
A one day educational semiotics symposium, July 25, 2015, Aachen 
Germany (prior to ISFC, 2015) 

Sponsored	  by	  the	  ACU	  Australia	  and	  VIA	  Denmark	  

Towards high impact research in school education contexts: 
methodological synergies 

In response to calls to extend empirical studies which meet the stringent evidence-
based standards demanded by educational institutions and policy makers (Fang & 
Coatam, 2012; Myhill, 2011), we invite researchers using SFL educational semiotics 
to a symposium on July 25, 2015 at the University of Aachen, Germany, prior to the 
42nd International Systemic Functional Congress. In keeping with the conference 
theme, the symposium will provide a forum for researchers conducting qualitative 
and/or quantitative investigations of teaching and learning in school education to 
share their methodologies and findings as a means of building a critical evidence base 
about the value of SFL oriented research in education, thereby challenging 
perceptions of it as inward-looking.  Issues to be covered include: 

• Challenges and affordances in investigating the impact of SFL oriented 
pedagogical innovations (early years, middle years and secondary schooling)  

• Building and sharing conceptual understandings of sustainable, effective 
textual (including multimodal) practices in a range of school contexts 

• Designing meta-analyses of SFL oriented research in order to build an 
evidence base about the “state of the science” of educational semiotics, from 
which recommendations can be shaped for sustainable future research  

Drawing on the experience and expertise of SFL educational researchers, within and 
across sectors, methodologies and geographical boundaries, we seek to strengthen the 
documentation and communication of the evidence base about the impact of 
educational semiotic research, and to form ongoing collaborative research 
communities that can influence educational decision makers.  

Organization of the day 
	  
The day will be organized into three sessions, framed by three plenary papers by 
internationally recognized researchers who will address a particular research 
methodology, its epistemological underpinnings, relevance to current global 
educational contexts, methods and practical considerations.	  

Session 1 

The three one hour plenaries will represent a range of data collection and analysis 
techniques as these address issues of impact. Time will be provided for questions and 
brief contributions from other researchers using related methodologies. 



Plenary 1. Learning to situate SFL-inspired pedagogies in new contexts 
Mary Schleppegrell, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor 
 
Introducing new pedagogical approaches requires understanding the contexts in which 
the new approaches are to be situated and adapting the approaches to local 
contingencies and to the expectations of stakeholders in those contexts. In our work, a 
key aspect of bringing SFL-inspired pedagogies to new contexts has been 
collaboration with other researchers interested in the same educational or disciplinary 
issues, working in transdisciplinary ways to improve educational practice. By 
articulating our theory and approach in dialogue with others who have similar goals or 
who have studied the same issues in different ways, we have been able to connect 
with the concerns of the educational community more generally and offer new ways 
of addressing challenging issues such as the education of students learning English as 
an additional language. In addition, our research has shown the importance of 
engagement with districts, schools, and teachers throughout the development and 
implementation process, so that as innovations are situated in new contexts they are 
made relevant to local pedagogical and curricular imperatives.  
 
To illustrate and develop these ideas, I will draw on my recent collaboration with 
Annemarie Palincsar in a multi-year project where we explored the affordances of 
functional grammar for supporting primary school teachers in talking about language 
and meaning with children learning English as an additional language. I will show 
how our approach evolved as we drew on new data sources, incorporated new kinds 
of evaluation activities, and developed new pedagogical supports each year as we 
learned more about how functional grammar could support learning in English 
language arts and science across grade levels.  
 
This is an example of design-based research (DBR) (e.g., Design-Based Research 
Collective, 2003; Edelson, 2002; Penuel et al, 2011). DBR supports a focus both on 
the development of an intervention and its enactment. The approach begins with the 
articulation of a theory of change and the principles that will guide the development 
and implementation of the new approach, and it enables the exploration and 
development of new theories of learning and teaching, drawing on a range of data 
sources to analyze and evaluate the efforts and their impact. I will show how this 
approach enabled us to come to new understandings about the affordances and 
challenges of bringing SFL-inspired pedagogies to new contexts. 
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Plenary 2. Impact: ways of assessing how language based pedagogy affects pupil 
attainment. 
Urzula Clarke, University of Aston (UK) 
 
Increasingly, policy makers and others concerned with education are asking  for 
evidence of the impact upon pupil attainment of any change in curricular and 
pedagogic practice. This workshop considers ways in which research projects can be 
designed to include the gathering of such evidence, and ways in which this can be 
integrated into the extended case study method that characterizes much of 
current  research in education contexts. It will cover concepts and language relating to 
descriptive statistics, (including that of standard deviation) and inferential statistics 
such as t-test, Anova and Effect Size.  In leading it, I will assume no more than a 
basic and nodding acquaintance with numbers. 
 
Plenary 3. READ – developing literacy together: A randomized trial study on the 
effect of shared reading at home on students’ literacy skills 
Christensen Mette Vedsgaard, VIA University College, Denmark 
 
A study involving almost 3000 9-year-old pupils from public schools in Aarhus 
Denmark investigates the effect of parent-child reading and text-talk at home on the 
children’s reading and writing skills. The study was designed as a controlled 
randomized trial in order to study the effect of an at-home literacy-intervention 
throughout a school year. The children in the intervention group (1500 children in 
year 2 and 3) received reading materials and their parents were informed about how to 
talk about texts, language and knowledge with their children through specially 
developed tools such as “reading guides” and videos of parent-child reading.  The 
design of the intervention takes inspiration from dialogic reading (Whitehurst & 
Zevenbergen 2000) and is underpinned theoretically by notions of scaffolding (Wood 
et al. 1976) and sociocultural views of learning  (Vygotsky 1978) highly present in 
pedagogical linguistics and SFL educational semiotics, and empirically by qualitative 
studies of language development and parents’ role herein (Painter 1999).  
 
Large scale interventions in the field of education’s weak points are often the 
interventions themselves, when positive effects are detected, the description of “what 
worked” is often rudimentary and less convincing for pedagogues.  On the other hand, 
even well-documented action research-based interventions lack convincing evidence 
that positive outcomes are transferable.  Other than improving (hopefully, results are 
due in November…) the students’ reading skills, the READ-project has also shown 
that the coming together of insights from qualitative research and stringent standards 
of evidence research can be a fruitful rather than an irreconcilable theoretical and 
methodological combination.  
The presentation of the READ-project in Aarhus will explain the theoretical and 
methodological foundations behind the study and critically review both results and 
implications 



Session 2 

Participants will then be invited to join one workshop most relevant to their 
current/proposed research area in order to explore how the issues covered in the 
plenaries relate to their own research methodology and epistemology. Participants 
will share experiences of research in relation to a focus methodology, with the aim of 
formulating a number of ‘burning’ research questions which could be investigated 
using versions of this methodology. Outcomes from these workshops could include 
plans to prepare:  

• a suite of collaborative research grant applications oriented towards the 
cumulative building of evidence about SFL oriented research in education 

• a framing paper identifying the shape and direction of future projects 
• research papers comparing data generated by common/complementary 

methodologies 
• meta-analyses of SFL oriented research in order to build an evidence base 

about the “state of the science” of educational semiotics, from which 
recommendations can be shaped for sustainable future research  

Session 3 

This final session will be a Forum where reports from each of the workshop groups 
will be presented, with responses from each of the plenary speakers. The aim here 
will be to shape an agenda for the systematic documentation and communication of 
educational semiotic research that will speak powerfully to our ongoing research 
communities and our educational decision makers. 

Follow up session 

Participants in each working party are encouraged to make a time (perhaps on the 
following free day or during the ISFC conference) to meet and continue their work. 

Registration and Contact details 
Cost: 100 EU  

As places are limited, we ask you to register your interest in the first instance by a 
quick email to Sally Humphrey before Nov 17, 2014 – sally.humphrey@acu.edu.au   

The ISFC committee has kindly offered to handle registrations along with 
registrations to the ISFC conference and we will inform you of the procedure before 
Christmas.  


