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Defining Language 
~Definition~ 

 
Language is systematic, arbitrary, symbolic, and 
generative. 
 
Definition: a system of arbitrary signs agreed to by a 
community of users, transmitted and received for a specific 
purpose, n relation to the shared world of the users 

~Semiotics~ 
 
Semiotics: the study of signs to convey meaning  
 

àClassify signs into 3 categories 
 

1. Icon: a sign that resembles the object it signifies 
2. Index: a sign that is casually connected to the object 

it signifies 
3. Symbol: a sign that is arbitrarily and 

conventionally related to its referent or object. 

~Language, Ideology + Power~ 
 
The signs and symbols of any language have to be 
agreed upon by the language users. 

à This kind of agreement occurs when the 
group come to share values, beliefs and ways 
of doing things 
 

Ideologies:  system or set of ideas + beliefs that guide 
ways of thinking, generally associated with particular 
social, economic and political groups. 

àComplex cognitive frameworks that control ‘the formation, 
transformation and application of other social cognitions, such as 
knowledge, opinions and attitudes, and social representation, including 
social prejudices”.  
 

Texts: the product of any language event – written, 
oral, electronic, visual etc… 
 
Critical  Linguistics:  the unpacking of ideologies 
underlying texts to become aware of how they are 
manipulating us and to consider alternative readings 

~Sign + Signifier + Signified~ 
 
Signifier: the sign: a word, colour or image 
 
Signified:  the concept / meaning/ associations that the 
sign refers to (changes between different cultures)	

~Linguistics~ 
 
Linguistics: a field concerned with the study of the 
system and structure of language  
 
o Sociolinguistics: social context 

 
o Psycholinguistics: the relationship between language 

+ thought, perception + behaviour. 
 

o Neurolinguistics: neurological processes underlying 
the use and development of language 

~Forms of Communication~ 
 
Language:  

• Spoken: sounds (phonemes) 

• Written: marks (graphemes) 
Paralanguage: 

• Visual: gestures, facial expressions, body 
language, proxemics… 

Non-Verbal Communiaction 

• Vocal and Visual signs 

• How animals communicate 

~Function + Form~ 
 
Function: how language is used 
 
Form: the structure of language 

Text Functions 
1. Ideational – information in text 
2. Interpersonal – relationship between author + 

reader/listener/etc. 
3. Textual – makes a text coherent instead of just a 

collection of words 

~Literacy~ 
 
Literacy: a collection of competencies needed to read, view, 
produce and interpret language and symbols in multiple 
contexts and formats for understanding and communicating 
for various purposes. 
              à Culturally determined + constantly changing 
              à Has come to mean a rapid and continuous process of change 

 
Multiliteracies:  an understanding of literacy that 
acknowledges the changes in communications due to new 
technologies, shifts in language usage with different cultures 
and the effects of globalization 
 
Critical Literacy: encourages a critical perspective on 
literacies themselves, a critical perspective on particular texts 
and a critical reading on the wider social practices mediated 
through texts. 
 
Critical Pedagogy: a philosophy of education that addresses 
inequality through the study of power in teaching and 
learning, and where students are encouraged to question 
dominant or common notions of meaning and form their own 
understandings. 


