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In the past decade, the changing environment of higher education and the 

appearance of new pedagogical ideas have challenged more traditional ap-

proaches to learning that tend to focus on either disciplinary enculturation or 

the development of generic skills. There is now a need for „ecological‟ per-

spectives on learning, as well as curricula and pedagogies that enable stu-

dents to be authentic, to „break free‟ and to „stand up to the world‟ (Barnett, 

2004, 2007). There is also a need for complementary perspectives on lan-

guage as a principal means through which active meaning-making can occur. 

While dialogic perspectives can complement emerging perspectives on lan-

guage, they can also be constrained by underlying structuralist conceptions 

of language. This paper argues that an ecological-semiotic perspective, 

largely influenced by Peirce‟s semiotics (van Lier, 2000, 2004, 2008, 2010, 

2011; Augustyn, 2012), provides a more adequate conception of language. 

The paper explores the ways in which this ecological-semiotic perspective 

on language, which views language learning as an active, open-ended pro-

cess of meaning-making, or semiosis, complements an ecological perspec-

tive on learning, and suggests some implications and possibilities for aca-

demic language and learning (ALL) practice.  
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1. Introduction 

In the past decade, the changing environment brought about by open education, the Internet and 

globalisation has led to a range of new conceptions of learning. Phrases like „personalised learn-

ing journeys‟, „students as partners in learning‟ and the „co-creation of knowledge‟ are both 

buzzwords and signs of actually changing relationships between students, teachers, universities 

and the world. There is now a more complex ecology of higher education.  Amidst the various, 

conflicting ideas of what the university is or should be, Barnett puts forward the idea of the eco-

logical university, which “takes seriously both the world‟s interconnectedness and the universi-

ty‟s interconnectedness with the world”, and sees its appearance in increasing conceptions of 

students as global citizens, who “come to have a care or concern for the world and to understand 

their own possibilities in the world and towards the world” (2011a, p. 451). An ecological per-

spective in a broader sense, which “draws attention to the environment and the dynamic charac-

ter of the entities in the environment and their relationships” (Barnett, 2011b, p. 141), is neces-

sary to comprehend the complex interconnections that are now emerging. 

In this changing environment, academic language and learning (ALL) practitioners can support 

new approaches or conceptions of learning, as well as developing perspectives on language that 

complement these approaches. While dialogic perspectives, such as that of Bakhtin (1981, 

1986) can complement emerging perspectives on learning, they can also be constrained by un-

derlying structuralist conceptions of language as an autonomous system, separate from its role 
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in individual meaning-making. More recently, an ecological-semiotic perspective, largely influ-

enced by Peircean semiotics, has begun to gain more recognition as an alternative to structural-

ist linguistics (Lier, 2000, 2004, 2008; Augustyn, 2012). This paper argues that this ecological-

semiotic perspective on language can complement emerging perspectives on learning by ex-

plaining and affording meaning-making (or semiosis) as a fundamental aspect of learner em-

powerment. 

2. Emerging perspectives on learning 

In response to the changing world of higher education, the past decade has seen the emergence 

of a range of new perspectives on learning. A comprehensive review of these new perspectives 

is beyond the scope of this paper, but some key themes can be outlined. Firstly, emerging per-

spectives have partly arisen from the inadequacies of more established approaches to accommo-

date the needs of current cohorts of students or foster the kinds of capacities and dispositions 

that students now need. In the fluid and uncertain context of the contemporary university, Bar-

nett (2004) questions the adequacy of both „disciplinary initiation‟ and „generic skills‟ ap-

proaches to prepare students for uncertain futures. Rather, he suggests that “learning for an un-

known future cannot be accomplished by the acquisition of either knowledge or skills” (p. 259), 

but rather by fostering “human being and becoming that offer the wherewithal for standing up to 

the world and engaging with it and in it purposefully” (p. 260). In an increasingly open educa-

tional environment, a disposition or will to learn, as well as the courage to take a stand among 

others and speak or write one‟s ideas are now more essential than acquiring disciplinary 

knowledge or „21
st
 century skills‟. 

Secondly, many new perspectives on learning emphasise changing relationships within the 

complex ecology of higher education. For example, Ryan and Tilbury (2013, p. 5) suggest six 

“new pedagogical ideas” that embrace the changes currently taking place: “learner empower-

ment” – involving students in “co-creation” and therefore changing power relationships; “fu-

ture-facing education”, involving “engagement and change” towards better futures; “decolonis-

ing education” – moving beyond “Western worldviews” towards “inter-cultural understanding”; 

“transformative capabilities” – engaging the “whole-person” in transformative approaches to 

learning; “crossing boundaries” – involving interdisciplinary and different perspectives; and 

“social learning” – connecting “spaces and interactions outside the formal curriculum”. Under-

lying these ideas are changing relationships between students and teachers; disciplinary bounda-

ries and global issues; universities and the world; domestic and international students; „students‟ 

and whole, individual selves; and curricula and extra-curricula work. 

New perspectives on learning also suggest new curricula and pedagogical challenges. According 

to Barnett, the “curriculum challenge” is “the design of spaces into which the student can move 

and experience the world in new ways, the pedagogical challenge is that of prompting the stu-

dent to take up such a disposition” (2007, p. 157). The curricula challenge is to balance freedom 

and control in creating spaces that will afford both the development of disciplinary knowledge 

and relevant skills, as well as empowering learners to actively participate in knowledge creation.  

The pedagogical challenge is to foster the personal development students need to connect with 

their studies in authentic ways and to take hold of things in their own way (p. 44). Barnett 

(2014, p. 63) also emphasises the need for a “flexible pedagogy” in which students are im-

mersed in disciplinary studies, reflect on and critically engage with their learning experiences, 

and interact “empathically and collaboratively with others in the world”. Without such flexibil-

ity on the part of both teachers and students, innovative pedagogical ideas such as „personalized 

learning journeys‟ and „students as partners in learning‟ are unlikely to succeed.  

The challenge for academic language and learning (ALL) practitioners is to support these new 

perspectives within the complex ecology of contemporary higher education. As well as adopting 

a broad ecological perspective on learning and contributing to the adoption of innovations in 

curricula and pedagogy, ALL practitioners also need to develop complementary perspectives on 

language. Barnett (2007, p. 168) also writes that “our contemporary language in higher educa-

tion is totally inadequate” to the current situation, and appeals instead to “a language that speaks 

to personal qualities and to pedagogical qualities” and to ideas such as being, becoming and au-
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thenticity. Clearly, ALL practitioners can play a role in promoting such language. However, 

they can also contribute further in developing complementary perspectives on language itself 

and in promoting the kind of language development that builds qualities such as authenticity 

and „standing up to the world‟. As van Lier suggests, “a theory of language and meaning [is] 

needed to complement an ecological approach to learning and teaching” (2010, p. 3). As well as 

investigating and promoting learner empowerment, ALL practitioners can also develop perspec-

tives on language as one of the primary ways through which relationships are formed, meanings 

made and actions taken.  

3. Emerging complementary perspectives on language 

In fact, the past decade has begun to see a shift towards perspectives on language that are more 

complementary to emerging perspectives on learning. This shift has also partly arisen from crit-

icisms of more established views, in the context of practical work in areas such as academic 

language and learning, and literacy support. An influential example is Lea and Street‟s (1998) 

critique of models of student writing in higher education and associated theories of language, as 

outlined by Lillis (2004). Lea and Street identify three main perspectives on student writing and 

suggest the need for a shift from a deficit „study skills‟ model, which views student writing as a 

“technical and instrumental skill”, and an „academic socialisation‟ model, which emphasises 

induction into disciplinary cultures, towards a more encompassing „academic literacies‟ model, 

which views “institutions as sites of/constituted in discourses and power” and student writing as 

“meaning-making and contested” (Lea & Street, 1998, p. 172). As Lillis points out, underlying 

this shift in perspectives on writing is a shift in perspectives on language, from a view of lan-

guage as a “transparent and autonomous system”, to “discourse practices which learners 

will/must gradually come to learn implicitly”, to “language as socially situated discourse prac-

tices which are ideologically inscribed” (Lillis, 2004, p. 194). In terms of broader educational 

goals, Lillis also emphasises a parallel shift from „monologic‟ to „dialogic‟ practices, focusing 

on the work of Bakhtin (1981, 1986) as the most influential dialogic approach.  

In many ways, Bakhtin‟s dialogic approach exemplifies the kind of perspective on language that 

complements emerging perspectives on learning. Under the name of Voloshinov (1973), Bakh-

tin‟s work was itself largely a critique of structuralist approaches to language, particularly Saus-

sure‟s structuralist linguistics and semiology. Saussure‟s semiology, or theory of signs, centres 

on a „dyadic‟ or „dualistic‟ division of the linguistic sign into the signifier and the signified, in 

which linguistic signs such as words connect acoustic (or graphic) images (signifiers) with men-

tal concepts (signifieds).  Both of these elements, the particular sounds or marks on the page and 

the concepts they signify, are the result of social convention, and their meaning is determined by 

the system of language in which they have evolved, rather than the intentions and interpretations 

of individual speakers and listeners. Saussure‟s primary concern was the system (langue) and 

the rules and oppositions that determine significations, rather than with language use (parole). 

Therefore, structuralist linguistics tends to focus on the meaning of isolated words and sentenc-

es, rather than meaning-making in actual contexts. For Bakhtin, on the other hand, “the funda-

mental unit of analysis is the „utterance‟, rather than the word or the sentence” (Freedman & 

Medway, 1994, p. 6). Bakhtin views utterances as the unique products of individuals in particu-

lar contexts: “speech can exist in reality only in the form of concrete utterances of individual 

speaking people, speech subjects. Speech is always cast in the form of an utterance belonging to 

a particular speaking subject” (Bakhtin, as cited in Wertsch, 1991, p. 50).  However, individual 

utterances are never entirely original, but are always made in implicit or explicit dialogue with 

the past and anticipated utterances of others (Englert, Mariage, & Dunsmore, 2006, p. 216). Pri-

or writes that “Baktinian and other sociohistoric perspectives on discourse - perspectives 

grounded in dialogic and situated notions of voice, utterance and genre - offer a radical alterna-

tive to structuralist notions of languages as systems of words, rules, and worlds” (2001, p. 57). 

In fact, Bakhtin‟s dialogic perspective has also greatly influenced ALL and related research and 

practice, particularly in connection with academic writing (Chatterjee-Padmanabhan, 2014) and 

particular issues such as the use of sources (see, for example, Pennycook, 1996; Ramanathan & 

Atkinson, 1999; Chandrasoma, Thompson, & Pennycook 2004; Price, 2014) and feedback on 

student writing (Norton, Storch, & Thomspson, 2014).  
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However, Bakhtin‟s perspective on language, depending on the way it is interpreted and used, 

can also be limited in its ability to support an ecological perspective on learning. As Lillis 

(2003) points out, if dialogue is merely taken as a „given‟, dialogic approaches to language can 

be merely descriptive. Rather, Lillis emphasizes the need to actively promote “dialogue as 

something to struggle for”, as expressed through Bakhtin‟s distinction between monologic, cen-

tripetal forces in language that evince “one truth, one voice, one identity, binary logic, authorita-

tive discourse” and dialogic, centrifugal forces that permit “many truths, many voices, many 

identities, hybridity, internally persuasive discourse” (Lillis 2003, p. 198). In other words, simp-

ly adopting a dialogic approach does not necessarily result in actual dialogue or pluralistic 

meaning-making; rather, such goals must be actively achieved. Another potential limitation, 

paradoxically, is for dialogic perspectives to be influenced by structuralist views of language. 

For example, interpretations and applications of Bakhtin‟s ideas have tended to be influenced by 

Derrida‟s deconstructionist concepts of iterability and différance (Price, 2014), in which the 

meaning of any term resides in the „marks‟ or „traces‟ (Derrida, 1977) of past or future uses of 

the same term, and is therefore constantly „deferred‟ to these other uses and never entirely pre-

sent in itself. In fact, Derrida‟s post-structuralist approach retains a dualist approach to the lin-

guistic sign, albeit one that foregrounds the primacy of the signifier, rather than the autonomy of 

the system. While deconstructionism has been useful for literary criticism and related areas of 

study, it is not concerned with individual meaning-making and is not particularly useful in fos-

tering the kind of language development students need to connect with other texts and take hold 

of things in their own way (Barnett, 2007, p. 44). 

In fact, Bakhtin‟s original perspective on language did appreciate the role of individual thoughts 

and intentions in the production of utterances, as well as the sociohistorical context, although 

these understandings are not articulated in his most well-known concepts. As Prior points out, in 

his earlier writing under the name of Voloshinov, he treated utterances as semiotic, rather than 

purely linguistic phenomena, originating at least in part from what he called „inner speech‟: 

The outwardly actualized utterance is an island arising from the boundless 

sea of inner speech, the dimensions and forms of the island are determined 

by the particular situation of the utterance and its audience ... every outer 

ideological sign, of whatever kind, is engulfed in and washed over by inner 

signs - by the consciousness. The outer sign originates from this sea of inner 

signs and continues to abide there, since its life is a process of renewal as 

something to be understood, experienced, and assimilated, i.e., its life con-

sists in its being engaged ever anew into the inner context (Voloshinov, as 

cited in Prior, 2009, p. 19).  

As well as individual thoughts, Bakhtin also acknowledged the role of purpose and intention in 

discourse. Ramanathan and Atkinson point out that while Bakhtin commentators tend to empha-

sis the irreducible nature of intertextuality, “in his own development of the theory, however, 

Bakhtin moved beyond this view, stating in true dialectical style that a language user must ap-

propriate the other, prior voices inhabiting his or her language, in Bakhtin‟s words „populat[ing] 

it with his own intention‟” (Ramanathan & Atkinson, 1999). In discussing the importance of 

dialectic and tension in Bakhtin‟s work, Lillis (2003, p. 199) also notes “his focus on centripetal 

and centrifugal forces, and on the struggle the individual faces in trying to take control over 

meaning-making, by making words one‟s own”. However, while Bakhtin‟s perspective on lan-

guage does explain individual meaning-making, it does not fully articulate this process at the 

most fundamental level. This is the level of signs, as the basic elements of meaning, and their 

action in meaning-making, or semiosis. 

4. The emerging ecological, semiotic perspective on language 

In fact, an ecological-semiotic perspective based on Peirce‟s semiotics (van Lier, 2000, 2004, 

2008, 2010, 2011; Augustyn, 2012) can provide an alternative to structuralist linguistics. As 

well as complementing Bakhtin‟s dialogic approach (Merrell, 1997; Ponzio, 1997; Van Lier, 

2004), this perspective complements ecological theories of learning by viewing language use as 

an active, open-ended process of meaning-making, which unfolds through the action of signs.  
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The fundamental difference between Peirce‟s approach to language and Saussure‟s is Peirce‟s 

triadic conception of signs. In contrast to Saussure‟s reduction of the sign to a signifier and a 

signified, Peirce defines the sign as consisting of three essential elements: 

I define a Sign as anything which on the one hand is so determined by an ob-

ject and on the other hand so determines an idea in a person‟s mind, that this 

latter determination, which I term the Interpretant of the sign, is thereby 

mediately determined by that object. A sign, therefore, has a triadic relation 

to its object and to its Interpretant (CP 8.343).
1
 

Peirce clearly distinguishes this triadic relation of sign elements (see Figure 1) from dyadic con-

ceptions: 

A Sign, or Representamen, is a First which stands in a genuine triadic rela-

tion to a Second, called its object, as to be capable of determining a Third, 

called its Interpretant, to assume the same triadic relation to its Object in 

which it stands to the same object. The triadic relation is genuine, that is its 

three members are bound together by it in a way that does not consist in any 

complexus of dyadic relations (CP 2.274). 

In contrast to the “notion of the sign relationship as dyadic, constituted by a signifier and a sig-

nified”, which “removes intention, purpose, and interpretation from consideration” (Berthoff, 

1981, p. 108), in Peirce‟s triadic semiotics, every sign requires another for its interpretation 

(Berthoff, 1981). Therefore “meaning does not subsist in lexical definition but requires context 

and perspective” and includes “the meaning-maker and the idea he thinks with, not just the sign 

and what it stands for” (Berthoff, 1981, p. 109). The action of the interpretant in determining the 

relation between the sign and its object is a vital aspect of Peirce‟s semiotics, since “without an 

interpretant there is no sign”(Ponzio, 1997, p. 335). Merrell writes that “unlike the homeless 

half of the Saussurian sign dyad, the Peircean event of sign presentation cannot be divorced 

from indication and mentation, the representamen cannot exist as such without linkage to its 

respective „semiotic object‟ and its interpretant (themselves also signs)”(1997, p. 142). 

 

Figure 1. Peirce‟s triadic model of the sign.  

Furthermore, since interpretants are themselves also signs; networks of interpretation proliferate 

in potentially endless chains of semiosis (see Figure 2), in which signs are always interpreted 

according to the circumstances. 

                                                      
1
Following convention, CP refers to sections in Peirce‟s Collected Papers. 
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Figure 2. Semiosis.  

As van Lier points out, while Saussure‟s dyadic sign is static, “Peirce‟s triadic sign is open and 

dynamic, always changing and always developing into other signs, in a never ending process of 

semiosis or meaning making” (2004, p. 61). Within this open process, “all signs, ourselves in-

cluded, are interrelated, interdependent, and part of the self-organizing nature of semiosis” 

(Merrell, 2004, p.13). For Peirce, signs pervade all thought and action, on all levels. From „inner 

thoughts‟ to conversations and written arguments, “at the basis of all feeling, reaction, and 

thought is our ability to signify and interpret signs” (Augustyn, 2012, p. 3). Therefore, “the 

whole of human experience, without exception, is an interpretative structure mediated and sus-

tained by signs” (Deely, 1990, p. 5) or “a network of sign relations” (p. 13).  

Although Peirce‟s semiotics has been associated with ecological perspectives for some time (for 

example, Deely, 1990), in the last decade an ecological-semiotic perspective on language has 

emerged (van Lier, 2000, 2004, 2008, 2010, 2011; Augustyn, 2012). Two key concepts that 

have influenced this approach are von Uexkull‟s concept of umwelt and Gibson‟s (1979) con-

cept of affordances. Von Uexkull‟s idea of umwelt refers to the “the subjective world of an or-

ganism” and the way in which “reality exists only in so far as it is constructed by subjects” (Au-

gustyn, 2012, p. 527). In his classic book, A Stroll Through the Worlds of Animals and Men, von 

Uexkull (1957) describes the entirely different meanings of an oak tree according to the umwel-

ten or lifeworlds of the different creatures that inhabit or interact with it, such as an ant, a fox, 

an owl, a woodcutter, and a child. Similarly, Gibson‟s idea of affordances refers to “the af-

fordances of the environment” or  “what it offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes, ei-

ther for good or ill” (1979, p. 127). Van Lier places great importance on the concept of af-

fordance, which he substitutes for the traditional idea of linguistic input. Rather than language 

developing through „inputs‟ and „outputs‟, he suggests that all signs in the environment, linguis-

tic and non-linguistic act as affordances, or “relationships of possibility” that “make action, in-

teraction and joint projects possible” (van Lier, 2010, p. 4). Combining these ideas, van Lier 

writes that: 

An ecological perspective (and a Peircean semiotics, which is an ecological 

semiotics par excellence), aligns with Bakhtin, and refutes the subject-object 
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split through the relational notion of affordance, and the triadic nature of the 

sign, which is not just the signifier pointing to a signified, but also an inter-

pretant creating a new sign based on the connection between sign and object, 

in a constantly emergent process of semiosis or meaning-making, a never-

ending dialogue in fact, between what is, what may have been, and what 

may come to be (2011, p. 387). 

Since semiosis, or the process of signs becoming other signs is inherently dialogic, Peirce‟s se-

miotic is fully compatible with Bakhtin‟s perspective on language (Merrell, 1997; Ponzio, 1997; 

van Lier, 2011). According to Merrell (1997, p. 56), “a crucially important feature of Peirce‟s 

triadic thinking being unfolded here is his notion of interrelatedness, which bears on the dialog-

ic nature of the sign: for Peirce all signifying activity, in and of itself, is dialogic (in other 

words, interrelational) through and through”. On the other hand, since Peirce‟s semiotic is also 

grounded in objective relations, it avoids the endless deferral of Derrida‟s “floating signifier” 

(Merrell, 1997, p.142), since “affordance ties perception and attention to activity, and relates the 

agent to the environment in purposeful ways” (van Lier, 2011, p. 387). Since “the learner picks 

up affordances and creates meaningful signs in the pursuit of some purpose” (van Lier, 2008, 

p.602), “there is nothing „deferred‟” (van Lier, 2011, p. 388). 

In fact, another vital aspect of Peirce‟s semiotics is its pragmatism and connection with practical 

purposes. This is expressed most directly in Peirce‟s „pragmatic maxim‟: “Consider what ef-

fects, that might conceivably have practical bearings, we conceive the object of our conception 

to have. Then, our conception of these effects is the whole of our conception of the object” (CP 

5.438). Merrell (1997, p. 29) emphases the role of use and purpose in semiosis: 

Dialogic life in the Peirce-Bakhtin sense, then, creates meaning through con-

textualization (Ponzio, 1985, 1990). Signs exist in the full blown sense only 

when they take on interpretants, and in this process they become charged 

with meaning; if not, it is because they have not been properly embraced 

(put to use) by some semiotic agent for some purpose or other within some 

context. 

Similarly, Berthoff (1991, p. 283) writes that “the process of learning from signs is endless; the 

interpretation of interpretation is an endless regression. But we live in a world of time and space 

and must therefore interrupt the invite process, bringing our hypotheses to the test”. Rather than 

an endless deferral of intertextuality, semiosis for Peirce is an active, purposeful process of 

meaning-making.  

This active process of semiosis, or signs becoming other signs, involves other triadic relations 

that Peirce elaborates in his complex semiotics (see Merrell 1997 for a full explanation, which is 

beyond the scope of this paper). Another triadic relation that is particularly relevant to this paper 

is the interaction of three different kinds of inference that play a central role in all acts of in-

quiry. These are induction, or the application of signs to experience; deduction, or the process of 

reasoning from sign to sign; and abduction, or the invention of signs to make sense of new ex-

perience (Cunningham, 1992). For Peirce, abduction is the only the kind of inference that is in-

volved in the creation of new ideas: 

A mass of facts is before us. We go through them. We examine them. We 

find them a confused snarl, an impenetrable jungle. We are unable to hold 

them in our minds. We endeavour to set them down upon paper; but they 

seem so multiplex intricate that we can neither satisfy ourselves that what we 

have set down represents the facts, nor can we get any clear ideas of what it 

is that we have set down. But suddenly, while we are poring over our digest 

of the facts and are endeavouring to set them down into order, it occurs to us 

that if we were to assume something to be true that we do not know to be 

true, these facts would arrange themselves luminously. That is abduction 

(CP 8.209). 

The cyclic interaction of the three different kinds of inference is fundamental to semiosis and 

therefore to all kinds of inquiry. As Cunningham explains, the cycle of inference permeates life 

experiences:  



A-137 S. Johnson 

Signs are invented to account for experience; these signs are linked to exist-

ing sign structures and then used to define the Umwelt for that organism. But 

the world is not infinitely malleable to our sign structures, and the abductive 

will again be instigated (Cunningham, 1992, p. 185). 

In fact, this cyclical process, which is both iterative and recursive, is central to all kinds of in-

quiry and meaning-making. As a whole, Peirce‟s semiotics offers a perspective on language that 

is entirely adequate to educational ideas such as becoming and authenticity. 

5. Some design principles for a semiotic approach to academic language 
and learning 

Although a full exploration of the ways in which Peirce‟s semiotics can support contemporary 

learning and teaching, including ALL work, is also beyond the scope of this paper, two prelimi-

nary design principles can be suggested on the basis of the discussion above. These principles 

complement the “design implications of a dialogic approach” suggested by Lillis (2003, p. 204-

205), which include providing “talkback not feedback on students‟ written texts” and opening 

up “disciplinary content to „external‟ interests and influences” and “academic writing conven-

tions to newer ways to mean”. Just as these design implications aim to actively promote dia-

logue, the following design principles aim to promote active semiosis. In terms of ALL practice, 

these principles are equally valid in a range of pedagogical contexts involving student writing, 

from collaborating to embed writing skills in first year course to supporting thesis writing by 

international Higher Degree Research (HDR) students. 

One design principle for a semiotic approach to academic language and learning is to create se-

miotically rich teaching and learning environments, and authentic, inquiry-based pedagogical 

approaches, in which meaning-making can occur on many levels. As Barnett suggests, learning 

always involves various depths of meaning-making: 

The forming of an utterance, of a practical act of knowing or a textual propo-

sition, is the framing of ideas, sentiments and murmurings that lay within. 

The forming of the paragraph is a dredging up and a creative ordering of in-

ner movements in the student‟s being ...  (2007, p. 31). 

This necessitates a perspective on learning that also embraces the “felt dimension to ideas” 

(Barnett, 2014, p. 174), as well as other aspects of inquiry such as the development of positions 

and arguments. In other words, it affords the making of abductive inferences, as well as induc-

tive and deductive ones. Therefore, as van Lier (2008, p. 603) writes, “the teaching-learning 

environment must be rich in affordances, that is, opportunities for perceptual learning, and must 

engage learners in meaningful activities”. Examples of such affordances include the use of a 

range of media, apart from text, to present various kinds of signs; and the use of activities, such 

as online forums and in-class debates to engage students in the kind of meaningful dialogue in 

which “feelings, desires and values” can be “ subjected to critical scrutiny” (Barnett, 2011b, p. 

146). 

A second design principle is to actively promote experimental, pragmatic approaches to lan-

guage use. Such approaches should encourage students to experiment with words and ideas and 

overcome the epistemological anxiety of “framing something orderly, something grounded, out 

of the chaos of entities – terms, concepts, theories, procedures – that are swirling in [their] 

mind[s]” (Barnett, 2007, p. 36), and the ontological anxiety of “breaking free of surrounding 

voices and texts” (Barnett, 2007, p. 51) to develop their own ideas. The kind of experimentation 

that can be encouraged is suggested by Berthoff‟s (1981) approach to teaching composition and 

van Lier‟s approach to grammar. Berthoff practically applies Peirce‟s pragmatic maxim in the 

form of a question: “How does it change your meaning if you put it this way?” (1981, p. 71). 

She views writing as a “way of seeing what-would-happen-if” (1982a, p. 136), in which the 

composing “mind in action selects and orders, matches and balances, sorting and gathering as it 

shapes meanings and controls their interdependencies” (1982b, p.69). This process, in which 

“meanings don‟t just happen: we make them; we find and form them” (Berthoff, 1981, p. 69) is 

also “a dialectic of chaos and form” (1982a, p. 65). Therefore, writers need to understand how 

to use chaos: 
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Knowing that chaos is the source is the condition of knowing how to use it. 

Learning the use of chaos is a method for learning to intuit the relationship 

of parts in a whole that is coming into being, which in compositional terms 

means coming to mean: the juncture of thought and language is the making 

of meaning (1981, p. 57). 

The dialectic of composing turns on the choices that writers make and the consequences of these 

choices at every linguistic level, including grammar. As van Lier (2007) writes: 

Grammar is in the first instance not what is (induction), nor what should be 

(deduction), but what may be (abduction). As a result of the primarily abduc-

tive work done in action, inductive (data-based) and deductive (norm-based) 

aspects of language will also become relevant. (pp. 56-57) 

As well as providing a rich semiotic environment that engages thoughts and feelings, and ena-

bles students to develop concepts and arguments, teaching and learning environments also need 

to present students with choices on all levels of language and to encourage them to experiment 

and venture their own meanings.  

6. Conclusion 

Preparing students for uncertain futures means empowering them as learners, involving them in 

co-creation, engaging the whole-person, and enabling them to connect with the world outside 

the university. All of these approaches to learning also mean students being authentic, „breaking 

free‟ and „standing up to the world‟. However, preparing students for the future also means de-

veloping their abilities to use language and other semiotic resources to make meaning. If stu-

dents are to become global citizens, to develop a care and concern for the world, then curricu-

lum development and pedagogy need to address the following question from Barnett (2011b, 

p.150): “does this activity advance wellbeing – of the world, of the universe?” However, they 

also need to complement this with Peirce‟s pragmatic maxim: what meanings does this activity 

enable students to express, and what difference does it make? In other words, “the student‟s be-

ing-to-be in the future” (Barnett, 2007, p. 9), needs to be complemented by personal growth as a 

user and interpreter of signs. 
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