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A recent paper by the author argued that educational standards inhered at least partly in the 

competence levels of learners, and that these competences mirrored those of their teachers. In 

the paper, the development of standards through quality teaching and learning were 

addressed, attempting to show that certain teaching-and-learning features have been linked to 

learner success across a range of contexts, including secondary school arts and science 

classrooms and a vocational course across a variety of social class contexts. Evidence was 

presented for the argument that the explication of evaluation criteria was central in all the 

teaching-and-learning practices linked to high levels of learner competence in a number of 

studies, and that five additional features were present in these practices serving to make 

possible elaboration of the necessary criteria. The current paper presents an in-depth 

linguistic analysis of some of the ways in which teachers have elaborated evaluation criteria, 

examining the relationship between instructional and regulative discourse in the classroom 

and how particular configurations of the two serve to enable clarification of qualities to be 

assessed, for learners. The paper closes by pointing to some implications for policy and 

practice. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

It has been argued elsewhere (Bolton, 2012) that the quality of teaching-and-learning 

processes and associated levels of learner competence are integral to the development of 

educational standards. The quality of teaching-learning has been expressed in terms of the 

specific teaching-learning features linked to high levels of learner achievement across a range 

of knowledge areas and social contexts (Bolton, 2012). While consideration of a number of 

studies suggests a large overlap between the teaching-learning features linked to learner 

success across knowledge areas and socio-economic contexts, the specific basket of features 

linked to high learner competence in particular knowledge areas and social contexts differs 

slightly.  

 

While it may be important to note these particular features, more important still is 

understanding of a language of description for teaching and learning that provides means to 

manipulate, consciously and systematically, aspects of teaching-learning practice towards 

building learner competence levels in particular knowledge areas and social class contexts. 

Furthermore, this language of description is potentially useful for curriculum and learning 

materials design as well as for the act of teaching and learning itself.   
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First, I will consider some theoretical tools useful for a language of description that provides 

flexibility of teaching-and-learning across learning and social contexts.  

Using a language of description based on the theoretical tools discussed, the commonalities 

and differences in teaching-and-learning associated with learner success across a variety of 

contexts are noted. Patterns are drawn by pointing to a cluster of Portuguese studies focusing 

on teaching-learning in intermediate-level science classrooms in a range of social class 

contexts (Domingos, 1987, 1989; Morais et al., 1992, 1995); parallel research into arts 

classrooms in secondary schools across a range of social contexts in South Africa (Bolton, 

2005, 2009, 2012); and a study of the teaching-learning process in an electrical-skills 

classroom and workshop for youth otherwise not studying or employed and from a low socio-

economic area, in a Further Education and Training (FET) college also in South Africa 

(Wedekind & Watson, 2012).  

 

The main criterion in teaching-and-learning linked to learner success in these studies appears 

to be clear elaboration of evaluation criteria – the explication of criteria according to which 

learners are assessed and in relation to which they need to demonstrate competence. Five 

other areas of teaching-learning features seem to serve to enable this elaboration of criteria, 

these other features comprising a mix of specialised-knowledge-related (instructional) and 

socio-affective (regulative) aspects. In the current paper, I will examine the relationship 

between the instructional and the regulative in detailed linguistic analysis of selected teacher-

learner interactions in the classrooms studied, pointing to the kinds of linguistic and embodied 

interactions linked to high levels of learner competence. I will conclude with suggestions of 

implications for policy and practice in the current education and training context in South 

Africa.  

 

 

TOOLS FOR FEXIBILITY OF TEACHING AND LEARNING ACROSS CONTEXTS 

 

Given the acknowledged inter-connectedness of activities, their socio-material locations 

(Fenwick, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c) and the systems of which they are part (Engeström, 1987, 

2001), any conceptual tools for flexible teaching-and-learning ideally need to account for 

micro-level teaching-learning interactions, macro-level contextual features and relationships 

between the two aspects. Engeström‟s (1987) cultural historical activity theory triangle, with 

the subject‟s move towards its objective mediated by „tools‟, „rules‟, „communities of 

practice‟ and „divisions of labour‟, is useful in this regard. The scope of the present paper 

permits only an in-depth look only at the divisions of labour in teaching-and-learning contexts 

– at power and control relations in the classroom or workshop context.  

 

While in the past several studies pointed to differing curricula, teaching-learning processes, 

and learner competence levels, across different social contexts (e.g., Anyon, 1981; Coleman, 

1966; Connell, 1974; Da Silva, 1988; Pedro, 1981), others more recently have noted 

differential performance levels in socially similar contexts (e.g., Taylor et al., 2003). Three 

sets of studies in which learner competence levels in comparable social contexts are 

associated with particular power and control relations are of interest here. 

 

First, a cluster of studies dealing specifically with teaching-and-learning associated with 

learner competence in science (Domingos, 1987, 1989; Ferreira & Morais, 2008; Morais, 

1998; Morais & Camara, 1997; Morais & Neves, 1997; Morais & Pires, 2002; Morais & 

Rocha, 1997; Morais et al., 1992, 1995) and second, parallel research into arts classes at 
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school level (Bolton, 2005, 2009, 2012) draw on the concept of „pedagogic code‟ (Bernstein, 

1971, 1975, 1981, 1990, 1996). Notwithstanding criticisms (Harker & May, 1993)
i
, it is 

argued that pedagogic code is useful both for linking macro- and micro-levels of analysis and 

for enabling conscious manipulation of power and control relations in the teaching-learning 

process to enhance learner achievements. A third body of research, of which a case study of 

teaching-learning in a successful college-level electrical skills classroom and workshop is part 

(Wedekind & Watson, 2012), uses a broader range of conceptual tools but also touches on 

and widens Bernstein‟s (1996) related ideas of instructional and regulative. 

 

Importantly for the current paper, these concepts enable analysis of the teaching-learning 

process in terms of power and control relations within and constituted by them, as both „a 

relay‟ (a mechanism) and „the relayed‟ (the message). At an abstract level, Bernstein (1996) 

used the specialised concepts of classification and framing. Classification – which relates to 

the distribution of power – denotes the extent to which categories are separated or inter-

mingled. It has been argued elsewhere (Bolton, 2012) that these categories can be anything 

from the physical sites in which teaching-learning occurs to the spaces learners are 

encouraged to utilise to the kinds of communities and learning experiences learners are 

exposed to and other aspects of teaching and learning. The key idea is that categories (sites of 

learning, agents of learning, different subject discourses, etc.) can be „separate‟ (of a uniform 

type) or „mixed‟ (of several types). When classification is „strong‟, categories will have 

clearly distinguishable identities and specialised rules of internal relations; when it is „weak‟, 

categories will be less easily distinguishable, with less specialised internal relations 

(Bernstein, 1996). In the science and arts studies noted, the classification of discourses in the 

teaching-learning contexts studied, that is teaching-learning spaces, and agents involved in 

the teaching-learning process were analysed.   

 

Framing comprises control of communications in the teaching-learning process and context. 

It is analytically separable from power relations but is not distinguishable in practice 

(Bernstein, 1996). According to Bernstein (1996, 27-28), framing regulates both the „rules of 

the social order‟ (the hierarchical rules; „regulative discourse‟) and „the rules of the discursive 

order‟ („instructional discourse‟).  

 

In the studies mentioned in this paper, regulative discourse refers to learners‟ „conduct, 

character, and manner‟; and the extent to which relations between the teacher and learners are 

hierarchical (Bernstein, 1996: 27-28). Instructional discourse relates to specialised knowledge 

and skills to be taught and learned. The idea of framing the selection, sequencing and pacing 

of instructional content, and using evaluation criteria by means of which learners‟ texts (any 

aspects attracting evaluation) are evaluated refers here to the extent to which these aspects are 

tightly teacher-controlled and driven and the degree to which learners are apparently given 

control of these aspects. When the teacher has explicit control, framing is said to be „strong‟, 

while with „weak‟ framing, learners have more apparent control.  

 

All of these aspects were analysed in the science and arts studies noted. The studies show that 

teachers can selectively adopt different communication codes (Bolton, 2005, 2009), and 

actively be taught to use differing codes in different social contexts (Morais et al., 1992, 

1995).  

 

Given the less-developed language of description of vocational teaching-and-learning in the 

Anglophone world, researchers turn to more general theories of teaching and learning and 
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explore their applicability in vocational settings (Wedekind & Watson, 2012). They draw, in 

particular, on Hattie‟s (2003, 2009) meta-analyses of 50 000 studies into learner achievement, 

which yielded 134 teaching-learning effects on this achievement. It is enlightening to relate 

the seven influential effects relating to teaching and learning identified by Wedekind and 

Watson (2012) – teacher-feedback, teacher-student relations, direct instruction, mastery 

learning, classroom cohesion and management, and peer tutoring – to teaching-learning 

characteristics relating to analytical categories derived from Bernstein‟s (1996) notions of 

power and control in terms of „classification‟ and „framing‟, as instructional and regulative 

parallels emerge (Bolton, 2012).  

 

Teaching and learning linked to learner competence across learning and social contexts 

 

High levels of conceptual demand, although associated with high levels of learner 

achievement in both art and science are on their own insufficient for high achievement 

(Bolton, 2005, 2009; Morais et al., 1992, 1995). It is known that apart from teachers‟ levels of 

disciplinary knowledge and skill (which need to be high), certain pedagogic features are 

crucial for the transfer and learner acquisition of complex cognitive competences in science 

(Domingos, 1987; Ferreira & Morais, 2008; Morais, 1998; Morais & Camara, 1997; Morais 

& Neves, 1997; Morais & Pires, 2002; Morais & Rocha, 1997; Morais et al., 1992, 1995)
ii
. It 

was found that despite the differences in knowledge areas and school levels, almost all of 

these teaching-learning process features were also associated with acquisition of complex 

skills in the arts (Bolton, 2005, 2009). Strong parallels were also found in a case study of 

teaching and learning in a vocational electrical skills course at college level (Bolton, 2012, 

drawing on Wedekind & Watson, 2012). In addition, while particular teaching-learning 

features were linked to success for all learners, slightly differing features were linked to high 

competence levels for learners in differing social class groups.  

 

In summary
iii

, as noted, particular teaching-learning features linked to the achievement of 

high percentage grades in art and science include high levels of conceptual demand and a high 

degree of clarification and explication of evaluation criteria. Five other aspects of teaching-

and-learning thought to facilitate the clarification of evaluation criteria include first, 

immersion in or high exposure to specialised discourses (strong classification of discourses) 

and second, weak classification of teacher-learner spaces – where teachers inter-mingle in 

learners‟ spaces and communicate with them continually – contributes to learner success. A 

third feature is respectful rather than authoritarian communication relations. A fourth 

constitutes strong teacher control of the sequencing and pacing of work covered, which 

together create appropriately sized steps to provide scaffolding for learners from their existing 

knowledge to positions of increased specialised knowledge. A final aspect is learner selection 

of secondary (non-key) aspects of projects, which appears to enhance their engagement with 

their work. These qualities of direct instruction, frequent feedback of a variety of kinds, 

mastery-learning approach, respectful communication relations, and frequently inter-mingled 

use of teacher-learner and learner-learner spaces were observed, during a case study, to be 

mirrored in the practices of a respected lecturer in an artisan course at a FET college 

(Wedekind & Watson, 2012). 

 

In addition, in the art classes studied, teaching and learning linked to success in upper middle-

class contexts was fast-paced and business like, with strong differentiation of individual 

learners and high levels of teacher control of sound and work focus. In contrast, pedagogy 

linked to success in lower middle-class contexts was more relaxed and slower-paced, teachers 
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addressed learners in groups, and there was apparently high learner determination of sound 

levels and work focus. In these classrooms, it appeared that learners-as-a-collective and lively 

learner-learner interaction mediated and assisted in the transfer of specialised knowledge. The 

ethos in the college classroom was described as being ordered and well-managed but 

respectful, relaxed and polite, with high levels of lecturer-learner and learner-learner dialogue, 

and opportunities for learner pacing where needed. 

 

The main difference between teaching-and-learning linked to high levels of learner 

competence, in the science and art studies respectively, was increased teacher control of the 

sequencing of micro-level steps in processes followed in the high-achieving art classes 

relative to that in the sciences, in all social class contexts studied (Bolton, 2005, 2009). The 

researcher concluded that in knowledge areas where there are several „right‟ ways of 

approaching learning and several „solutions‟, tightly controlled processes are essential for 

ensuring that learners follow acceptable learning routes. 

 

Important to this discussion is the linguistic aspect of the relationship between instructional 

and regulative components of these „baskets‟ of teaching-learning features linked to high 

learner competence. The scope of this paper does not permit analysis of aspects such as 

embodied exposure to specialised discourses; use of space in the teaching-learning context; 

and the selection, sequencing, and pacing of instructional content covered. The focus here is 

on detailed linguistic analysis of teacher-learner interactions for explication of instructional 

(specialised knowledge-specific) evaluation criteria, and the relationship between this 

dialogue and regulative discourse in the classrooms studied.  

 

The instructional and the regulative: Some linguistic detail 

 

This section of the paper sketches regulative discourse representing differing kinds of social 

relations between teachers and learners and instructional discourse in which evaluation 

criteria were made clear, to differing extents, in a number of studies. 

 

Brief analysis of regulative discourse in the selected studies 

 

Regulative discourse has been operationalised in empirical research in a variety of ways. 

Drawing on Bernstein (1971: 152-160), Morais and Neves (1997) r) considered social 

relations „horizontal‟ or „respectful‟ when teachers‟ regulative comments were characterised 

as „inter-personal‟, comprising personal appeals, emphasising advantages and disadvantages 

of actions and leaving hierarchical teacher-learner relations implicit. Such comments could 

take the form of requests and statements with explanations. Examples are „Please sit down‟; 

and „You should be seated if you‟re going to see properly‟. Framing of hierarchical rules is 

categorised as weak when the norms of social conduct are not indicated, but are left implicit, 

and personal appeals when the limits of norms are transgressed (Bernstein, 1971: 152-160). 

Framing is seen as being strong or „hierarchical‟ when regulative comments are „positional‟ 

(based on social status) or „imperative‟, when they emphasise group characteristics or show 

clear displays of authority (Bernstein, 1971: 152-160). Typical examples are „Why aren‟t you 

sitting down?‟ and „Sit down‟.   

 

These concepts require elaboration in order to understand the relationship between the 

instructional and the regulative more fully. Regulative communications observed in the arts 

study (Bolton, 2005, 2009) presented three features thought to have potential to shape this 
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relationship. First, neither explication nor the leaving implicit of norms was necessarily 

coupled with inter-personal or positional communications: the degree to which comments 

were inter-personal or positional varied independently of the spelling-out of norms.  

 

Second, positional communications issued from different positions, one „voice‟ being that of 

„secondary school teacher‟. Comments such as “Why‟re you all wandering around? Sit down 

now, the lesson has started” derive status from the teacher‟s position in the school system. 

Another perceived voice was that of (in this case an arts-trained) specialist. The status of 

comments such as „You need to make more tones‟; „Work on your negative spaces‟; „Keep 

that whole idea of the formalist composition in mind‟ – „you must think in terms of balance 

and focal point‟ and „Vary your brush marks‟ were derived more from knowledge of art 

tradition than from authority vested by the school. 

 

A third consideration was that teachers often gave reasons for regulative suggestions, whether 

the comments were made in personalised or in positional or in imperative modes. 

 

A scheme for analysing teachers‟ regulative comments was devised, taking these features into 

account (Bolton, 2005)
iv

. The unit of analysis was the teacher-learner interaction, a single 

interaction being the sum of all teacher-learner communications (with individuals or groups) 

until the teacher moved to subsequent learners. Teacher-learner interactions were scanned for 

presence and type of norms, learner „transgressions‟, and teacher responses to learners‟ 

transgressions. Norms were categorised as „implicit‟; „art-conduct norms‟; and „social-

conduct norms‟. Learner „transgressions‟ constituted undesirable behaviours, whether social 

or art-conduct related
v
. Teacher responses to learner transgressions were categorised as „inter-

personal/art-positional‟ when they appealed to individuals, included respectful reasoning, or 

drew on art norms; „social-positional/imperative‟ when they were based on social status or 

authoritative commanding; and „mixed‟ where there were both types of comments. The 

following extracts are examples of inter-personal and art-positional communications 

respectively. 

 

T: (to a learner who hadn‟t done much work for several lessons, was way behind the rest 

of the class, and had discussed different options for background imagery at length with 

the teacher on several previous occasions) Background? 

 

L: I‟m still thinking 

 

T: Can I see the notes you‟ve made on all the things you‟ve thought about? What‟ve you 

thought about so far? 

 

L: (Showing a sketch he is clearly not satisfied with) The South African flag‟s stupid 

 

T: I agree – unless it‟s really like whipped and twisted – and really interesting in terms of 

shape. You could use that 

 

and 

T: You still need your 6B pencils – it‟s basically all coming out silver now 

 

L: (nods) 
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T: You still need to use your 6B to get your dark colours [art norm, art positional 

comment] 

 

The following two examples show a „social positional‟ comment, where justification 

is based on social norms and an „imperative‟ command with no justification, 

respectively. 

 

T: (to a learner after reminding the class that work was due) Okay, what‟re you doing 

now Rick? 

 

L: (indistinct – the learner was rapidly trying to complete his work) 

 

T: You give it in as it is. It‟s time now; if you don‟t come to school, that‟s your problem 

[social norm, social-positional comment] 

 

and 

 

T: (to a learner not working after the start of a lesson) At the back there, can you please 

get some work done now? [inter-personal comment] Put your bag on the floor and get 

going [norm implicit; imperative comment] 

 

 By using the categorisation in Table 1 below, it was possible to record comments in all 

teacher-learner interactions in a particular period and to characterise the preferred or 

habitual modes of particular teachers
vi

.  
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Table 1: Scheme to categorise teacher’s regulative comments according to hierarchical 

character and use of norm (Bolton, 2005) 

 No learner 

transgression 

Social or art-

related 

transgression 

with inter-

personal/art-

positional 

teacher 

comment 

Social or art-

related 

transgression 

with social-

positional/imp

erative teacher 

comment 

Social or art-

related 

transgression 

with mixed-

mode teacher 

comment 

Norm/s 

implicit 

    

Art norm/s, 

with or without 

implicit norms 

    

Social norm/s, 

with or without 

implicit norms 

    

Mixed norms, 

with or without 

implicit norms  

    

 

All of the art teachers studied used the full range of the types of comments categorised in 

Table 1 (Bolton, 2005). However, when all categories considered „respectful‟ rather than 

„authoritarian‟, namely those with implicit norms, art-conduct norms, and inter-personal or 

specialised art-positional teacher responses to „transgressions‟ were combined, there were 

clear differences between teachers. Framing of regulative mode was thus based on the relative 

percentages of „respectful‟ interactions (with implicit/specialised conduct norms and inter-

personal/specialised-positional teacher responses) versus „authoritarian‟ comments (with 

implicit or explicit social norms and social-positional or imperative responses) in relation to 

learner actions. 

 

Regulative mode is essentially about the degree to which teachers adopt the role of „teacher‟ 

and focus on personal or social conduct, social norms, and imperative communications, as 

opposed to taking on the role of „facilitator‟ and focusing on specialised conduct, norms in 

specialised areas of learning, and inter-personal/specialist-positional communications. In 

teaching-learning contexts linked to high learner competence, the regulative mode was that 

characterised here as „respectful‟ (Bolton, 2005: 155-162.).  
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In the case of the vocational classroom and workshop studied (Wedekind & Watson, 2012), in 

the introductory session and demonstrations and practical applications that followed, the 

lecturer stressed essential artisanal habits not directly related to the current learning but linked 

to learners‟ preparation for being employable as artisans. He reminded learners, for example, 

to be neat in appearance and remember safety rules. There was strong framing (teacher 

control) of the regulative discourse relating to preparedness of the learners for the world of 

work: posters with quotes such as „It is rude not to knock on someone‟s door. Please knock 

and wait for someone to open the door for you‟ and „Quality is never an accident. It is always 

the result of high intention, intelligent direction, sincere effort and skill-full execution‟ were 

displayed. Regulative discourse was task-oriented rather than being based on the lecturer‟s 

authority; the lecturer reminded learners of aspects such as remembering skills with hand-

tools learned earlier, and that frequent practice would lead to mastery. The respectful teacher-

learner relations in high-achieving art and science classes studied were reflected in the artisan 

classroom and workshop, expressed as the lecturer‟s „ability to relate to his students‟ in a co-

operative „respectful yet relaxed and tolerant‟ atmosphere (Wedekind & Watson, 2012: 10, 

14). 

 

Instructional discourse: Explication of evaluation criteria 

 

Evaluation criteria are potentially explicated – clarified, explained, and elaborated – through 

teacher-learner dialogue and demonstration. In both the set of high-achieving practical art 

classes studied (Bolton, 2005, 2009) and the respected electrical skills class observed 

(Wedekind & Watson, 2012), project requirements (including assessment criteria) were 

introduced and their assessment criteria explicitly discussed and demonstrated in project 

introductions. In the art classes, exemplars were provided from the History of Art and 

previous successful learners or by prior visits to art galleries; in the Installing wire-ways 

class
vii

, the lecturer started by going over theoretical components which would require 

subsequent application, as set out in the unit standards and objectives for the module in the 

official South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) document – to give students the 

„bigger picture‟ in which their exercise was located. This verbal explanation was followed 

with a video-recorded (visual) demonstration of how to bend electrical conduits, and a further 

practical demonstration with a commentary, emphasising the necessary skills, by the lecturer. 

 

Evaluation criteria are potentially further explicated through dialogue and demonstration as 

learners carry out exercises. In the art classes, teachers gave feedback in relation to learner 

choices in the process of image-making: while individual learners needed to make the ideas-

related, design, and technical-craft choices within project requirements themselves, teachers 

in high-achieving school classes discussed these choices at length on an on-going basis by 

extending learner selections and elaborating assessment criteria or criteria worthy of 

evaluation.  

 

Extension of learner selections was observed in four ways, first, as affirmation of learner 

selections as, for example, when a learner had chosen to work with powder paints, with „it‟s 

so much easier to work with powder paints‟, or with „that‟s nice‟. Extension also comprised 

clarifying what learners had decided to do, such as in the following excerpt, where the learner 

approached the teacher, asking if he could make a final artwork from a composition he had 

sketched. 

 

L: Sir can I do this one here? 
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T: But are you happy with that composition? Is that finished? 

 

CML: No – I was going to do more stuff in there (points to artwork) 

 

Third, a teacher can extend learners‟ selections by encouraging continuation of something 

already begun, as in: „You‟re doing fine – just bring in some different tones … just like 

you‟ve done here (points to area on learner‟s drawing)‟. Fourth, the teacher can extend 

learners‟ selections by adding new ideas, as in the following excerpt where the learner shows 

the teacher an artwork featuring a self-portrait surrounded by cut-out sketches of butterflies in 

various stages of maturity as visual metaphors for personal growth. 

 

T: [You need to think about] developing things spatially and also in some sort of time 

sequence.... You‟ve got to think if you‟re going to suspend those [points to sketches of 

butterflies] or mount them. Or … stick them down.… I mean you can think of some 

sort of metamorphosis. Like these [points to nose and cheeks on drawn self-portrait] 

becoming the body of the butterfly – your nose – and from there, you know, wings 

extending outwards.… And then the environment – are you a person that likes nature? 

Are you a person that doesn‟t like nature? … Butterfly nymphs – we find them in 

beautiful places where nature abounds – you could do a contrast in your drawing of 

city and barren spaces, and very lush areas. And you could possibly think of … 

bringing … something transparent over it … These eyes [points to eyes in drawn self-

portrait] can become the eyes on the butterfly‟s wings … So I think what you need to 

do is you need to look at the complete form of a butterfly and you need to think of 

how you can relate it to that [points to drawn face] … even if you start working on 

transparent paper … where you cut out things and reveal parts of yourself [the drawn 

face] … 

 

Creating analytical categories for the explication of evaluation in the research (Bolton, 2005: 

170-176 page number) required a „continuum of degrees of clarity‟. Criteria in the art classes 

were said to be „clear‟ when presented as specific routes of progression for learners. The 

critical feature for defining clarity was the narrowness of options presented to learners: in 

what were categorised as clear evaluations, the teacher presented relatively specific options 

within which learners were bounded and barred from possibilities external to this. Criteria 

were said to be „unclear‟ when several options were available to learners, and when ideas 

about subject matter content were not verbally elaborated. When criteria were unclear, 

learners could potentially make multiple interpretations. A variety of conditions conceivably 

narrowed the possibilities of interpretation by learners and served to clarify criteria; some 

examples from the study (Bolton, 2005) are delineated below. 

 

Criteria were clearest when specific principles or features to be evaluated and art-specific 

behaviours were explained to learners together with the showing of visual examples in the 

form required An example follows. When teachers and learners clearly shared visual 

understanding, there was no need to provide visual imagery.  

 

T: What‟s wrong with this? [teacher points to a sketch on the blackboard showing 

overlapping outlines of objects, when learners were engaged in a project in which 

they were meant to use objects as starting points, and then abstract the objects so 

that only lines, colours and tones remained to suggest three-dimensional space] 
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L: You can see the objects 

 

L2: It‟s overlapping 

T: What‟s in front there? … Is anyone going to argue with me … the bone shape is in 

front, isn‟t it? 

 

L: Yes 

 

L3: Ja 

 

T: And the chair shape‟s behind…. Why does the mind tell you that? 

 

L2: Because the bone‟s on top of the chair 

 

T: How d‟you know it‟s on top – it‟s not, it‟s chalk on board … it‟s a flat surface 

 

L4: It‟s overlapping 

 

T: It overlaps.... Whenever it overlaps, it‟s obvious this object is in front of that object 

[spoken while pointing to the sketch on the board.]… Your mind tells you because 

of overlapping … You must confuse the viewer – [as to] what‟s in front and 

what‟s not [specific art-conduct]. If you do this [alters sketch on board, removing 

lines that provide the illusion that one object is in front of the other] [visual 

example in the form required] you have no idea, you wouldn‟t know … what‟s in 

front, what‟s behind. Broken shapes, broken lines … Play with that … [specific 

art-conduct] 

 

Another way in which criteria were clearly articulated is when approval was qualified, such as 

in „interesting mark-making”, „lovely colours‟. Conceptual content was made clear when 

ideas were discussed verbally, as in the following brief excerpt from an interaction around a 

task in which learners were required to make a visual commentary on a public sculpture of 

their choice. 

 

L: I found something [subject matter content] … It‟s that lady on top of the fountain 

… The catholic lady – I think she‟s catholic, I don‟t know [reference to a public 

sculpture near the school]… 

 

L2: She‟s standing on top of the fountain that was erected by Howard – dedicated to 

someone. She‟s serene and like very calm and poised 

 

L: So I was thinking that [of an image of serenity], with like a very destructive and 

grotesque background 

 

T: The background being here in the Gardens [reference to a public space used for a 

variety of purposes] 
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L3: I don‟t know where you get destructive and grotesque in the gardens 

 

T: No! no! no! – you could do her in front of the school and you could let the school 

degenerate into this graffiti-spoilt gang-ridden [space]; she could be a visual 

symbol 

Criteria remained unclear and open to interpretation by learners when teacher judgments were 

tacit such as in „that‟s nice‟ or „good work‟ (where a learner may not have recognised the 

aspect being praised) and when aspects to be evaluated and specialised conduct were phrased 

in a generalised or implicit way without exemplification. Generalised conduct-related 

comments such as „get the image to balance‟ for instance, could be interpreted in a number of 

ways; conduct-specific regulative comments are not necessarily sufficient to elaborate criteria.  

 

A third type of teacher judgment in which criteria remained unclear was specifically phrased 

art principles without specific recommendations for conduct or visual example, especially 

when visual conceptions of ideas were not shared by the teacher and learners. In the following 

instance, for example, the teacher discussed the principle of spatial manipulation, attempting 

to construct a common visual understanding which did not emerge as learners could not recall 

the images of which the teacher spoke. 

T: [The] relation to depth in Cubism … [There isn‟t really] a visible difference 

between foreground and background … it seems as if it [the surface of the image] 

is treated very flatly but you get a very strong sense of volume … because of 

shading – contrast between light and dark, it looks as if it‟s got volume. But you 

don‟t really know what‟s in front of what [specific principle articulated]. People 

d‟you recall this?– I showed you these slides 

Lastly, judgements in which teachers showed visual examples without clarifying specific 

features to be evaluated or conduct to be followed left criteria unclear. Teaching-and-learning 

linked to high levels of learner competence was found to include clear teacher judgments in 

over three quarters of teacher-learner interactions (Bolton, 2005). 

Explication of evaluation criteria in science 

In the cluster of science studies noted, one (Morais & Miranda, 1996) examined clarification 

of evaluation criteria in teacher-marking of scripts: in instances where criteria were weakly 

framed (not elaborated by teachers), the teachers made no notations, indicating only what was 

correct or incorrect. Stronger framing (clarification) was provided when the teachers indicated 

texts which were missing; further strengthening of the framing took place when teachers 

actually wrote in the missing texts or corrected incorrect texts, showing where errors had been 

made by learners. As in the art classes, as the strength of framing of instructional discourse 

increased, framing of regulative discourse decreased. Examples of regulative comments 

decreasing in strength: from „If you had paid attention in class, your answer would have been 

right...‟, to „.I can see you have studied.‟, to „.good‟ (Morais & Miranda, 1996: 604).  

Clarity of evaluation criteria in the vocational classroom and workshop observed 

In Wedekind and Watson‟s (2012) description of seven teaching-learning features in the 

respective FET classroom and workshop observed, three of the features found by Hattie 

(2003, 2009) to make a difference to learning achievements can be linked to the clarification 
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of evaluation criteria. The first is direct instruction, the second giving feedback in specific 

ways, and the third, mastery learning. The manner in which the FET college lecturer realised 

these aspects has parallels to the teaching and learning in the high-achieving science and art 

classes described in the present paper. It has been shown that feedback is essential for the 

clarification of evaluation criteria for learner success. This clarification has been characterised 

as extending learner understanding and elaborating on what is required (Bolton, 2005, 2009, 

2012) and as providing the missing texts and providing correct texts where learner texts are 

incorrect (Morais et al. 1995). It appears that Wedekind and Watson‟s (2012) multiple types 

of feedback served to clarify evaluation criteria for the college learners; this feedback is 

categorised in relation to three learner questions, namely, Where am I going? (requiring „feed 

up‟); How am I going? (needing „feed-back‟); and Where to next? (needing „feed-forward‟). 

Wedekind and Watson (2012: 16-19) also noted two other types of feedback: questioning 

(testing for recall; „knowledge of terminology‟; „understanding of deeper concepts related to 

the installation of wire-ways‟) and „teacher immediacy‟ or „responsiveness to learners‟ 

contributions‟.  

In the classroom and workshop settings described by Wedekind and Watson (2012), feedback 

was verbal and demonstrated physically. One learner bent a conduit incorrectly during the 

classroom demonstration observed, and again later in the workshop session. The lecturer 

explained verbally that the learner was incorrectly pushing the conduit against his knee 

instead of pulling it, showed the learner repeatedly how to bend the conduit correctly, gave 

him an opportunity to try again, and affirmed the learner‟s use of the correct action and result.   

The mastery learning approach identified by Wedekind and Watson (2012: 21), with its 

„repeated exhortations to practise‟, „assumption that learning outcomes are attainable by all‟; 

the „co-operative classroom dynamic‟; „frequent and specific feedback by the teacher, in 

particular correcting mistakes‟ also clearly serves to strengthen evaluation criteria.  

If one of the key ways in which evaluation criteria are explicated is through dialogue and 

demonstration, which include describing and modelling associated specialist behaviours, is 

there necessarily a specific relationship between the instructional and the regulative that 

enhances learner success?  

Embedding the instructional in the regulative for impoverished or enhanced learning 

Bernstein (1996: 29) defines the relationship between instructional and regulative discourse as 

one in which the instructional is embedded in, and dominated by, the regulative. The question 

arises: What kinds of regulative discourse enable the types of instructional discourses linked 

to learner success?  

Regulative discourse is not necessarily clearly discernible. In instances where regulative 

criteria are explicit, such as in the comments „Don‟t add much water to that paint, it needs to 

be thick enough for you to see the brushstrokes‟, specialised conduct is clear. In other cases, 

like “Don‟t mix your paint quickly like that; you‟re going to make a mess‟, social norms are 

emphasised. However, in many instances, such as “Don‟t mix the paint like that”, regulative 

comments have more than one interpretation.  

In this paper, I have shown that an instructional discourse in which evaluation criteria are 

made explicit includes affirmation or clarification of learner actions, extension of learners‟ 

specialised selections, and elaboration of the desired way of doing things through dialogue 
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and demonstration. Further, it has been shown elsewhere that teaching-learning features that 

aid this explication include weak classification of teacher-learner spaces, where teachers 

spend most lesson time amongst learners interacting with them (Bolton, 2005, 2009, 2012; 

Morais et al., 1992, 1995; Wedekind & Watson, 2012). This interaction appeared to facilitate 

discussion of ideas and the on-going giving and receiving of feedback, thereby building 

understanding of evaluation criteria. In addition, strong macro-level (teacher) control of the 

sequencing and pacing of content and skills, described as together comprising the sizes of 

steps learners need to progress from existing to higher levels of knowledge and skill, is 

needed (Ibid.). These researchers have collectively suggested that teacher-learner dialogue, 

when actively opened by teachers and contributed to by learners, constitutes micro-steps 

within sub-processes. It appears that in the absence of open dialogue, the distances between 

sub-processes can be too large. They argued that open dialogue serves to assist what Muller 

(2000) referred to as negotiating the crossing of the boundary between every-day and esoteric 

(specialised) knowledge. 

When communication was „respectful‟, teachers were able to interrogate and shape learners‟ 

ideas and productions (Bolton, 2005, 2009, 2012). When teacher communications were 

„authoritarian‟, learners contributed far less to classroom and ideas-related dialogue. If 

teachers are to help learners to build on their initial ideas and understandings, learners need to 

make substantial contributions to the dialogue. Dialogue depends on learners‟ abilities to 

contribute, and on teachers‟ abilities to understand and extend these beginnings. It appears 

that „social-positional‟ regulative modes – communications based on the authority of the 

teacher as vested in his or her social position – stalled this process, while specialised-

positional speech (communications in which authority was based on specialised knowledge) 

furthered it (Bolton, 2005, 2009, 2012). Excerpts cited in this paper show that as explication 

of evaluation criteria increases, social regulative comment decreases (Bolton, 2005; Morais & 

Miranda, 1996). 

 

Bernstein‟s (1971, 1990, 1996) distinction between regulative and instructional discourse is 

useful for differentiating between the „rules‟ of specialised discourse and the „hierarchical 

rules‟ in the teaching-learning relationship. On its own however, it is insufficient to 

distinguish different kinds of hierarchical relations, namely those based on the teacher‟s 

authority stemming from his or her social position, and those based on „authority‟ deriving 

from specialised knowledge and skills and the ability to transfer these qualities. When 

attempting to apply these concepts in empirical research, there is room for potential slippage 

in the categorisation of teacher comments as being „specialist-positional‟ (regulative) and as 

part of the features serving to clarify evaluation criteria (instructional). It has been shown that 

the teacher‟s specialist-positional „voice‟ enriches the teaching-learning process and is linked 

to high levels of learner competence, while regulative comments based on social position 

alone fail to make criteria and approaches clear for learners. 

 

 

CONCLUDING COMMENTS 

 

Bernstein‟s (1971, 1990, 1996) distinction between instructional and regulative discourse is 

deeply useful for forging an external language of description that provides a means to 

understand and consciously manipulate power and control relations in teaching and learning 
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to maximise learning. It requires conceptual elaboration however, for detailed analysis of 

teaching-and-learning. 

 

Particular teaching-learning features have been found to be associated with high levels of 

learner competence, differing slightly but with large areas of overlap across varied knowledge 

areas and social class contexts (Bolton, 2005, 2009, 2012; Morais et al., 1992, 1995; 

Wedekind & Watson, 2012). A particular relationship between instructional and regulative 

discourse – where regulative communications are inter-personal and based on teachers‟ 

specialised knowledge to enable clarification of instructional criteria – is crucial for learner 

success. In this paper, I attempt to analyse some of the ways in which criteria have been 

explicated. 

 

While it may be important to note these particular teaching-learning features, more important 

still is understanding of a language of description for teaching and learning that provides 

means to manipulate, consciously and systematically, aspects of teaching-learning practice 

towards building learner competence levels in particular knowledge areas and social class 

contexts. What, one may ask, are the implications of these findings for policy and practice in 

South Africa where teacher absenteeism is high and teachers do not spend a lot of time 

teaching (Carnoy et al., 2012)? 

 

First, pre-service and on-going in-service training for both teachers and managers need to 

emphasise that it is essential for teachers to be in their classrooms and interacting with their 

learners. Physical teacher or manager presence is insufficient: it is only through mutually 

respectful and on-going interaction that learner interrogation and deep understanding of 

learning is enabled.  

 

Second, pre-service and on-going in-service training need to focus on the kind of empowering 

language of description addressed in this paper, and in particular on how evaluation criteria 

can be made clear for learners. Teachers need to understand how both instructional and 

regulative approaches can make a difference in blocking or enabling learning.  

 

Third, pre-service and on-going teacher development work needs to focus on expanding 

teaching-and-learning and learning strategies: there are multiple ways of making evaluation 

criteria clear; of adjusting the selection, sequencing, and pacing of knowledge in differing 

contexts; and of increasing teacher knowledge to achieve the necessary levels of control. 

There is great need and potential for sharing particular strategies found to be linked to 

successful teaching and learning in specific contexts.  

 

Finally, the language of description in the paper has potential for wider use, by the designers 

of official curriculum documents, by the creators and publishers of teaching-and-learning 

materials, and by educators and trainers across the board in the system for education, training, 

development and work, including across informal and non-formal contexts. Perhaps most 

importantly, it can be developed in what Wenger (1998: 6-7) conceptualised as „communities 

of practice‟ – communities of educators, trainers and managers working to raise 

consciousness regarding power and control relations that maximise learning for both the 

transmission and the acquisition of learning in particular contexts. Teachers can be learners 

too, in such communities of practice.   
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ENDNOTES 
1 Harker and May‟s (1993) criticism of Bernstein‟s (1990) theory is that the concept of the elaborated code (system of 

context-independent meaning) is constituted as an absolute norm of linguistic practices, while the restricted code (system of 

context-dependent meaning) involves deprivation or inability to use an elaborated code has been refuted by pointing to the 

fact that individuals across a range a social contexts can learn to use differing codes (Bolton, 2005). 

 

2 The two modules observed were stand-alone Sector Education and Training Authority (SETA)-accredited skills 

programmes targeted at a small number of young adults not otherwise studying or working, and from a low socio-economic 

area. Most of the learners had left school before successfully completing the twelve years required for a school-leaving 

certificate. They had responded to a community-newspaper advertisement placed by the FET college, in which a subsidised 

opportunity to enrol in a six-month basic electrical skills course was offered.  

 

3 Several other studies use Bernstein‟s (1996) concepts of classification and framing to describe pedagogy at the level of the 

school (Daniels, 1988, 1989, 1995; Sadovnik & Semel, 2000); the relations between pedagogy, social context, and learners‟ 

orientation to meaning (Daniels, 1989; Hoadley, 2005), and outcomes (Daniels, 1995; Sadovnik & Semel, 2000); and the 

relative significance of pedagogy and opportunities to learn (Reeves 2005). The specific foci of these projects lie outside the 

scope of the current paper. 

 

4 For fuller accounts of these findings see Domingos, 1987, 1989; Morais et al., 1992, 1995; Morais & Camara, 1997; Morais 

& Neves, 1997; Morais & Rocha, 1997; Morais, 1998; Bolton, 2005; Morais & Pires, 2002; Ferreira & Morais, 2008; Bolton. 

2005, 2009, 2012; Wedekind & Watson, 2012.  

 

5 Regulative discourse was also described in terms of movement within and between classrooms; the initiation and extension 

of dialogue; and control of sound levels and work-focus (Bolton, 2005); the main focus in the current paper is on the 

regulative mode consistently linked to high learner achievement, and its relationship with instructional discourse. 

 

6 Transgressions included for instance having drawn incorrectly by not showing graded shading, inferred from a teachers‟ 

comment “that‟s very flat, work it a bit more”, and holding a brush incorrectly, as meant in “don‟t hold your brush like that”. 

Social transgressions such as learners chatting rather than working were usually more obvious, even when norms were 

implicit as in a teacher‟s comment “Hey!”. 

 

7 In the table „inter-personal‟ and „art-positional‟ comments, often occurring together and both suggesting „respectful‟ 

relations between teacher and learner, have been grouped, as have „social-positional‟ and „imperative‟ comments, these 

comments seen to suggest „authoritarian‟ relations. 

 

8 Details relating to teaching-and-learning in the classroom and workshop of an electrical–skills lecturer at a Further 

Education and Training (FET) college is taken from a single case study (Wedekind & Watson 2012). The subject of the study 

– the lecturer – was teaching two Adult Basic Education and Training (ABET) modules at National Qualifications 

Framework (NQF) Level 2 (Organising Framework for Occupations (OFO) Level 8):  Design and construct a single phase 

circuit and Installing wire-ways. 
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