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Culture Representation in Teachers’ Talk: A Functional Analysis of  

Singapore’s Chinese Classroom Discourse 
1

  

 

Yang Yanning 

 

Given the close connection between culture and language, cultural heritage has always 

been regarded in Singapore’s educational system as part of the regular course of Chinese 

Language. In fact, one of the major purposes of Chinese teaching in Singapore is to 

inherit ethnic cultures and values.  The syllabi of Chinese Language currently in use thus 

include the requirement of transmitting Chinese culture to younger generation of Chinese 

Singaporean.   

 

The primary goal of this research is to investigate how Chinese culture is represented in 

teachers’ talk through a functional analysis of classroom discourse.  In particular, the 

paper explores the way teachers’ talk is used in terms of how cultural concepts are 

explained and how cultural knowledge is encoded.   According to Martin and Rose 

(2008: 12), “a culture is realized as patterns of social interaction in each context of 

situation, which in turn are realized as patterns of discourses in each text”.  The culture in 

a Chinese classroom is surely manifested by certain patterns of classroom discourse.  In 

this case, this research explores the realization of cultural meanings by investigating 

classroom discourse from two perspectives.   

 

Firstly, it identifies all the words related to culture in Chinese lesson transcripts. 

Secondly, it finds out classroom activities with special meanings in Chinese culture. 

Following this, the cultural words and activities identified in the transcripts are 

respectively analysed within a framework developed on the basis of the theories in 

Systemic Functional Linguistics.  In particular, the cultural activities are examined in 

terms of the three dimensions of a situation, i.e. Field, Tenor and Mode.  The cultural 

words are analysed through an identification of their ideational, interpersonal and textual 

functions.  The framework for the analysis of cultural words and activities is shown as 

follows: 

 

Situation dimensions of cultural 

activities observed  

Functions of cultural words identified 

Field:  

 

What is happening in classroom?  

 

What kinds of activities the teacher 

and students are engaged in? 

Ideational function: 

 

Actor/Senser /Sayer/Carrier 

Goal/Phenomenal/Verbiage/Attribute 

or 

Process 

 

Tenor:  

 

Who is taking part in the cultural 

activities observed?  

 

Interpersonal function: 

 

Subject/Finite/Predicator/Complement/ 

Adjunct 



2 

 

What is the relationship between 

teacher and students involved in these 

activities?   

 

 

Mode: 

 

What is the form of language used in 

these activities, formal or informal, 

written or spoken? 

 

What is the rhetorical contribution of 

these activities, informative, reporting 

or communicating?    

Textual function:  

 

Theme/Rheme 

 

Given/New 

 

Table 1 Framework for the analysis of cultural words and functions 

 

 

As shown in Table 2, the detailed analysis of cultural words is conducted at the rank of 

clause.  The cultural word in this clause is “龙”(dragon), whose textual function is Given.  

The clause is used for the explanation of a text titled “colours”.  In other words the focus 

of teaching is the Chinese expressions of colours when she says this clause.   The cultural 

word is used as background information by the teacher.  It is very hard for a student to 

understand this clause if he or she has no idea about the word “龙”(dragon).  In this case, 

the new teaching content is in fact based on a cultural word although it is not cultural 

content by itself.  This phenomenon is frequently observed in the classroom discourses 

collected, indicating that cultural words are still very important in Chinese lesson despite 

the fact that these words are not taught at all.    

 

 这      条       龙 

this   piece   dragon 

  是 

  is 

 什么      颜色 

what       color  

What is the color of this dragon? 

Ideational  Carrier Process  Attributes 

Interpersonal  Subject Predicate Complement 

Textual  Theme/Given  Rheme/New 

             Table 2 The example of cultural word analysis 

 

The analysis of cultural activities is demonstrated by the example in Table 3. 
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Situation dimensions of cultural 

activities observed  

Cultural activity: Introduction to Chinese 

Martial Arts 

Field:  

 

What is happening in classroom?  

 

What kinds of activities the teacher 

and students are engaged in? 

 

 

The teaching of Chinese characters “太极”  

 

 

Tenor:  

 

Who is taking part in the cultural 

activities observed?  

 

What is the relationship between 

teacher and students involved in these 

activities?   

 

 

 

 

Both teacher and student 

 

 

Collaborative 

Mode: 

 

What is the form of language used in 

these activities, formal or informal, 

written or spoken? 

 

What is the rhetorical contribution of 

these activities, informative, reporting 

or communicating?    

 

 

Formal and written Chinese 

 

 

 

Informative 

 

Table 3 Framework for the analysis of cultural activities 

 

The classroom discourses used in this chapter come from a one-year research project 

which observes the teaching of Chinese in Singapore’s primary schools, involving a data 

set of 17 Chinese classes.  The deployment of cultural word and activities in these classes 

are summarized to show to what extent and for what purposes do Chinese teachers 

involves cultural contents in the process of teaching. The findings of this research also 

indentify the linguistic forms Chinese teachers used to address the culture components in 

relevant syllabi.  In addition, this research reveals that the long-standing pedagogical 

tradition rooted in Chinese culture impacts the use of teaching strategies and pedagogies 

in Singapore’s Chinese classroom.   
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Notes 

 

1. For complete information see, Yang (forthcoming) 
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