidence and arguments. 

 

There are a great many Verbal and Mental Processes which can be used to report arguments and 

evidence. These can be broadly classified according to whether the 'sayer' is stating, countering or 

conceding an argument. Verbal and Mental Processes can be used in the active or passive voice. When 

the passive voice is used, it is not necessary to include the source of the evidence or argument. Below 

are some examples of the Processes used to state, concede or counter arguments and evidence.  

Stating the argument 

Some biological scientists claim that regenerated forests do not provide the same variety of 

vegetation species.(active voice) 

 

It is claimed [by some biological scientists] that regenerated forests do not provide the same 

variety of vegetation species. (passive voice) 

Countering an argument 

The timber industry denies that current logging practices are unsustainable. 

 

The argument that current logging practices are unsustainable is denied by the timber industry. 

Conceding an argument 

The timber industry acknowledges that protection of rainforests is necessary. (active voice)  

 

It is acknowledged [by the timber industry] that protection of rainforests is necessary. (passive 

voice)  

Nominalisation 

Like other Processes, many Mental and Verbal Processes can be used  as Nominalisations. 

Nominalised Processes are often used in Text and Section Previews and result in very dense 'packages' 

of information. Nominalisations can also function like  passive constructions to remove the person or 

institution responsible for the evidence or argument. The following examples illustrate this: 

Projection with Verbal Process 

The timber industry argues that logging is beneficial to rainforests. Conservationists dispute this 

claim. 

Projection with Nominalisation 

The argument that logging is beneficial to rainforests is disputed by conservationists. 
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Table 7.2 lists some common Processes and Nominalisations used to report arguments or evidence. 

Many of the Verbal and Mental Processes in this table have very precise meanings in addition to 

projecting wordings or thoughts. For example, the Process 'insist' is associated with a much stronger 

argument than the Process 'claim'. In Chapter 8 we will explore some of the ways these Processes can 

be used to weaken or strengthen arguments.  
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Table 7.2: Signification in reporting evidence and arguments 

Function Typical Mental and Verbal Processes Typical Nominalisations 

 
Stating arguments and 
evidence 

 
say   
state  
declare  
note  
write  
point out    
observe  
affirm  
stress  
report  
claim   
make a point   
argue  
assert   
maintain  
contend    
propose  
explain  
insist   
suggest 
predict   
warn  
assume   
believe  
postulate   
propose  
theorise  
reckon   
think  
to be of the opinion  
presume    
imply 
    

 
the statement 
the claim 
the observation 
the report 
the point 
the argument  
the evidence 
the assertion 
the contention 
the suggestion 
the proposal 
the explanation 
the prediction  
the warning 
the assumption 
the belief 
the theory 
the opinion 
the presumption 
the implication 
 

Countering an 
argument 

protest    
deny   
dispute    
question  

the protest 
the denial 
the dispute 
the question 
the counter evidence 
 

Conceding an 
argument 

acknowledge   
admit   
concede 
 

the acknowledgment 
the concession 

 

Projecting Circumstances 

In addition to Mental and Verbal Processes and Nominalisations, a small but significant group of 

circumstances are used to report arguments and evidence. These circumstances have a similar 

structure to the Circumstances of Place, Means and Time described in earlier chapters. They operate 

as a mini-clause to project wordings or thoughts. The two most commonly used projecting 

circumstances are 'according to (a person or institution)' and 'in the view of (a person or institution)' 

The following examples demonstrate how these are used in a sentence. 
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According to a report on rainforests, 65 per cent of plywood made from rainforest timber is used 

and then discarded.  

 

In the view of conservationists, logging has a damaging effect on rainforest ecosystem. 

Overview of Discussions 

 

Social Purpose To persuade readers to agree with one particular point of view 

 

Role in school 

geography 

Increasingly important as students work towards outcomes from 

levels 6,7 and 8. 

 

Assists students in working towards outcomes from Values and 

Attitudes. 

 

Arguing text types are an important form of assessment at HSC level. 

 

 

 

Staging Key Language Resources Examples  

Identification Phenomena defined and 

identified through Relational 

Processes and Complex 

Nominal Groups 

 

Rainforests are found in patches all along 

the east coast of Australia. 

 

Issue Objective tempered judgements 

though Modality and 

interpersonal metaphor 

 

Arguments signalled in Text 

Preview 

 

Phasing out logging operations must, 

therefore, be considered essential.  

 

Logging not only provides employment, 

and helps the economy, but also benefits 

the rainforests themselves. 
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Arguments 

For and Against 

(Other condensed 

text types as 

evidence) 

Section Previews with 

Nominalisation 

 

 

Evidence reported and 

interpreted through Projection 

and Signification  

 

 

Arguments organised through 

Internal conjunctions 

 

Evidence weakened through 

Concessive clauses   

 

 

 

Evidence 'coloured' through 

emotional language (Appraisal) 

 

One argument for the continued logging of 

rainforest concerns employment. 

 

It is estimated that half the world's species 

will be wiped out.  

 

 

Finally, logging is beneficial to rainforests. 

 

While conservationists argue that these 

workers can be employed in other 

industries, it is unlikely that they will find 

alternative employment.  

 

The 'mill' towns will go into decline and 

die. 

Thesis Objective tempered judgements 

though Modality and 

interpersonal metaphor 

 

The arguments presented above make it 

clear that current logging practices in 

rainforests should be continued. 

 

Recommendations Objective tempered 

recommendations through 

Modality and Interpersonal 

Metaphor 

One possible way of addressing the 

economic consequences of phasing out 

logging is to develop other industries. 
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8: Resources for persuading in Analytical Expositions 

and Discussions 

In Chapter 7 we described some of the key language resources employed, in both Discussions 

and Analytical Expositions, to report evidence and arguments from other sources, to interpret 

evidence and to make deductions. In this chapter we will explore some of the resources which 

writers employ to persuade the reader to accept a particular point of view. Understanding how 

language works to persuade helps student to present powerful arguments in their own writing 

and to critically evaluate how they as readers may be 'positioned' in certain ways. 

Overview 

It is the use of persuasive strategies that distinguishes Discussions and Analytical Expositions 

from other text types in geography. Whereas Factorial and Consequential Explanations build 

a straightforward picture of the world, the arguing text types present a more complex picture. 

They are texts which build a picture about how the world might or should be rather than how 

it is (or is claimed/believed to be). Rather than working with black and white categories, the 

writer works from different perspectives and with less certain interpretations. 

 

In order to lead the reader towards accepting a thesis, geography students need to have 

control over language resources which weaken counter evidence and strengthen supporting 

evidence. Increasingly, as they enter senior years, they also need to present that point of view 

in an objective way. Unlike spoken arguments, where the speaker is clearly the source of 

interpretation, in written arguments the writer's voice is often buried and thus more difficult 

to argue against.  

 

In this section we will focus firstly on language resources for making judgements and 

recommendations in arguing text types. We will then explore resources for increasing the 

persuasive power of judgements and recommendations and for expressing them in objective 

ways. Finally, strategies for weakening the opposing arguments and for ‘colouring’ evidence 

will be described. It is important, however, to remember that language works in a very 

complex way to persuade the reader to accept a point of view. Often two or more resources 

function simultaneously to achieve a particular effect.  

 

Tempering judgements and recommendations 
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Analytical Expositions and Discussions are used in geography to make judgements about 

issues (Should it be like this?) and to recommend future action or policy (What action is 

appropriate?). As we saw in Chapter 7, this requires a great deal of field knowledge and the 

ability to effectively incorporate arguments and evidence to build a text. Another important 

requirement is to include the writer's personal perspective in ways which are believable and 

acceptable to the reader. This often involves tempering judgements and recommendations so 

that they do not seem overly simplistic. An important language resource for achieving this is 

modality. 

Using Modality to temper judgements  

In our discussion of Consequential Explanations in Chapter 5, we saw that modal verbs such 

as 'will', 'would', 'may', 'might' 'can' and 'could' and modal adjuncts such as 'possibly' and 

'certainly' are used to predict possible effects of phenomena. Modal verbs and modal 

adjuncts are part of the system of modality. Modality is also employed in the arguing text 

types to make judgements about the probability of events. 

 

In both Analytical Expositions and Discussions the writer must support a particular position 

on an issue. Writers could choose to take up a position at either end of two extremes or 

'poles', for example: 

 

Logging damages the environment.  

Logging does not damage the environment. 

 

However, in Expositions and Discussions within the discipline of geography, such polarity is 

not valued as it displays an over simplistic view of the issues. A writer of geography texts is 

expected to develop arguments that are complex and therefore more believable.  

 

Broad sweeping statements that are polarised and are likely not to be 100 per cent true can, in 

fact, alienate the reader, and so they need to be qualified or tempered in some way. One way 

of doing this is by using modal verbs to grade meanings so that they lie somewhere between 

the two poles and are therefore not as extreme. In the following examples the modal verb is in 

bold. 

 

This would lead to an increase in already high building costs. 

 

Logging can be beneficial to rainforests. 

 

The Forestry Commissions policy of phasing out major logging operations by 1996 must therefore 

be considered essential. 
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A great deal of the nutrient value may be lost before the soil can once again be protected. 

 

Properly managed eco-tourism would provide employment. 

 

Continuing to log old growth forests could place the rainforest ecosystem at risk. 

 

Modal adjuncts also function to express probability or certainty. These words provide the 

speaker with a second chance to add assessment and are used with, or in place of, the modal 

verb. The most commonly used modal adjuncts used in this way are: 'possibly', 'probably' and 

'certainly'. In the following examples the modal adjunct is in bold.  

 

If these conditions are modified by removing trees, many of these species will probably become 

extinct. 

 

The effect of this policy on both the timber and building industries would certainly be disastrous. 

 

In all of the examples above the judgements are tempered to varying degrees. Modal verbs 

and modal adjuncts enable the writer to take a strong stand, one of middle ground or a weak 

one in relation to the case being argued. Table 8.1 illustrates the range of modal verbs and 

adjuncts available for expressing the probability or frequency of events. 
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Table 8.1: Expressing degrees of probability and frequency 

Grades of 

Meaning 

Polar/Modal 

verbs 

Modal adjuncts  Examples 

Positive polarity is  Logging is harmful 

High modality must certainly Logging must be harmful  

Logging is certainly harmful 

Middle modality can /could  

will /would  

probably Logging could be harmful 

Logging is probably harmful 

Low modality may / might possibly Logging may be harmful  

Logging is possibly harmful 

Negative polarity is not    Logging is not harmful 

Using Modality to temper recommendations 

 

Whereas making judgements requires the writer to express grades of probability, making 

recommendations requires degrees of obligation. Table 8.2 shows how modal verbs and 

adjuncts may be employed to express degrees of obligation. 

 

Table 8.2: Expressing degrees of obligation 

Grades of 

Meaning 

Polar/Modal 

verbs 

Modal adjuncts  Examples 

Positive polarity do  
Stop logging 

High modality must be certainly 
Logging must (certainly) be stopped 

Middle modality should be 

 

probably 
Logging should (probably) be 

stopped 

Low modality may be possibly 
Logging may (possibly) be stopped 

Negative polarity do not 

 

 
Don't stop logging 

 

Expressing judgements and recommendations objectively 

The resources of modality which are described above represent a way of expressing degrees 

of probability and obligation. However, even when tempered by the use of a modal verb or 
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adjunct, judgements and recommendations such as 'Logging could be harmful' or 'Logging 

should be stopped' can still appear overly subjective and open to dispute. In Analytical 

Expositions and Discussions it is often important to draw attention away from the subjective 

nature of the opinions being expressed. This is particularly true when making 

recommendations for action. In order to appear more objective and therefore more persuasive, 

the writer may draw on expressions known as interpersonal metaphors.  

 

Metaphors of all kinds are used to express meanings in less straightforward ways. For 

example, when reporting the discovery of the ancient Wollemi Pine a Sydney Morning Herald 

newspaper headline referred to the tree as a 'dinosaur plant' (15/12/94.). These kinds of 

metaphors are known as lexical metaphors because they involve the meanings of the words. 

 

Another kind of metaphor is created when one grammatical form is represented as another. 

We discussed earlier in this book how events may be represented as things by changing verbs 

(eg 'evaporates') to nouns ('evaporation'). Using this resource, called nominalisation, the 

writer creates a grammatical metaphor.  

 

Interpersonal metaphor is a kind of grammatical metaphor which allows judgements or 

recommendation to be expressed in less straightforward or incongruent ways. If the writer's 

opinion is less straightforward it becomes more difficult to argue with and often more 

objective. In this section we will give some examples of how interpersonal metaphor may be 

used to express judgements (probability) and recommendations (obligation) less congruently. 

Interpersonal metaphors of probability 

As we discussed above, the most straightforward way of expressing judgements is by using a 

statements with no modality. For example: 

 

Logging is harmful to the environment  

 judgement as statement 

  

There is a progression from most congruent, or direct, to less congruent ways of expressing 

judgements as the following examples demonstrate. In each case the grammatical resources 

used to construct the expressions are shown below the example. 

 

a Logging is harmful to the environment  

 polarity ie no modality 

 

b Logging could be harmful to the environment  

 modal verb 
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c Logging is possibly harmful to the environment  

 modal adjunct 

 

d It is possible that logging is harmful to the environment  

 projecting clause: describer. 

 

e There is a possibility that logging is harmful to the environment  

 projecting clause: Nominal Group 

  

In examples d and e, the writer has used polarity to express the proposition (logging is 

harmful) as a 'fact' (which gives the statement certainty), and has placed the probability in a 

projecting clause. The meaning has thus become more complex and therefore more difficult 

to unravel in order to argue against. 

Interpersonal metaphors of obligation 

As with probability, there is a progression from more congruent to less congruent ways of 

expressing obligation. Metaphors of obligation are particularly important for making 

recommendations in Analytical Expositions and Discussions because they allow demands for 

action to be disguised as logical conclusions to the argument. The following example 

demonstrates the progression from more to less congruent expressions. The grammatical 

resources used to construct each expression are shown below each example. 

 

Phase out logging! 

 imperative, no modality 

 

The forestry commission must phase out logging.  

 modal verb, active voice 

 

Logging must be phased out. 

 modal verb, passive voice 

 

It is necessary that logging be phased out.  

 projecting clause: describer 

 

The only viable alternative is to phase out logging.. 

 Nominal Group 

 

If logging is not phased out, sources of timber will soon be exhausted. 

 conjunction with dependent clause  

 

In general it can be said that the more complicated the first part of the sentence is, the less 

congruent (direct) it becomes. 
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While interpersonal metaphors can be employed throughout Discussions and Expositions, 

they are most likely to be found in the Thesis, Reiteration of Thesis and Recommendation 

stages. They may also appear when mini-theses or judgements are made at the end of each 

argument. For each example below, a more congruent representation is also provided to 

demonstrate the judgement or appeal for action which is 'hidden' within the 'logical 

conclusion'. Because metaphors can act to obscure meanings, one metaphor can work to make 

both a judgement and a recommendation. Where this is the case in the following examples 

both the judgement and the conclusion are given below the example. 

 

It would be irresponsible to continue current practices  

 Stop logging! /Logging is wrong. 

 

It is imperative that mill owners, the Forestry Commission and the Government take responsibility 

for finding viable alternatives. 

 They must find alternatives.. 

 

One possibility is to develop industries such as eco-tourism 

 Eco-tourism could be/should be developed. 

 

It is doubtful that continuing rainforest logging at its present rate will guarantee employment in the 

long term. 

 Continuing logging may not guarantee employment. 

 

It is necessary to consider the arguments of both the logging industry and the conservationists.  

 We must/are going to give the arguments of both sides. 

 

It seems that if more resources are not given to developing alternatives to rainforest timbers, sources 

of plywood will eventually be exhausted. 

 Alternatives must be developed/Sources of plywood could be exhausted. 

Expressing judgements and recommendations explicitly 

Just as modality helps to temper the judgement of the writer, so too does making it clear to 

the reader that the proposition is an opinion. One way this can be done is by using 

Projection.  

Projection 

In Chapter 7 we described how people's sayings or thoughts may be reported by using a 

projecting clause. The opinions and judgements of the writer can also be projected in this 

way. For example: 

 

I think logging is harmful.  
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By using a projecting clause (such as 'I think'), the judgement is made far less absolute than if 

the writer were simply to say 'Logging is harmful'. However, as students move into senior 

geography, personalised subjective judgements are discouraged. This is because the 

knowledge which is valued is that which has been generalised from many people's 

experience. In order to use Projection to temper judgements, therefore, the writer must 

employ more objective expressions than 'I think' or 'In my opinion' These expressions are also 

interpersonal metaphors and, in fact, overlap with those described in the previous section. 

Here, too, we can identify a progression from more subjective to more objective. The 

grammatical resources which are used in each example are given below the example. 

 

a I believe  

 specific Participant, Mental Process/active voice 

 

b Many people believe  

 generalised Participant, Mental Process/active voice 

 

c Experts believe  

 generalised Participant, Mental Process/active voice 

 

d It is believed  

 Mental Process, passive voice  

 

e The belief is that  

 Nominal Group + Projection 

 

These expressions can be further strengthened or weakened by using Intensifiers either with 

the Process or in the Nominal Group. For example: 

 

Experts firmly believe 

It is widely believed that logging is harmful. 

The overwhelming belief is that logging is harmful 

 

Using a Nominal Group as in example (e) above opens up far more opportunities for adding 

intensity. For example: 

 

 By far the most commonly held belief is that logging is harmful. 

 

As the examples above suggest, interpersonal metaphors can be formed using a very complex 

interaction of grammatical resources. For example: 

 

The overwhelming belief of experts is that if logging is not phased out, sources of timber are certain 

to run out.  
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Strengthening or weakening evidence 

In both Analytical Expositions and Discussions it is important that the writer acknowledge 

counter arguments and evidence so that their interpretation will not be seen as simplistic. 

However, the counter arguments and evidence cannot be given equal weight, otherwise the 

text would cease to persuade the reader to agree with one point of view. One linguistic 

resource used to diminish the power of counter arguments and strengthen the arguments 

supported by the writer is the dependent clause. 

 

Weakening evidence through dependent clauses 

Dependent clauses, as their name suggests, cannot stand alone in a sentence. They must be 

attached to a main, or independent, clause in order to make sense. Because of this 

relationship, the information which is placed in an independent clause has more credibility. In 

the following examples of counter arguments and evidence the dependent clauses are in bold. 

 

Although there is some doubt about the environmental effects of logging, it would be 

irresponsible to continue current practices as there is a risk of irreparable damage. 

 

While a great deal more scientific research is required on the long term environmental effects 

of logging, continuing to log old growth forests could place the rainforest ecosystem at risk. 

 

Even though new trees are often planted, a great deal of the nutrient value of the forests may be 

lost before the soil can once again be protected. 

 

Although alternatives to plywood do exist, they are not suited to all forms of plywood production. 

 

In the examples above, all the dependent clauses are placed at the beginning of the sentence, 

in Theme position. Thematising the counter evidence allows the writer to immediately cancel 

out its impact with evidence in a stronger clause. 

 

Dependent clauses are used in all stages of Analytical Expositions, especially in the 

concessions of the arguments stage. This kind of dependent clauses is, in fact, referred to as a 

concession clause. In Discussions the counter arguments are given the status of a stage (ie 

'Arguments against') rather than appearing in concession clauses. Nevertheless, concession 

clauses often function to weaken the evidence in the thesis stage. 

'Colouring' the arguments and evidence  

A very important way in which writers persuade their readers to accept a point of view is by 

selecting words which describe phenomena in an emotional or judgemental way. These words 

may be lexical metaphors, words which intensify or diminish meanings or words which have 
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a strong emotional meaning in addition to a neutral meaning. Emotional words and phrases 

are used in Texts 7.1 and 7.2 to persuade or 'position the reader' to agree with the point of 

view of the writer. For example:. 

 

It is estimated, in fact, that if rainforest destruction occurs at the present rate, by the end of the 

century nearly half of the world's plant and animal species will be wiped out. 

 

In the sentence above, the word 'destruction' has been chosen instead of more neutral words 

such as 'logging' or 'chopping down'. The process 'wiped out' could also have been referred to 

in more neutral terms such as 'made extinct'. By choosing the words 'destruction' and 'wiped 

out', the writer is attempting to 'position' the reader to see logging as an enemy of rainforests 

and the plants and animals within them, without explicitly stating this.  

 

Other words or phrases from Text 7.2 which have been chosen to make an emotional appeal 

to the reader include: 

 

the valuable hollows 

the delicate rainforest ecosystems 

significant and often irreparable damage 

 

In Text 7.1, the writer also chooses words which will have an emotional impact on the reader. 

In this case the reader is positioned to feel sorry for the loggers and to see the timber industry 

as concerned for the welfare of the rainforests. For example: 

 

…the mill towns will go into decline and die. 

 

The effect of this policy on both the timber and building industries will be disastrous. 

 

Instead of old, hollow trees that are almost dead, regenerated forests contain young vigorous 

trees… 

 

…the future care and protection of this valuable resource is also ensured. 

 

Using emotional language can be a very effective persuading strategy because it is very 

difficult to argue against and often goes unrecognised. Emotional language is a feature of 

many media news stories and feature articles. Being able to identify the way writers use this 

resource to position their readers is essential in learning to evaluate the worth of evidence and 

in developing a critical orientation to text. Emotional language, known in linguistics as the 

language of appraisal, is a key feature of many text types students must read and write in 

History 7-10. It is described fully in the publication the Disadvantaged Schools Program 

publication Exploring Literacy in School History 1995. 
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9: Development of literacy in Geography 7–10 

In Chapter 3 we discussed the development of learning required in Geography 7-10 and we 

identified a range of written text types which will assist students to work towards the 

outcomes of the syllabus. In Chapters 4-8 we described each of these text types, highlighting 

their role in Geography 7-10, their staging and the language resources they employ. 

 

In this chapter we will present a model for developing literacy skills across Geography 7-10. 

The model has been developed in order to assist students to build their knowledge of 

language in a systematic way while using that language to work towards the skills and 

knowledge outcomes of the syllabus. It is hoped that it will provide a useful framework for 

teachers to incorporate literacy goals into their programs.  

 

In Figure 9.1 we list the text types described in Chapters 4-8 in order of complexity of the 

language resources they employ. In general, text types towards the top of the table employ 

resources which are less complex than those at the bottom. However, since a number of text 

types use resources of a similar complexity, alternative courses are available. 

 

In Table 9.1 we outline how language resources may be built up through following one of the 

courses presented in Figure 9.1. In this table the ordering of text types is linked to the role 

language plays in working towards the knowledge and skills outcomes for levels 3 to 8. 

Although this table deals primarily with the language features of each text type, it is 

important that each new text type be introduced firstly in terms of how it functions, both in 

the community and within school, and secondly in terms of how it is staged to achieve its 

goal.  

  

As with all attempts at programming learning, it is important to recognise that younger 

students are often very able to understand abstract concepts and to produce complex text 

types. However, just as students are able to evaluate an issue more effectively if they have 

firstly learned about the phenomena involved, so too will they be more able to use complex 

language resources if they have first learned to control those which are less complex. For 

example, highly valued Expositions have been written by very young students; however, 

these have usually followed a program which involves study of the phenomena involved, 

observation, and the discussion, reading and writing of texts which address questions such as 

What? Why? What’s the Effect? and How has it changed? 

Introducing text types: Alternate pathways 
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The pathways illustrated in Figure 9.1 are alternate ways to introduce the text types. The text 

types themselves are not alternatives and all text types need to be taught to students in order 

to give them full access to the learning of Geography 7-10.  
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Figure 9.1: Introduction of text types in Geography 7-10 

 

Descriptive Report Descriptive Report referring to 
the past (Historical Report)

Comparative Report

Sequential 
Explanation

Historical Recount

Causal Explanation Historical Account

Factorial 
Explanation

Consequential Explanation

Analytical Exposition

Discussion
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Introducing language resources in Geography 7-10 

 

Table 9.1: Development of language skills and knowledge in terms of syllabus outcomes 

Role of Language 

in Geography 7-10 

Text type Language functions Language resources 

Describing places 

and generalised 

activities in the 

present 

Descriptive Report 

 

Organising 

information 

 

Introducing basic 

language resources 

 

 

Identifying, Defining 

and Describing 

features 

 

 

Locating Features 

 

Describing activities 

 

Generalising 

 

Text and Section Previews  

 

 

Elements of the clause 

(Processes, Participants 

and Circumstances) 

 

Relational Processes  

Nominal Groups 

(Describers and 

Classifiers)  

 

Circumstances of Place 

 

Action Processes 

 

Generalised Participants 

Simple present tense  

Describing 

geographic features 

and generalised 

activities in the past  

Descriptive Report  

referring to the past 

(Historical) 

Describing features 

and events 

 

Describing repeated 

or generalised past 

events  

Relational and Action 

Processes 

 

Simple past tense  

 

Comparing features 

of places 

 

Comparative Report Linking features in 

Comparative 

Relationships 

 

Comparative conjunctions, 

Circumstances and 

Processes 

 

Describing how 

places have 

changed over time 

Historical Recount Recording completed 

and on-going events 

in the past 

 

Linking events in 

time 

 

 

Foregrounding time 

Past tenses: (simple past, 

past in past, present in 

past) 

 

Dependent Clauses of 

Time and Circumstances 

of Time 

 

Time as Theme 
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Table 9.1 continued    

Role of Language in 

Geography 7-10 

Text type Language functions Language resources 

Accounting for 

changes over time 

Historical Account Linking events in 

time 

 

Linking events in 

cause and effect 

relationships 

 

 

Foregrounding time 

and cause 

Nominal Groups and 

Processes of time 

 

Causal conjunctions, 

Circumstances, 

Processes and Nominal 

Groups 

 

Cause and time as 

Theme  

Explaining how 

(usually observable) 

processes occur  

Sequential 

Explanation 

Sequencing events 

 

 

 

Describing events in 

general time  

 

Dependent Clauses and  

Circumstances of Time 

(as theme) 

 

Action Processes in 

simple present tense 

(review)  

Explaining why 

(usually abstract) 

processes occur 

Causal Explanations Linking events in 

cause and effect 

relationships 

Cause linking resources 

as in Historical Account 

+ Nominalisation 

Explaining multiple 

reasons for events 

Factorial 

Explanations 

Organising 

Information 

 

 

 

 

Naming and 

summarising abstract 

processes 

 

Describing complex 

phenomena 

 

 

Linking events in 

cause and effect 

relationships  

Text and Section 

(review) 

Previews 

Internal (Text) 

Conjunctions 

 

Nominalisation in Text 

and Section Previews 

 

 

Complex nominal 

groups (post-Modifiers 

and Orientation) 

 

Cause linking resources 

(review) 
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Table 9.1 continued    

Role of Language in 

Geography 7-10 

Text type Language functions Language resources 

Explaining and 

predicting multiple 

effects of events 

Consequential 

Explanations 

Language functions 

as in Factorial 

Explanations 

 

Predicting probable 

or possible events 

Language features of 

Factorial Explanations 

(Review) 

 

Modality  

Critically analysing 

geographic issues 

 

Analytical 

Expositions 

Including evidence 

for arguments 

 

Weakening 

opponent’s 

arguments 

 

Expressing tempered 

and objective 

judgements 

Language features of all 

text types (Review) 

 

Concessive Clauses 

 

 

Modality 

Interpersonal metaphor  

  

Critically analysing 

and evaluating 

geographic issues 

Discussions Organising 

information 

 

Reporting Evidence  

 

 

Expressing 

judgements and 

persuading (as in 

Analytical 

Expositions) 

Text and Section 

Previews   

 

Projection and 

Signification  

 

Modality  

Interpersonal metaphor  

 

 

 

 


