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Abstract: While approaches informed by Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) have
been widely applied to the field of language education since the 1960s, the idea of the
system embodying the meaning potential of language in context, represented as a
system network, could be used to make a much more significant contribution to
second language (L2) or foreign language education, where despite pioneering
efforts the uptake of SFL has been less than in L1 education. In this paper, we will take
stock of the ways system networks have been used in studies concerned with L2
education and at the same time we will highlight new opportunities to empower new
studies and applications based on system networks as a way of engaging with the
central notion of learning how to mean in a second/foreign language. We argue that
system networks can make a very significant contribution to L2 education if they
are given more attention and their deployment is highlighted. The uses considered in
this paper include the following: Tracking language development systemically;
diagnosing problems in L2 student texts; supporting sequencing in the curriculum of
the learning of the L2 meaning potential; designing exercises based on options in
system networks; guiding L2 learners by means of system networks as cartographic
tools; contrasting L1 and L2 resources based on multilingual system networks; and
supporting advanced L2 learners expanding their L2 uses by adding translation skills
drawing on multilingual system networks. We will touch on these uses, highlighting
those that have perhaps given the least attention in L2 education drawing on SFL, but
which look very promising as we move ahead in the next couple of decades.
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1 Introduction: the role of system networks in the
study of language learning

In this paper, we are concerned with the power of system networks in L2
education - actual and potential uses within a spectrum of activities within this
special field within language education. We will suggest and show that system net-
works can empower not only teachers but also students, and the processes that enable
them to work towards the mastery by L2 students of more and more of their L2 —
processes like curriculum design and materials development. For those not familiar
with SFL, Sections 1 and 2 will serve as a general introduction to system networks.
More ad hoc clarifications of specific system networks can be found in Section 3.

System networks were developed originally by M.A K. Halliday, the originator
of Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL), in the 1960s in order to represent language
as a resource (rather than as a rule system; see e.g. Halliday 2003 [1977]) — more
specifically, a resource for making meaning. This he theorized by interpreting
language as a meaning potential (e.g. Halliday 1973): what users of a language can
mean, the system behind their actual acts of meaning unfolding as texts in context.
Halliday’s theory of language as meaning potential can be compared to Hymes’ (1966)
notion of communicative competence; but while Hymes introduced his notion as a
remedial expansion of Chomsky’s (1965) notion of competence, Halliday’s “meaning
potential” has quite a different foundation from Chomsky’s competence, and,
importantly, in the context of our discussion, it is based on the interpretation of the
paradigmatic axis of language as the primary mode of linguistic order — precisely
because it foregrounds the nature of language as a resource.

In a system network, the meaning potential of a language is represented by
systems: two or more options (the terms of the system) that a language user chooses
among under certain conditions (the entry condition of the system). In Figure 1, the
system ‘initiation’ versus ‘response’ has the entry condition ‘interactional’. As illus-
trated here, through their entry conditions, systems may be ordered in delicacy: the
term (option) ‘initiation’ is the entry condition to the more delicate system ‘normal
(friendly)’ versus ‘intensified (impatient). This system network fragment can be
interpreted declaratively as a statement of the meaning potential, but it can also be
“read” as a process of choosing, e.g. ‘interactional’, then ‘initiation’, then ‘intensified
(impatient)’. Systems may also be simultaneous, i.e. have the same entry conditions as
illustrated in Figures 2 and 3, which will be discussed below. Further, entry conditions
may be complex combinations of systemic terms, conjunctive and/or disjunctive
(Boolean combinations). Thus system networks are much more powerful and flexible
than simple taxonomic trees. For a more detailed exploration of system networks,
including other forms of display and complementary topological forms of represen-
tation, see Matthiessen (2023); and for a how-to approach, see Martin (2013).
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Figure 1: Annotated example of a system, from Halliday’s (1975) description of the interactional
microfunctional meaning potential of one child’s protolanguage.

The meaning potential of a language (semantics) is realized by its wording
potential (lexicogrammar), which in turn is realized by its sounding potential
(phonology) in spoken language, by its writing potential (graphology) in written
language or its signing potential in sign languages.

While SFL-informed approaches to language have been widely applied to
the field of language education since the 1960s — genre-based pedagogy being
very popular, effective, and successful (e.g. Gardner 2017; Rose and Martin 2012),
the idea of the system embodying the meaning potential of language in context,
represented as a system network, has arguably not been sufficiently fore-
grounded and could be promoted to make a much more significant contribution
to L2 education, where despite pioneering efforts (importantly, Byrnes et al.
2010) the uptake of SFL has been less than in L1 education (cf. McCabe 2017;
Mickan 2019; and also McCabe 2021: Ch. 4). This does not mean that system
networks are generally absent from SFL-informed studies in L2 educational
contexts. On the contrary, it can be argued that a wealth of them draws on the
concept of system networks in some way. What the present paper argues for is
the potential benefits that the explicit use of system networks may bring to L2
teaching/learning. To that end, we revise some of the contributions to L2 edu-
cation in existing studies and identify areas of interest that deserve further
exploration (see Table 1 below).
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Table 1: Examples of systemic functional studies of language learning using system network.

Use of system network Domain References Section in
our paper
Tracking language L1, longitudinal: learning how Halliday (1975); Phillips Section 3.1
development to mean (protolanguage), (1986); Painter (1984, 1996,
transition into mother tongue 2003)
L2, longitudinal: learning how Xuan (2015) Section 3.1
write to mean in L2
Diagnosing problems in  L2: detecting over- and Gibbons and Markwick-Smith  Section 3.2
student writing under-use of systemic op- (1992); Zamorano-Mansilla
tions; error analysis (2004); Praxedes Filho (2013);
Xuan (2015, 2018, 2022);
Xuan and Matthiessen
(Forthcoming)
Supporting sequencing in  L2: determining curricular cf. Gibbons and Section 3.3
the curriculum phases based on system Markwick-Smith (1992)
networks (e.g. increase in
delicacy, new regions)
Designing exercises based L2 Arls-Hita (2008, 2016, 2022) Section 3.4
on options in system
networks
Guiding L2 learners by L2 cf. Matthiessen (1995); Flores Section 3.5
means of system networks Calvo (2021)
as cartographic tools
Contrasting L1 and L2 re- L2 cf. Bateman et al. (1999); Section 3.6

sources based on multilin-
gual system networks,

Matthiessen (2015, 2018);
Arts-Hita and Lavid (2001)

representing shared po-
tential and language spe-

cific potentials

Supporting advanced L2 L2
learners expanding their

L2 uses by adding trans-
lation skills drawing on
multilingual system

networks

cf. Halliday (2013); Matthies- Section 3.7

sen (2014)

Learning a L2 (second/foreign language) can be conceived of as learning how to
meanin a new language (cf. Halliday 2007 [1978]). This involves learners gradually
mastering the meaning potential of the new language, most likely against the
background of their L1 meaning potential: in fact, they are very likely to create a
multilingual meaning potential (e.g. Matthiessen 2018) involving both their L1
meaning potential and the L2 meaning potential they are gradually mastering —
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although the relationship between them will obviously depend on a number of
factors, centrally including the L2 educational approach (e.g. monolingual vs.
translanguaging; cf. Section 3.6).

In L2 education, system networks can be used in a variety of ways. For example,
we can use them to profile L2 learners’ choices in their output in order to track their
frontier in the expansion of their own meaning potentials, determining if there are
parts of the systemic potential that they don’t access or areas that they over-use.

In this paper, we will take stock of the ways system networks have been used in
studies concerned with L2 education and at the same time we will highlight new
opportunities to empower new studies and applications based on system networks as a
way of engaging with the central notion of learning how to mean in a second/foreign
language. We argue that system networks can make a very significant contribution to
L2 education if they are given more attention and their deployment is highlighted.
There are quite a number of actual and potential uses of system networks in L2
education, including those set out in Table 1. Some L1 studies have been included which
we consider represent good models on which to base applications to L2 contexts.

As said above, Table 1 does not cover all the uses of system networks which are
found in the L2 educational literature; just those that will be expounded in this paper.
There are other educational uses identified in the literature also worthy of attention in
future research, and which, for reasons of focus and space, we cannot delve into on this
occasion. One of those uses is, for instance, that of system networks as an assessment
tool to evaluate students’ proficiency in a second language or foreign language. Liardet
(2013, 2016) demonstrates that the use of system networks to highlight the different
textual functions of grammatical metaphor in students’ writing — such as cohesion,
reference, and coherence - can enable educators to better comprehend and differ-
entiate students’ proficiency in a second or foreign language. System networks can in
this way offer teachers the opportunity to assess students’ writing proficiency.

In the context of secondary education, Morton and Llinares (2018) illustrate the
use of a system of appraisal to examine the development of attitudinal resources
used by Spanish English L2 speakers in their history learning. This offers deeper
insights into how different options from the appraisal system assist students in
forming their views and interpreting the historical events they study. The same
applies to the use of engagement systems in history classes in the US context
(Bunch and Willett 2013).

Additionally, system networks complement traditional second language writing
instruction by providing more metalinguistic knowledge for language teachers to
support their students. Cheng and Chiu (2018) explore the application of genre-based
pedagogy in teaching Chinese as a second language in Taiwan, China. Their study
reveals that the use of system networks, particularly the lexicogrammar systems
under the three meta functions in SFL, can effectively enhance the writing skills of
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students of Chinese as L2. This improvement was observed after explicitly scaf-
folding the learners on how to write in the Chinese genre.

All of the above shows that system networks do have great potential in the
general context of education and the specific one of second/foreign language
teaching and learning. Further revision of the existing literature on the use of system
networks in L2 education is provided in the corresponding sections dealing with
different areas of application of system networks.

We comment here on one of the uses identified in Table 1, and then explore the
rest in more detail in Section 3. We will start with “designing exercises” because this
will also provide us with an opportunity to introduce a few aspects of the system
network fundamental to their use as a power tool in L2 education.

Designing exercises. It is possible to interpret traditional exercises designed to
help learners master (word rank) paradigms such as noun declensions and verb
conjugations as exercises based on system networks. However, they were less so-
phisticated in that they only involved the tabular intersection of certain features
such as case and gender, person and number that can be described more powerfully
by means of system network, and the focus was on teaching e.g. verb conjugations
and noun declensions (as illustrated quite chillingly in the Latin lesson in Alf
Sjoberg’s Swedish 1944 film Hets [translated into English as “Frenzy” or “Torment”]
from a screenplay by Ingmar Bergman®) rather than on the mastery of the systems
that underpin them.

Simple exercises based on system networks include what we might call
phonetic yoga (cf. Matthiessen 2015, 2022, 2023). One of the challenges L2 learners
face is located at the expression plane of the language they are trying to learn; in the
case of spoken language, this means the expression plane strata of phonology and
phonetics: they have to master the sounding potential of the language they are
engaged with.

At the rank of phoneme (if this rank is relevant in the language learners are
working on; cf. Halliday 1992a; Matthiessen 2021), vowels in the learners’ L1 and L2
may involve the three articulatory systems of REsoNANCE, APERTURE, and BAckNEss. They
can all be located in reference to our shared human articulatory potential
(see Catford 1977), as shown in Figure 2. which gives us a basis for articulatory
phonetic yoga, designed to help students become aware of the fact that speaking is a
process of choosing among the options in sounding in the L2 they are learning and
to help them explore possible options in our shared human sounding potential that
may not be phonologized in their L1 but which have been in their L2. For instance,
imagine that we are teaching French to a group of English-speaking students. In
English, the systems of aperTure and BacknEss are not independently variable: ‘front’

1 https://archive.org/details/hets-1944-restored-movie-720p-hd (accessed 20 December 2023).
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vowels are ‘spread’ and ‘back’ vowels are ‘rounded’, but in French they are inde-
pendently variable to some extent — specifically, ‘front’ vowels (if they are ‘high’,
which is a value of a systemic parameter not shown in Figure 2), can be either
‘spread’ /i/ or ‘rounded’ /y/. So here exercises in phonetic yoga would help English L1
students vary aperture and BacknEess independently of one another (And if for some odd
reason, they were also trying to learn Swedish, their exercises would involve the
same exercise as for French, but in addition they would also practice producing
“over-rounded” back vowels as well as ‘rounded’ ones).

/ — nasal
RESONANCE
L oral
— rounded
/ APERTURE
L spread
— front
BACKNESS
S — back

Figure 2: Three simultaneous vowel systems representing three sets of articulatory options (e.g. ‘nasal’
vs. ‘oral’) that can be explored by means of phonetic yoga.

Naturally, the range of systemic parameters involved in exercises in phonetic
yoga will depend on the particular combination of L1 and L2 languages. For example,
if speakers of English are trying to learn Akan, we would introduce them to the
systemic distinction between neutral and advanced tongue root position, helping
them with exercises where they learn to shift the whole vowel system by advancing
their tongue roots.
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The very simple system network in Figure 2 says that for ‘vowel’, there are three
simultaneous systems, Viz. RESONANCE, APERTURE, and BACKNEss. This is just a sketch of part of
the human articulatory potential relevant to domain of vowels (for further systemic
discussion, see Matthiessen 2021). As we have noted, in the phonology of any particular
language, this general articulatory potential will be “phonologized” in some specific
way. The systemic description of the language will bring this out, and the point of
phonetic yoga is precisely for learners to explore their articulatory potential so that they
can expand it to the point where they can master the sounding potential of their L2.

2 System networks: the representation of
language as a meaning potential

As noted above, Halliday developed system networks in order to be able to represent
language as a resource for making meaning — as a meaning potential. This move was
necessary since he was the first linguist to the give primacy to the paradigmatic
organization of language (cf. Halliday 2002 [1966]; Matthiessen 2023). Since he
introduced them in the 1960s, system networks have been used extensively to
represent the semantic, lexicogrammatical, and phonological resources of a fairly
wide range of languages (see e.g. Kashyap 2019; Matthiessen and Teruya 2023;
Mwinlaaru and Xuan 2016; Teruya and Matthiessen 2015).

To give an initial indication of the power of system networks in L2 education
beyond the simple example above of supporting phonetic yoga (Figure 2), we will
briefly review one “classic” study where the system network plays the centralrole —a
resource teachers can use in analysing their students’ output to diagnose problems?
(see further below, Section 3.2). This is Gibbons and Markwick-Smith’s (1992)
demonstration of the value of Halliday’s systemic description of modality in English
(first presented in Halliday 2005 [1970], and then in revised form in the editions of
Halliday’s IFG, Chapters 4 and 10).

Their contribution can be seen against the background of Wilkins’ (1976) pro-
posal for a notional syllabus (cf. the much earlier contribution by Hornby 1954: Part 5
“Various concepts and how to express them”). Gibbons and Markwick-Smith’s
(1992: 39) emphasize the value of the systemic organization of the resources of
MODALITY, in comparison with a list such as Wilkin’s taxonomy:

2 This presentation is adapted from Matthiessen (2023). For an ontogenetic study of mobarity, see Torr
(1998).

3 Before the quoted passage, Gibbons and Markwick-Smith have referred to Brumfit’s (1979) critique
of Wilkins’ (1976) notional syllabus and his rejection of the proposal to replace the “syntactic syllabus”
with a notional one.
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To illustrate the nature and use of a Systemic semantic description, the area of modality in
English will be used. This area traditionally causes considerable problems for second-language
learners, particularly the meaning and use of modal verbs themselves. For comparison one
must look at Wilkins (1976: 40—41). It can be seen that Wilkins’ taxonomy is in essence a list,
although the numbering indicates more organisation than Brumfit allows. Formal realisations
are numerous and are examples only, and no semantic or stylistic differentiation is made
among them. Some of the semantic contrasts are embedded in running text. All of this makes it
difficult to base teaching on this taxonomy and renders the semantic analysis of error almost
impossible. (Gibbons and Markwick-Smith 1992: 39)

They then present Halliday’s (1985) description of the system of MopaLIty, and include
his system network, which we have presented here in an adapted version together
with a paradigm of examples: Figure 3. They comment on the advantage of the
systemic description of mopavity, or any system of language, over a list of notions —
even if it embodies some further organization; they write:

It can be seen that this is a system rather than a list, meeting one of Brumfit’s strongest
objections [to Wilkins’s notional syllabus, JA-H, CMIMM & WX]. It presents a clear picture of
the major choices available in the English modality system. An important difference from
Wilkins’ model is that several semantic choices must be made simultaneously in order to
arrive at a possible formal exponent [i.e. realization, JA-H, CMIMM & WX]. The left-to-right
axis is one of increasing semantic delicacy. In as far as the language system itself can predict
acquisition order (this must always be balanced against external demands and psycholog-
ical factors such a processing constraints), it would predict the acquisition of the left-hand
grosser distinctions before the right-hand more delicate semantic distinctions. (Halliday
1985: 39)

Based on these and other comments in their article, we can see the value of the
system network as a cartographic tool (see further Section 3.5); it gives us a very
clear and explicit map of the resources in the language - resources that second/
foreign language learners must gradually master. However, they then go on to
demonstrate additional value of the system network: they show that it can be used as
adiagnostic tool in the analysis of learner output — to “analyse error and absence” as
they put it (see further Section 3.2). Using system networks like that of MopaLity, it is
possible to analyse written (and of course also) spoken output by learners in order to
profile their selections (their choices of systemic options such as ‘modalization’ vs.
‘modulation’) — making possible a comparison with the output by native speakers
addressing the same tasks.

In their article, Gibbons and Markwick-Smith (1992: 43) report on the findings of
their analysis of two compositions:

In the two compositions by the Hong Kong learner, there is a noticeable and sometimes
inappropriate under-use of modality. Some areas of the modality system are reasonably
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clause
probability

he will have read for hours;
he probably read for hours

modalization ——»

iy — |

obligation

-ad for hours;
| heis able to read for hours

low median high

‘modal —<

Figure 3: Part of the system network of mopaLrry in English (adapted from Halliday and Matthiessen 2014).

represented however — she does not appear to have problems with adverbial exponents of
‘usuality’ — she uses often, never, always and seldom. Similarly, there are a number of correct
uses of explicit markers of modality, both objective e.g. it is possible that and subjective e.g.
think that, I find that. It is in the implicit area — in practice this usually means modal verbs —
that the problem is found. Notice, incidentally, the utility of the network display in detecting
both developed and underdeveloped areas. Although the learner is of intermediate standard
and has an extensive vocabulary, the only modal verb used correctly is can [...]. (Gibbons and
Markwick-Smith 1992: 43)

Once problems in learner output have been diagnosed systemically, one can move
on to a consideration of treatment, or “remedies”; Gibbons and Markwick-Smith
(1992: 44) comment: “Using the system network, then, we are able to show that
remedial treatment is required in the ‘subjective implicit’ expression of various
types of modality.” They then go on to suggest four stages in an “instructional cycle”
(Gibbons 1989): Stage 1 — Focussing > Stage 2 — Recognition > Stage 3 — Guided
practice > Stage 4 — Application. Throughout this staged process, the system
network can serve as a point of reference — a map of the resources to be taught and
learnt.

Having reviewed key characteristics of system networks as representations
of language as a resource for making meaning, a meaning potential, and briefly
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illustrated applications in L2 education, we will now examine seven areas of appli-
cation in some more detail.

3 Areas of application of system networks in L2
education

There are quite a number of actual and potential uses of system networks in L2 edu-
cation, as indicated in Table 1 above. We will touch on these uses, highlighting those that
have perhaps given the least attention in L2 education drawing on SFL, but which look
very promising as we move ahead in the next couple of decades — including the helical
return to contrastive linguistics (e.g. Lado 1957) in the service of L2 education but now
empowered by current SFL rather than American structuralist linguistics of the 1950s:
the conception of language as a resource for making meaning in context (a meaning
potential), the understanding of L2 learning as learning how to mean in a the second
language, the interpretation of learning how to mean in a second language supported by
the theory of the multilingual meaning potential.

3.1 Tracking language development systemically

System networks were first used in tracking L1 language development in longitudinal
case studies of young children “learning how to mean”, to use Halliday’s theoretically
informed formulation. They enabled researchers to track young children’s meaning
potential starting with the protolinguistic potential around the age of 5-8 months,
showing how they gradually expanded it and also how they re-arranged it before making
the transition into the mother tongue spoken around them sometime in their second year
of life. The application of system networks to tracking L2 language development is still
almost uncharted territory. Xuan’s (2015) longitudinal study is an isolated example of how
to track learners’ writing systemically. Because we believe that there is great potential for
further studies in this area, let us in this Section show how this has been done in L1
contexts so it may serve as a source of inspiration for potential application to L2 contexts.

In a pioneering longitudinal case study, Halliday (1975) initiated a systemic
analysis of one child’s, his son Nigel’s, language development from birth, making this
project a seminal work in the application of systemic theories to track language
learning progress. Halliday began his systematic examination of Nigel’s language
when Nigel was 9 months old, and it continued until he reached the age of 3.5 years.

Halliday collected 2.5 years of longitudinal data on Nigel’s language develop-
ment, documenting his transition from an infant to a fluent English speaker. He
examined various language functions and captured Nigel’s facial expressions,
vocalizations (both articulatory and prosodic), and gestural aspects of his body
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language. Halliday identified three phases of language development — Phase I
(protolanguage) > Phase II (transition from protolanguage to the mother
tongue) > Phase III (learning the mother tongue). They are summarized in Figure 4
below, together with critical “architectural” properties having to do with stratifica-
tion and functional organization.

Phase | Phase Il Phase Il
(transitional)
Content - expressi + (incl. =~ —> Content- (=form) - exp
vocabulary) ___:"-':::
il ol o= ~ ; . .
p as +Di Social meaning potential
individual
Functions = uses ———————— Functions = generalized ———— (1) Funcitons = abstract componets (2) Uses = social contexts
(each utterance one types of use of grammar (each utterance in some
function) (functions coming to be (each utterance plurifunctional) specific context of use)

combined)

Instrumental —_—
},h .

Regula(ory/ \..‘\
TSl " (Categorizable by reference
Interactional ) to theories of cultural
el + Textual o
pes transimission and
Personal = social learning)
\ ] i o2, ',' / o

Heuristic —————— (VET¢ /2057

(experiential)

Imaginative ;
+ Informative *
Phase | Phase Il Phase Il
[transitional]
tent i + (i ing —» cont £
vocabulary) :,\—; T
g pé - +dial Pkl I~
individual -
Py om. L Npesseaeay (s [ (i
INCTIONS = USES > FUNCTIONS = GENERAL- _|_,. FUNCTIONS=ABSTRACT USES=SOCIAL CONTEXTS
IZED TYPE OF USE COMPONENTS OF
) GRAMMAR
[each utterance one (functions coming [each utterance pluri- [each utterance in some
function] to be combined) functional) specific context of use]
Instrumental === | ————
8 =
Regulatory —====x_| - I é g §
Inlonclional< <.+ +textual — 4 1
Zw ®
Personal _=——~ ™ - .
2872
Heuristic —====""] 8522
— 8% §¢
Imaginative —===3 —— o088
-~ | 5258
+Informative= = — —t
Figure 7. The original developmental functions evolve, at one level, via i gories of ing, into the abstract functional com-
ponents of the linguistic system; and, at another level, into the social of linguisti

Figure 4: Summary of functional development (Halliday 1975: Figure 7).
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As shown in Figure 4, in Phase I, protolanguage, Halliday identified six func-
tions in the first phase of his son’s language development. These functions, derived
from children’s protolanguage use, are microfunctions. That is, they are separate
meaning potentials tied to particular contexts of use; they are mutually exclusive in
that Nigel selected options within one microfunction in its context or another —
at this stage, he was not able to mean more than one thing at the same time
(in other words, language was not plurifunctional; each utterance instantiated
one microfunction).

During Phase I, Nigel expanded his microfunctional meaning potentials, and
Halliday represented systemic snapshots of them at six-week intervals. We have
illustrated this for the interactional microfunctional meaning potential in
Figure 5, showing successive versions of this growing potential. As can be seen
from the successive versions, Nigel gradually elaborates the original options of
‘initiation’ and ‘response’, splicing in a less delicate distinction in the third version
(1,0 — 1 1/2), viz. ‘greeting-personalized’ versus ‘engagement’. In the final version
(1;3 - 1;4 1/2), there is an entirely new development: for ‘personalized’, Nigel
introduces a distinction in content between naming the person greeted (‘Anna’/
‘Mummy’/‘Daddy’) and the orientation (‘seeking’/finding’). These are the first
simultaneous systems in his protolanguage — a preview of the later metafunctional
simultaneity of experiential and interpersonal systems, and he creates this pos-
sibility by teasing apart articulation (naming the person) and prosody (orienta-
tion) within the expression plane. Thanks to the nature of representational power
of system networks, it is possible to bring out this very significant semogenic
development. It is also the nature of system networks as representations of
paradigmatic organization — the organization of language as resource - that
makes it possible to capture the continuity throughout the three phases of lan-
guage development.

During Phase II, the transition from protolanguage into the mother tongue
(16.5-18 months), Halliday discovered that the six microfunctions observed in the
first phase were transformed into two general macrofunctions: mathetic and
pragmatic. These still constituted distinct meaning potentials; i.e. Nigel either
chose options in the mathetic system network or in the pragmatic one, but this
functional generalization from the more specialized microfunctions paved the
way for the next phase, where the generalized macrofunctions were transformed
into more abstract, simultaneous, metafunctions. They can now be represented
as simultaneous systems in the units of language. During Phase II, Nigel devel-
oped an expanded vocabulary and emergent grammatical structure, and
improved language mastery, enabling him to control his surroundings through
language.
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Figure 5: Successive versions of Nigel’s interactional microfunctional meaning potential (based on

Halliday 1975).
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Figure 5: Continued.

Phase III (18 months onwards) marks the child’s language development tran-
sitioning to adult language. Based on his longitudinal case study of Nigel, Halliday
was able to show that the abstract metafunctions of post-infancy, adult language
actually emerged from earlier phases of functions, first microfunctions and then
macrofunctions.

From protolanguage to one-word utterances, short clauses, and ultimately fluent
language use, Halliday’s study of Nigel’s language development has been ground-
breaking in the field of systemic functional linguistics. The wealth of evidence and
empirical data gathered has laid the foundation for the theory of systemic functional
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linguistics and established this study as seminal in utilizing system networks to
analyse language development.

In addition to Halliday’s work, the idea of system networks has been applied to
the study of other young children learning how to mean, initially by Clare Painter
and Jane Torr (e.g. Torr 1997). Painter (1984, 1996, 2003) continued Halliday’s research
first in Painter (1984) and then in Painter (1996, 1999), where she followed her two
sons’ language development from 9 months to 4 years old showing how they learnt
through language as they were learning language. In Painter (2003), she examined
the development of the resources of appraisal. This study differs from Halliday’s in a
couple of respects. Firstly, she focuses solely on her sons’ interpersonal meaning-
making, narrowing down the research scope — more specifically, attitudinal
resources. Secondly, her study involves her two sons at different developmental
stages, ranging from 2 to 6 years old.

Painter’s study has successfully outlined her sons’ interpersonal meaning-
making development and contributed additional insights to Halliday’s original
work. For instance, children employ various semiotic resources to express their
attitudes at an early stage, even using their protolanguage to convey emotions.
Starting at the age of 2, children begin using judgement and appreciation to
evaluate their surroundings. After 2.5 years old, they employ a more nuanced set
of adjectives to express attitudinal meanings. Painter’s project systematically
maps out the attitudinal resources children develop during infancy and demon-
strates the effectiveness and intricacy of system networks for tracking language
development.

System networks have been proven useful for tracking language functions and
interpersonal meaning-making, such as the use of appraisal resources. At the same
time, they have been employed to track children’s development of ideational
grammatical metaphor. Thus, Derewianka (1995, 2003) continued this line of
research by investigating the metaphorical language development of her son, Nick.
She collected his writing samples from the ages of 8 to 13, focussing on the ontoge-
netic perspective of children’s language development. Derewianka discovered that
children only begin using metaphorical language in their writing once they enter
secondary school and start learning content courses, such as history.

Derewianka successfully summarized the development of ideational grammatical
metaphor in her son’s written language development. She applied the systemic idea to
categorize the grammatical metaphors collected in her study and compiled a list of
findings within the system of grammatical metaphor. This research supports Halliday’s
hypothesis that (ideational) grammatical metaphor emerges at a later stage in chil-
dren’s lives when they begin constructing knowledge during their learning journey.



DE GRUYTER MOUTON Uses of system networks in L2 education =—— 25

3.2 Diagnosing problems in L2 student texts

As we have seen, when we use system networks to track language development
during Phase I of learning how to mean, we represent successive versions of a
particular microfunctional meaning potential at certain intervals (Figure 4).
Consequently, the system networks change in the course of tracking the development
in order to represent successive states of the meaning potential. In contrast, when we
use system networks to diagnose problems in language learning — in L2 learning in
particular — we are likely to use a single system network as a reference description of
some area of the language such as SPEECH FUNCTION, MODALITY, TRANSITIVITY O INTONATION, and
use it to analyse learner output, either spoken or written. We thus use the system
network as a reference description of the L2 “target”. Against this reference network, we
can profile selections made by learners, bringing out patterns of usage in their output.
Naturally, we can interpret their patterns of selections as transitional states of their own
personalized learner potentials, representing their path towards the L2 system they are
trying to learn (This will very likely also include variation in the relevant realization
statements, as when L2 learners of English overuse do or be as Finite).

Using system networks to diagnose problems in L2 student texts is not a new
topic, and it has garnered increasing research attention in foreign/L2 language ed-
ucation. Various findings from different contexts have deepened our understanding
of the system network’s application in language education. For example, in Section 2,
we reviewed Gibbons and Markwick-Smith’s study (1992) based on the system of
MobALITY as a reference description of the resources in English.

Similarly, Xuan and Matthiessen (Forthcoming) analysed EFL learners’ use of
modal resources in a Chinese context. They applied the system of mopavity to study
writing tasks completed by two groups of Chinese EFL (English as a Foreign Lan-
guage) learners attending an elite high school in China. The term “elite” refers to the
school’s reputation for outstanding academic performance. The two groups of stu-
dents, representing different proficiency levels in their local system (secondary 3,
aged 14-15, and secondary 6, aged 16-18), were given the same writing prompt. The
authors hypothesized that secondary 6 students would demonstrate better mastery
of the system of modality in their writing and, therefore, mature and proficient use of
modal resources. However, the findings showed no significant differences in the use
of modal resources between the two groups. The frequencies of choices for the first
group are shown in Figure 6.

In other studies, Xuan (2015, 2018, 2022) employed the system of TransTIvITY,
specifically process TYPE and cIRCUMSTANTIATION, to examine Chinese EFL learners’ use of
process types and circumstances in their EFL writing from a longitudinal perspec-
tive. This study concentrated on the natural written output produced by EFL students
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Figure 6: Frequency of choices of options in the system of modality in English L2 writing by Chinese
high school students (based on Xuan 2015).

in China, with no interventions related to SFL made during the course of the
research. The study found that the use of process types exhibited registerial differ-
ences in these learners’ writing, although no significant progress was observed over
the one-year study period. Furthermore, the use of process types indicated students’
English proficiency levels, as the majority of processes employed in their writing
consisted of simple, concrete, and less delicate verbs. These findings offer valuable
insights for curriculum and material developers, emphasizing the importance of
incorporating system networks in their work.

Additionally, system networks have been utilized to evaluate the repertoire of
L2learners’ interlanguage and targetlanguage. Praxedes Filho (2013) examined the
use of academic English by non-native English speakers in a Brazilian context to
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understand how system networks can be employed to study the system of inter-
language, particularly in relation to their fossilization patterns. By comparing
the patterns of the L2 learners’ interlanguage with the target language repertoire,
they discovered that L2 learners’ interlanguage fossilization follows certain pat-
terns. This finding can be used to enhance the teaching and learning of L2
development.

These studies demonstrate that system networks can serve as diagnostic tools
to track and identify students’ learning outcomes and their meaning-making
repertoire regarding specific language resource systems. This research highlights the
potential of system networks in informing targeted instruction and promoting L2
learners’ language development.

3.3 Supporting sequencing in the curriculum of the learning of
the L2 meaning potential

So far, we have shown how system networks can be used to “monitor” learners as
they progressively learn how to mean, either by tracking successive stages or by
diagnosing potential problems at some particular stage of learning, typically in order
to intervene with remedial materials. However, system networks have also turned
out to be a significant guide to L2 educators as they develop learning materials and
even curricula. This is because system networks constitute maps of the L2 resources
students need to master to become proficient users.

System networks offer the possibility of organizing learning materials in a
sequential manner, progressing from simplicity to complexity. One example from the
literature is the German as a foreign/heritage language program at Georgetown Uni-
versity. Byrnes and her team adopted the Sydney School’s* genre classification system
into their curriculum, arranging texts and related lexicogrammatical resources to
support student learning (Byrnes 2009a, 2009b). This gradual complexity-building
pedagogic strategy was implemented effectively thanks to the comprehensive
description represented by the system network (Ryshina-Pankova 2015; Ryshina-Pan-
kova and Byrnes 2017). As a result, various lexicogrammatical resources from different
systems were taught systematically and incrementally, enhancing the teaching and
learning of German in the program. In contrast, the notional syllabus, a well-known
approach for organizing lexicogrammatical resources in foreign/L2 programs based on
communicative functions and conveyed notions, lacks systematicity, as it fails to

4 That is, the work by James R. Martin and his colleagues and students: see Rose (2012), Rose and
Martin (2012), Tann (2017).
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integrate system networks into the curriculum design (cf. the remarks by Gibbons and
Markwick-Smith 1992, cited as part of their work in Section 2 above).

System networks enable the contextual arrangement of linguistic resources.
For instance, Silvia Pessoa and her team at CMU (Carnegie Mellon University)
Qatar identified challenging linguistic resources from different systems based on the
curriculum and L2 students’ linguistic challenges (Miller and Pessoa 2018). They
combined these resources with a genre-based pedagogy in their program, mapping out
the linguistic resources that proved difficult for students when composing case ana-
lyses and argumentative essays. For example, they utilized the system of engagement
(e.g. Martin and White 2005) in historical texts and the system of macro/hyper theme
(e.g. Martin and Rose 2007) in argumentative writing (Miller and Pessoa 2016; Miller
et al. 2014). These applications have advanced the teaching of language across the
curriculum in the Middle Eastern context and underscore the importance of using
system networks to sequence linguistic resources in various contexts.

A curriculum sequenced with the system network approach can provide
learner-centred instruction. This method allows educators to tailor the curriculum to
address individual learners’ unique needs and challenges. As an example, Tong and
her team in a Hong Kong community college diagnosed linguistic challenges faced
by students and developed a series of specific writing courses (Tong et al. 2019). They
identified linguistic challenges in student writing and interviewed content teachers
who taught these students. Based on their empirical findings, they discussed
possible solutions with language instructors and eventually mapped out the chal-
lenges, developing out-of-class workshops to support these EFL learners in becoming
better writers in their profession.

In conclusion, the use of system networks in addressing language teaching
issues is not a new concept, but it has gained increasing popularity in the field.
Curriculum designers can benefit from integrating system network ideas into
their designs, as supported by numerous empirical findings.

3.4 Designing exercises based on options in system networks

As we have shown, when descriptions of languages are represented by means of
system networks, these networks can guide educators as they develop learning
materials and even curricula. Here they thus serve as maps of linguistic resources
that inform educational processes in the classroom, but as in the case of diagnostic
uses of system networks, they may remain entirely implicit for learners. However,
system networks can also serve as a direct powerful learning resource for L2
teachers and learners in the classroom.
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Since, as we have seen, system networks include the linguistic options available
to speakers, we can expect contextualized L2 teaching to benefit from the consid-
eration of such options at the time of, not only designing activities, but also selecting
the texts, whether written or spoken, articulating a given lesson. Of course, as is
widely held, L2 teaching texts are best when made up of authentic material (see, for
instance, Akbari and Razavi 2015). However, finding original texts which include
different options from a given system may not always be possible. In such
cases, following accepted practice in proficiency oriented L2 teaching methods
(see Liu 2016), the best solution would be to adapt authentic materials so as to include
in them realizations of the desired systemic options.

An alternative would be to create texts from scratch, provided one has the
necessary resources and/or narrative acumen (French in Action, a French as L2
method, is a nice example of this [Capretz et al. 2012]). In Arts-Hita (2016), an example
is provided of one such EFL lesson, together with the results from a satisfaction
survey carried out among 32 university students working with the lesson. In the
survey, students rated their learning experience 4 out 5, which is a good starting
point. Since SFL is the theoretical framework underpinning the design of that
learning unit, which addresses the system of MENTAL TRANSITIVITY, it can be expected to
lend itself quite readily to the inclusion of system networks. Arus-Hita (2008) makes a
first foray into the pedagogical use of system networks, in this case for the teaching of
modality. One example given there is the one shown in Figure 7, where a system
network is used for a review of the lexical realizations resulting from choices in the
system network of English mopaLity (see Figure 3).

NETWORK OF THE DAY: Complete the boxes:

( [~ probability } Modal:
MODALITY
»— usuality
TYPE } Modal:
|— obligation
L inclination } Modal:
dalit
e < VALUE __ [ high
I— median
low
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POLARITY
L negative

Figure 7: Use of a system network for reviewing English modality (Ards-Hita 2008: 374).
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In the same paper (i.e. Arus-Hita 2008), the following reasoning is given to
support the pedagogical use of system networks in FLT (Foreign Language Teaching):

system networks reflect choices that we actually make when we speak and L2 learners are,
unlike native speakers, aware of those choices. Native speakers make their linguistic choices in
an intentional yet automatic or unconscious way, which contrasts with the more or less
conscious way — depending on their proficiency level — in which foreign language speakers
make their choices. Therefore, provided that they avoid complex terminology, e.g. by using
probability instead of epistemic, system networks give learners the opportunity both to relate
the lexicogrammar to semantics and to recreate the mechanics of actual speech production.
(Arus-Hita 2008: 374)

Bringing students’ attention to the concept of choice in language can be an eye-
opener. Making them aware that they are constantly making choices in their own
mother tongue — sometimes rather consciously, as, e.g. when writing a term paper
or speaking in public — can foster an appreciation for the visual representation of
language as choice, i.e. system networks. At this point, it is important to stress that
we are not proposing the use of system networks as the main means of instruction.
The modality choices shown above, for instance, are best taught in the context of
real reading and writing, system networks arguably providing useful practice or
revision.

The example illustrated by Arus-Hita (2008) for the system of moparity can be
easily applied to other areas of the lexicogrammar. Ards-Hita (in preparation) gives a
detailed account of the use of system networks for the teaching of English menTAL
TRANSITIVITY, ot just for reviewing purposes but also for the actual teaching of that
area of the lexicogrammar. It goes without saying that system networks are best
exploited when integrated into a functionally motivated teaching unit, starting with
an adapted text in the way hinted at above.

Even if one may not feel comfortable using them explicitly when teaching a
foreign or second language, system networks can still be helpful. Thus, when
speaking of the use of system networks in L2 teaching, one does not necessarily
have to think of making learners work directly with them (see, however, the
following sections for the explicit use of system networks with learners). Rather,
system networks may be used as the driving force behind the design of certain
activities, as previously mentioned. For instance, a system network for modality
such as the one seen in Figures 3 and 7, above, or one for mental transitivity like the
one in Figure 8, below, may be used by instructors and/or teaching material de-
velopers as a guide to the different lexicogrammatical points to be covered in a
given lesson.
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Figure 8: English mental transitivity system network (after Matthiessen 1995: 256).>

Figures 9 and 10 show examples of an activity which draws on the options
available in the system network in Figure 8. In Figure 9, we can see that the activity
starts by offering access to an explanation of the lexicogrammar of mental processes
(notice the use of systemic terminology). That explanation is shown in Figure 10,
which tries to capture, among other things, the distinction among different mental
process types, as well as realizational specifications, from the system network
above. Coming back to Figure 9, the activities which learners are requested to carry
out, are intended for the practice of that very same lexicogrammar (see Arus-Hita [in
preparation] for a more detailed account).

5 Learners do not need to be exposed to the arguably complex terminology of the system network in
Figure 8, as can be seen in the exploitation illustrated in Figures 9 and 10. However, and to facilitate the
correct understanding of the system network to those readers not familiar with SFL, the following
clarifications may be helpful. Middle processes are those not having an Agent (e.g. [Senser/Medium:] 1
[Process:] like [Phenomenon/Range:] chocolate), while effective processes have an Agent (e.g. [Phenom-
enon/Agent:] chocolate [Process:] pleases [Senser/Medium:] me). The Senser, usually human, senses (i.e.
feels, likes, hears, knows, etc.) Phenomena, which can be realized by noun groups, as in thekid wants a
new toy, in which case the feature ‘phenomenal’ is chosen in the system, or by different kinds of clauses,
in which case the feature chosen is ‘hyperphenomenal’, as in I saw the kid playing with her new toy
(macrophenomenal) or thekid thinks that she deserves a new toy (metaphenomenal). For a more
detailed account of mental transitivity, see Halliday and Matthiessen (2014: §5.3).
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Lexicogrammar
3.A

[} .
Click here to learn about the lexicogrammar of mental processes

3B

Lexicogrammar practice

Now let's complete the following fragments of conversation that are typically heard in eating
establishments. Please use the same structure as the examples:

Ex.1. They/you/bring me a sandwich: They want you to bring me a sandwich.
Ex.2. I/you/bring me a sandwich: | would like you to bring me a sandwich.
Ex.3. I/you/behave better: | expect you to behave better.

Ex.4. I/you/like ice-cream: | see you like ice-cream.

Ex.5. I/you/like/her: | know you like her.

Ex.6. I/you/say that: I'm glad that you said that. (Note the second part is in the past).

iER. ok ek ey ef e} >

If you had problems with activity 2.A you may want to consult this extra lexicogrammatical explanation
and then do activity 3.C. If you did well, move on to section 4.

Figure 9: Lexicogrammatical activity based on the English mental transitivity system network.

Mental processes are those of knowing, learning, understanding, etc. (called ‘cognitive’), seeing, hearing,
feeling, etc. (called ‘perceptive), wanting, wishing, etc. (called ‘intentional’), and liking, hating, fearing, etc.
(called ‘emotive’). As we have learnt previously, these processes always have a Senser (that who knows, sees,
wants, likes, etc.) and, almost always, a Phenomenon (that which is known, seen, wanted, liked, etc.). Such is
the case in the cognitive | know a little English, the perceptive | saw a bright light, the intentional He wants
more water and the emotive She likes Spanish rice. We have seen these very same verbs involved in
projections of non-finite clauses (that is, clauses with their verbs in the infinitive or the gerund), such as |
saw him dancing, He wants to leave and | like skating. Here we look at how the different types of mental
processes project clauses realized with an expressed subject. These clauses can be a) finite clauses (that is,
clauses with a finite verb) such as | think I'll be there or | think he'll be there, or b)non-finite clauses (that is,
clauses with a verb in the infinitive or the gerund)such as he wants her to leave or I'd like you to stay.

There are four possibilities:

1. Cognitive and perceptive processes The most common nexus between both clauses is that (usually
omitted in speech and informal written English):

“I think/know/believe... (that) fish is the speciality in this restaurant.”
“I think/know/believe... (that) this pub is called The Red Hen.”
“I saw/heard/feel/know... (that) I'm going to have to pay the bill!"

“I saw/heard/feel/know... (that) you didn’t enjoy your meal.”

2. Intentional processes  If the subject is the same in both clauses, you tend to put to immediately after the
mental verb:

“He wants/'d like... to recommend you a starter.”
But if it is not, you add the subject, in the object form, before to:

“They want/'d like... him to make up his mind a bit faster.”
* Note: | want should be avoided, as it doesn't sound polite. Please use I'd like instead.

3. Emotive processes If the subject is the same in both clauses, you tend to use -ing after the verbal
Process:

“I like/love/adore/hate ... coming to this place.”

Figure 10: Lexicogrammatical explanation based on the English mental transitivity system network.
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3.5 Guiding L2 learners by means of system networks as
cartographic tools

We now turn to the more explicit uses of system networks in teaching-learning
processes. One such obvious use is their exploitation as cartographic tools for
guiding L2 learners. Yet before zeroing in on the use of system networks to guide
learners in their learning process, we can point out that SFL in general, and system
networks in particular, have been recognized as useful guiding tools in L2 instruc-
tion. There is a wealth of research on the use of SFL to train or assist language
instructors (e.g. Chappell 2020; Coffin et al. 2009; Gebhard 2010; Gebhard and Accurso
2023; McCabe 2025), some of it even using system networks to that purpose. A good
example of the latter is Flores Calvo (2021), where system networks of pedagogic
speech functions and pedagogic intermediations are provided, which may ultimately
be of great help for ESL (English as a Second Language)/EFL instructors to teach more
effectively. Flores Calvo’s network of pedagogical speech functions — based on the
combination of Halliday’s description of the semantic system of spEEcH FUNCTION
(Halliday and Matthiessen 2014) and Halliday’s (1993) three modes of language
learning (i.e. learning language, learning through language and learning about
language) in his notes towards a language-based theory of learning — allows us to
capture the different realizations unfolding in the ESL classroom dialogue (hence
‘pedagogical’) in the speech functions of both teachers and students (Flores Calvo
2021: 67-69). The network of pedagogical intermediations, in turn, seeks to capture
the different ways of scaffolding instructors’ knowledge so as to better help their
students in the learning process (Flores Calvo 2021: 369).

As seen, the research just mentioned focuses mainly on L2 instructor guidance.
There is, therefore, an important gap here, as no research exists specifically
addressing the use of system networks to guide students in their learning process.
It may be that there is a certain apprehension in the use of what might arguably be
considered not very transparent terminology and/or conventions associated with
SFL in general and system networks in particular. To address the former, scholars
have attempted to debunk the myth that SFL is too difficult a framework to be used in
educational contexts — see Playfair (2022); Raynor (2022); Monbec (2022). Monbec, for
instance, draws on work by the Sydney School (e.g. Martin 1998) to defend
the importance of recontextualizing the SFL discourse to adapt it to the teaching
environment. To address system network (convention) complexity, scholars have not
yet published specific proposals, but some SFL practitioners have tried to cope with
this issue in their classes by, for instance, using (simplified) fragments of system
networks, not whole networks. One such case is Mick O’Donnell, who uses simple
networks as road maps at the end of a topic representing the different kinds of things
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which learners have covered over the module, as a way for the students to see
quickly how the things they have learnt fit together, thus providing them with a
mental framework to organize their ideas (O’Donnell, personal communication).®

Picking up on the idea of using systems or simple networks rather than complex
comprehensive system networks, we can see how a system such as the one for MENTAL
TRANSITIVITY in Figure 6 above could be further simplified to guide students in the
process of learning the basic aspects of that area of the lexicogrammar enabling them
to carry out the activities detailed in Section 3.4. Figure 11, below, provides an
example of one such possible simplified version of a system network of MENTAL
transiTiviTy. This network foregrounds the bidirectionality of emotive processes
(i.e. like-type vs. please-type, see Halliday and Matthiessen 2014: 258), and may be
used, for instance, to ask students to explain the emoTIvE-TYPE System, giving examples
of each of the two types in the system. Different versions of this system network could
be used to focus on the lexicogrammar of the different mental types, thus providing
easy guidance in the learning process.

cognitive
desiderative
middle
mental %EPNJ AL-| emotive Eyp%WE_ [Senser/Medium.Phenomenon/Range|
effective
[Senser/Agent Phenomenon/Medium|
perceptive

Figure 11: A simplified system network of mMentaL TRansiTviTY foregrounding emotive lexicogrammar.

Reference works such as Matthiessen’s (1995) Lexicogrammatical Cartography
can be used by L2 instructors to find plenty of system networks to use either as they
are or adapted and simplified in the manner just shown. An easy way to create
simplified versions of system networks could be to use O’Donnell’s (2021) UAM
Corpus Tool, which provides a user-friendly interface for designing such systems,
including their realization statements seen in the boxes under middle and effective in
Figure 9 (these could have even been made more self-explanatory by using the labels
like-type and please-type, see Table 2 below). For those instructors not really wishing
to go into the trouble of creating system networks, an alternative option could be
presenting systems in tabular form, something often done in the SFL literature
(for instance, in Halliday and Matthiessen 2014 or in Matthiessen 1995). The tabular
representation of the system network in Figure 11 is shown in Table 2.

6 O’Donnell shared his opinion in an e-mail on May 14, 2023.
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Table 2: Tabular representation of a simplifies system network of MENTAL TRANSITIVITY.

MENTAL TYPE MENTAL SUB-TYPE

Cognitive

Desiderative

Emotive like-type (Senser/Medium; Phenomenon/Range)

please-type (Phenomenon/Agent; Senser/Medium)
Intentional

As alast idea before moving on to the next Section, system networks as learning
guiding tools may be used both synchronously and asynchronously. That is, they may
be used during face-to-face lessons or as part of a course’s autonomous workload. For
instance, once students have become accustomed to working with them, system
networks may be used in a blended-learning environment where different areas of
the lexicogrammar could be presented systemically for the interpretation of students
before the face-to-face session, where they would then apply the newly learnt con-
cepts to a number of tasks designed by the instructor.

3.6 Contrasting L1 and L2 resources based on multilingual
system networks

L2 teaching methods from mid-20th century onwards, when the grammar-
translation method started its decline, have for the most part discouraged the use
of the L1 in the teaching/learning process. It has been generally assumed, and
rightfully so, that (excessive) reliance on the L1 as the medium of instruction can
create a dependency on translation and thus hinder the development of fluency
(Larsen-Freeman and Anderson 2013). This has led L2 methodologists and
researchers to advocate the use of L2 as the primary means of communication,
so as to foster the ability to think and interact directly in the target language
(see Lightbown and Spada 2013).

While it is easy to agree that excessive reliance on the L1 is not the ideal way to
learn a L2, since the lexicogrammatical patterns of the former are bound to impinge
onto those of the second, it is still possible to see how the contrast of L1 and L2
resources may be beneficial to learners when used as a complement, not as the basis
of teaching. System networks may be used to raise awareness in learners of those
areas of the lexicogrammar where languages show sharp contrasts as well as, and
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perhaps most interestingly, those areas where the potential is largely shared but
there are some minor differences that, unless heeded, are likely to result in negative
language transfer, i.e. “when differences between the two languages structures lead
to systematic errors in the learning of the second language and to transfer native
language into the second language” (Sam 2013).

The affordances of system-network-based multilingual approaches have been
explored in other areas of linguistic research. Bateman et al. (1999), for instance,
propose the reuse of linguistic description in the context of automatic multilingual
generation. The authors claim that “The effort involved in constructing particular
language descriptions is very high, and such reusability offers considerable po-
tential savings” (Bateman et al. 1999: 636). Although automatic language genera-
tion and L2 teaching/learning may be regarded as two very distant fields, we do
not need to overstretch our imagination to see that the same savings may be
achieved if, by comparing system networks of specific areas, learners become
aware of all the reusable potential and focus on those aspects that require
maximum learning effort. Supporting this multidisciplinary view of the affor-
dances of multilingual approaches, Matthiessen (2018: 108) writes: “The notion of
multilingual meaning potential is needed to describe how speakers learn addi-
tional languages, how they switch between languages in the exchange of mean-
ings or even mix them, or how they reconstrue meanings as they translate or
interpret text”.

Matthiessen (2015) provides the following explanation of multilingual system
networks, before moving on to producing some nice examples for English and Chi-
nese as well as for English, Korean and Chinese, reflecting commonalities and
specificities in different areas of the lexicogrammar:

The notion of a multilingual meaning potential combines Halliday’s (e.g. 1973) conception of a
language as a meaning potential — what a speaker can mean, his or her resources for making
meaning — with multilingualism: what a speaker can mean in two or more languages, or, by
another step, what members of a multilingual community can mean collectively in two or more
languages. Such a multilingual meaning potential can be represented by means of a multilingual
system network. In a multilingual system network, the systems of the languages being repre-
sented are unified, but they are unified in such a way that the internal integrity of each language
is preserved. (Matthiessen 2015: 5)

Let us see an example of how multilingual system networks may help raise learners’
awareness of specific L1-L2 contrasts in a way that may be beneficial to their
learning. Arus-Hita and Lavid (2001), in a contrastive description of relational
transitivity in English and Spanish, provide the general system network in Figure 12,
valid for both languages.
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existence
existenctial Ex: .n0m. group
™ (middle) Subi: 0; Process: haber
existence plus
+Ex
Ex: Subject
Process: aparecer, estar.. rpseudo-effective

transitive—I»

Leffective
TYPE OF — attributive ———

BEING
_RELA- middle
ergative ———|
TIONAL effective
+A—-d+P+A-n
——— identifying IDENTIFICATION ~  — decoding
~ (effective) DIRECTION
Tk/I-d
+Tk+VI1 VI/I-r
+l-r+1-d
encoding
Tk/I-r
VI/I-d
— assigned
_
TYPEOF [ ™M™V g
RELATION possessive
circumstantial
L_non assigned

The abbreviations should be read as follows: C = Carrier; P = Process; A = Attribute; A-r = Attributor; A-n
= Attribution; A-d = Attributed; Tk = Token; V1 = Value; I-d = Identified; I-r = Identifier; As-r = Assigner.

Figure 12: Relational transitivity network for English and Spanish (Arts-Hita and Lavid 2001: 70).”

While this system network may be argued to be too complex to work with in an L2
teaching context, one could simplify it to adjust it to the needs of learners. Or the instructor
may draw their attention to specific paths within the network so as to show relevant

7 Readers unfamiliar with SFL will find a detailed explanation in Arts-Hita and Lavid (2001). Let us,
however, provide some very basic notes here: intensive processes are non-reversible, e.g. [Carrier/Medium:]
Peter [Process:] is [Attribute/Range:] tired, whereas identifying processes are reversible, thus [Token/
Identified/Agent:] Peter [Process:] is [Value/Identifier/Medium:] the best player or [Token/Identifier/Me-
dium:] The best player [Process:] is [Value/Identified/Agent:] Peter. Both attributive and identifying process
may be intensive (processes of being), possessive (processes of having) or circumstantial (processes of being
at, about, etc.). Distinctions such as transitive versus ergative or the addition of a pseudo-effective category
are made and justified by Artis-Hita and Lavid (2001) but are not essential for this very sketchy explanation
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aspects. Let us say that the instructor takes his/her learners through the following path
(from Arus-Hita and Lavid 2001: 71): (relational: expanding: attributive & intensive &
transitive & pseudo-effective), which would explain both English (1) and Spanish (2):

4] The grass is green
2) La hierba estd verde

The instructor would of course have to explain the different selections as they navigate
across the network — which incidentally may make learners reflect upon all the choices
they make while speaking. Now this would raise the inescapable issue of ser versus
estar in Spanish, from the perspective of English-speaking learners of that language.
And this is where comparing multilingual (bilingual, in this case) system networks can
be very informative. Understanding the use of estar in (2), above, is not very compli-
cated if a slightly more delicate system is used, such as the one in Figure 13 (also from
Arus-Hita and Lavid 2001: 74), which includes the features ‘class’ and ‘state’ ultimately
responsible for the lexical realizations ser and estar, respectively.

mental apparent

reality 4{ .
attributive realized*
|: —phase
identifying — inceptive*

. time ——p|
relational —
intensive +Attribution
Attribution/
possessive /Medium
circumstantial .
— durative
class*
— as Process

non phase [— quality*—3»-

L— as Attribute
state*®
quantity —pm-weight

measure
cost¥...

benefactive
BENE-

* >
FACTION non benefactive

Figure 13: Delicate system network of relational transitivity, with a focus on attributive intensive
potential to foreground specificities of Spanish.

of the system network. For a more detailed account of relational transitivity, see Halliday and Matthiessen
(2014: §5.4)



DE GRUYTER MOUTON Uses of system networks in L2 education =—— 39

What the system in Figure 13 shows is actually quite close to the commonsense
explanation typically given for differentiating ser and estar in Spanish, i.e. the
former expresses pertaining to a certain class whereas the latter indicates a given
state. Not so easy, however, to understand by learners of Spanish asa L2, or to explain
by their instructors or textbooks, are the uses of these lexical realizations in the case
of attributive circumstantial clauses. While these clauses are typically identified with
estar, one of whose uses is typically associated with indicating location, there are
realizations such as (3) which can prove a challenge to explain and/or understand,
given that they express location but use ser, not estar. System networks can again
be of great help here. The one in Figure 14 shows the delicate system network of
Spanish attributive circumstantial transitivity, with specification of the options
‘event’ (e.g. a party, a movie, a sports match [...]) and ‘matter’ (a house, a person, a
cinema, a stadium [...]), as part of ‘spatial’. If the former is selected, i.e. if the path
(relational: expanding: attrib. & circumst. & transitive & pseudo-effective: circum-
stance as participant: spatial: event) is followed, the Process is realized as ser, as in
(3). If the path chosen is (relational: expanding: attributive & circumstantial &
transitive & pseudo-effective: circumstance as participant: spatial: matter), the
clause will have estar as a Process (4).

mental
event*
— spatial ——» [
attributive —
identifvi — circumstance
SRR s » temporal
relational ) ) participant
— intensive —
+— possessive comparative
L— circumstantial -
spatial*
circumstance
L as > temporal*
Process

comparative

*

benefactive
BENE-
—>

FACTION non benefactive

Figure 14: Delicate system network of relational transitivity, with a focus on attributive circumstantial
potential foreground specificities of Spanish.
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3 La fiesta es en casa de Luis (‘The party is at Luis’ place’)

4) cY donde estd la casa de Luis? (‘And where is Luis’ place’)

It should be noticed that, for the explanation of how multilingual system networks
and the more delicate language-specific one can help L2 instruction, no system
networks have been created ad hoc. These have rather been recycled, so to speak,
from an existing publication (i.e. Arus-Hita and Lavid 2001). This has been done
intentionally, to show that L2 instructors do not need to learn how to design system
networks (although it might always help). It is often possible to reuse already
existing networks in the literature. There are several descriptive works of different
languages which can serve as resources for the retrieval of system networks. EFL
instructors, for instance, can find plenty of them in Matthiessen (1995), which can
be compared with system networks retrievable from descriptions of other lan-
guages such as Spanish (Lavid et al. 2010), French (Caffarel-Cayron 2006), or Jap-
anese (Teruya 2007), to mention but a few of the wide array of language
descriptions existing in the SFL literature, several of which can be found in Caffarel
et al. (2004).

As alast note, it is also worth mentioning the possibility of using multilingual
system networks for the identification of cross-linguistic differences whose moti-
vation is found beyond the lexicogrammar. We will not delve into this important
topic here, but will simply bring up the example given by Matthiessen (2018: 106) in
relation to one of the uses of the English imperative, and the heed that should be
paid by English speakers when learning other languages: “Thus, in English, the
‘imperative’ is perfectly fine in the appeal segment of advertisements (realizing an
‘exhortative command’), as in For a free brochure, simply fill in the coupon or phone
IBM Direct on 008 622 437, but in Chinese and Japanese, this would be a very
marked option or even an impossible one”. In this case, multilingual system net-
works would have to reflect not only the lexicogrammatical potential but also
choices available within a given register (functional variety of the language) within
a certain setting of the contextual parameters of field, tenor and mode. A first step
would be, as explained above, to find the relevant systems in the existing litera-
ture — in this case on English and Chinese or Japanese — for the illustration of
choices at both levels and how they co-select, and, if everything not found, create
basic system networks reflecting the key features involved in the desired contrast.
As said above, this can be done by means of user-friendly software such as
O’Donnell’s (2021) UAM Corpus Tool.
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3.7 Supporting advanced L2 learners expanding their L2 uses
by adding translation skills drawing on multilingual system
networks

In the previous subsection, we dealt with the use of system networks for
contrastive purposes in L2 instruction, and we will now be looking at some-
thing along similar lines yet with a focus on more advanced levels of profi-
ciency.® It is at this level that translation may arguably be claimed to no longer
pose a threat to effective communication in L2 (compare Section 3.5, above) but,
in contrast, actually be of assistance to learners in the comprehension of cross-
linguistic nuances and in the mastery of new linguistic skills (see Cook 2010;
KoroSec 2013; Leonardi 2010, about the benefits of translation as a language
learning tool at an advanced level). As befits the topic of this paper, the L2-
-learning-oriented translation practices here discussed will be based on system
networks.

Translation studies have a long tradition in SFL (see Wang and Ma 2021), from
early works by Halliday (1962, 1992b), Catford (1965), or Ventola (1995, 1996) to
more recent work by Manfredi (2014), Kunz et al. (2014), or Hansen-Schirra et al.
(2012), to name but a few. This includes research on the role of system networks in
translation. Matthiessen (2014: 317), for instance, looks at the system networks of
mopaLiTy of the source English and the target German in a translation of Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland to show the modal choices made in each language to
express the same meanings. This allows Matthiessen to claim “that certain se-
lections are retained in the target language [...] whereas other selections are
shifted”. We can imagine L2 instructors showing intermediate-to-advanced
learners translation extracts reflecting lexicogrammatical contrasts known to
be problematic even at high levels of proficiency and then providing the system
networks involved (in the source and the target language) so learners can see the
potential available for each language and the actual choices made in that partic-
ular instantiation. The class could then discuss other potential choices that have
not been activated but could have, and the implications with respect to other
choices. Alternatively, if it is not easy for the instructor to get hold of the system
networks needed, ad hoc networks could be collaboratively created based on the
textual instances discussed.

8 At least not beginners: we could tentatively say from CEFR Bl onwards (See Council of Europe
[2001] for the levels of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages).
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As an example, let us take the English clause (5) and its German translation (6),
which learners at around Bl may be expected to be able to produce. This pair
illustrates the different order of circumstantial elements in English and German,
where the former usually has place.time, i.e. [circumstance: place] at the restaurant
[circumstance: time] late in the evening, and the latter time.place, i.e. [circumstance:
time] spdt am Abend [circumstance: place] im Restaurant. The mere comparison of (5)
and (6) will no doubt serve to raise the point, and some students may keep this
contrast in mind. However, it could be argued that a visual representation of the
different potentials of each language may leave a longer-lasting impression in the
learners - if only because more time and cognitive effort will be devoted to the issue.
The instructor could then draw a very basic network with a system of cIRCUMSTANTIAL
TrANSITIVITY as Well as one for recursivity (see Figure 15) and have the learners go
through the paths associated with each of the two realizations. This would require
them to first choose ‘place’ for English and ‘time’ for German, then go through the ‘go
to’ feature in recursivity, and finally do the reverse selection, i.e. ‘time’ for English and
‘place’ for German. They could also be asked to provide the realization statements
corresponding to the selections made, i.e. [circumstance: place]. [circumstance: time]
for English and [circumstance: time]. [circumstance: place] for German. The practice
would of course be more meaningful if then completed with the use of a more general
system network of transitivity with all the choices necessary for the generation of
each clause.

(5) The group arrived at the restaurant late in the evening.

(6) Die Gruppe kam spdt am Abend im Restaurant an.

raccompaniment
Fmanner
rinstrument
behalf

rHime

clause [place

CIRCUMSTANTIAL-
TYPE

RECURSIVITY [S'fOD
go_to

|Back to CIRCUMSTANTIAL TYPE|

Figure 15: System network for the practice of the generation of circumstantial transitivity in English and
German (drawn with UAM Corpus Tool [0’Donnell 2021]).
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One can only but imagine the endless possibilities of the kind of activity just sug-
gested. Any conflictive cross-linguistic issue may be discussed and systematized in
the L2 classroom — including the virtual classroom in blended models. And there are
also possible variations to the procedure explained here. Halliday (2013: 149), for
instance, suggests looking at wrong — or, at least, questionable — translations to identify
the moment in the system network when the arguably infelicitous choice was made —
this he calls “pinpointing the choice”. Asking L2 learners to pinpoint the choice(s)
motivating questionable translations and suggest alternative choices for more felici-
tous versions in the target language may provide effective linguistic practice for the
development of L2 proficiency. In a way, as we have seen throughout the whole of
Section 3, the limits in the use of system networks in L2 teaching are to a large extent
set by the imagination of the instructors or methodologists resorting to them.

4 Conclusions

Fundamental to all L2 education informed by SFL is the nature of language as
resource (rather than as rule) — a resource for making meaning, or a meaning
potential in systemic functional terms. The nature of language as a meaning making
resource is brought out most clearly and explicitly when we represent it by means of
system networks, showing the options in meaning, wording and sounding that L2
learners have at their disposal as they learn how to mean in the new language, and
gradually master its immense resources. Thus system networks enable us to high-
light all the different facets and phases of learning how to mean in a new language,
and to support the development of pedagogy for L2 education by grounding it in the
nature of language itself as a huge network of options in meaning, thus taking into
account the unique properties of learning language (as opposed to learning subject
or disciplinary knowledge through language).

In light of the above, this paper set out with an agenda to demonstrate the power
of system networks in L2 education. To that end, we first presented system networks
as they are conceived of within the SFL framework, their value in the representation
of language as a meaning potential and a first foray into their role in the study of
language learning. Once the main characteristics of system networks had been
reviewed and their potential appliability to L2 education had been established, we
moved on to show specific areas of application. We thus have seen that system
networks may be helpful for tracking language development, diagnosing problems in
L2 texts, developing L2 learning materials and curricula, designing exercises, guiding
L2learning in the manner of cartographic tools and contrasting L1 and L2 resources,
including the possibility of resorting to translation skills.
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The description of all the possible applications of system networks to L2
education represents an arguably important novelty in the fields of SFL and L2
education as well as opening up a wide range of opportunities for future research
and implementation. Each of the uses described in this paper is applicable to
different areas of the lexicogrammar, whether ideational, or interpersonal, or tex-
tual, or combinations of these, not to mention the affordances that the use of system
networks representing extra-linguistic potential — e.g. choices available within field,
tenor and mode at the level of the context of situation — may bring to contextualized
L2 teaching (see, e.g. Derewianka and Jones [2016]; Omaggio [2001], to mention but
two among the plurality of references stressing the importance of teaching L2 in
context). And all of this extensible to any L2 object of study — and eventually to a
myriad of possible L1/L2 combinations: a truly vast repertoire of gaps to be filled.

With the exception of the short introductory illustration showing how
phonetic/phonological system networks can be used to help students engage in
phonetic yoga as they try to master the sounds of their L2, all examples in the paper
have been taken from areas of lexicogrammar, in particular the systems of mopaLTy
and TransiTivity. However, system networks within the other strata of language —
semantics and phonology (or graphology) — can be used in very similar ways, as can
system networks located within the context in which the students’ L2 is “embedded”,
as said above. In addition, there is one interesting possible use of semantic
system networks that is unique to them since semantics serves as the interface
between language and what lies outside language. This has been explored in
systemic functional research for particular situation types within contexts: Halliday
(e.g. 2003 [1972]) and other systemic functional linguists (e.g. Patten 1988) have
described the semantics system networks tailored to particular situation types,
e.g. the semantics of maternal control of young children; and they have included
explicit lexicogrammatical realization statements, thus showing what areas of
lexicogrammar need to be accessed.

Semantic system networks represent specific uses of the overall semantic sys-
tems, and they bring out the strategic nature of semantics — the strategies of meaning
for solving some specific contextual problem like controlling a young child’s
behaviour. Such strategic semantic system networks could be used in L2 education.
For example, it would be possible to develop semantic system networks character-
ising the strategies L2 learners need to accomplish contextually defined tasks such as
introducing themselves, evaluating a product such as a movie, complimenting a
fellow student, describing their home, citing academic work in a research paper.
Such register-specific semantic System networks could also help bridge the gap
between contextual approaches, i.e. approaches based on communicative needs,
tasks or genres, and the lexicogrammatical resources that they need.
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In conclusion, this paper has attempted to build a bridge between the existing
literature on system networks, including the limited amount of work relating these
to L2 education, and the exciting future that may be brought about by the integration
of these networks into L2 teaching practices. We hope that the ideas and examples
given in the previous pages have succeeded in demonstrating the synergies that this
integration may achieve. Future, ideally near-future, research and/or reports on
teaching practices will reveal whether the L2 education community picks up the
gauntlet that we are hereby throwing down.
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