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1 Introduction'

This chapter discusses the cultural politics of a genre-based approach
to Portuguese language teaching in the context of secondary schooling
in Portugal, where the implementation of a new language curriculum
has drawn fierce criticism from public opinion leaders. What attracted
the attention of writers and newspaper columnists in particular and
the public in general was the new language curriculum’s explicit
openness to dilferent text types and genres, together with a
restructuring and reduction of the literary canon in use during the
three years of secondary education (15- to 17-year-old students). Since
it was understood that literary texts would no longer have the same
privileged status in the school curriculum as they used to have, most of
what people wrote was centred on the role of literature both in society
and in the characterization of the country’s culture as being unique. In
this respect, arguments were based on the beliel’ that whoever is
competent in reading the literary classics is also competent in
producing all types of texts.

More than discussing the curriculum, people were actually engaged
in a politics of representation, whereby an ideology of the subject was
being shaped and transmitted, received and contested. From this
understanding of what happened, 1 analyse the views presented in the
arguments put forward during the discussion, in an attempt to show
that the criticisms raisétl in the public arena of the newspapers aimed
in fact at the reorganization of the cultural hegemony.

In order to achieve these goals, 1 will start by briefly describing the
present state of aflairs and problems raised in the public discussion of
the new curriculum, moving on in the second section to the
identification of some of the issues that were involved in the politics
ol representation that was actually taking place. In section 4, T will
briefly discuss some linguistic approaches to language learning and
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teaching and how they are related to diflerent theories of language,
and finally, in section 3, I draw some conclusions,

2 The new curriculum

Even if not presented as such, the new curriculum for language
teaching in primary and secondary education in Portugal is inspired
by what one may consider a text or genre-based approach. Adopted in
2001 in the new curriculum for the seventh, eighth and ninth grades
(12- to 14-year-old students), this same approach was followed in the
development of the curriculum for grades 10, 11 and 12 of secondary
education (13- to 17-vear-old students), which is now being
implemented, having started with grade 10, in 2003/2004 {Coclho ef
al 2001/2002),

The implementation of the new curriculum was amply publicized
in the newspapers, with some opinion-makers bringing into the
public arena the idea that Portuguese language teaching and
learning is a matter of national interest and, as such, it should not
be dealt with lightly. During the discussion, which involved teachers,
linguists, literary writers and some political leaders, the idea that
something was wrong with the teaching and learning of Portuguese
was constantly stressed, with the curriculum and its never-ending
restructuring being held responsible for this undesirable situation.
And, even if this was not exactly an image activated by linguists, they
were also contributing to the general feeling of frustration concerning
the situation of Portuguese lanpguage teaching and learning by
bringing into the forefront of the discussion the undeniable fact that
Portuguese students were assessed below the average of EU and
OEDC students in the Programme for International Student Assessment
(Ministério da Educacio 2000).2

Actually, it was the acknowledgement that many students do face
difficultics when expressing themselves in a written form  that
promoted, as one of the main goals of the curriculum, the production
of different types of texts, following textual typologies that are valid for
the development of all the skills (Coelho ef al 2001/2002: 3). This new
pedagogy of writing expressed in the curriculum was specifically
targeted in the criticisms expressed in the newspapers, but along with
it came the criticism of the ‘reduced’ importance that such pedagogy
attributes to literary genres in the teaching and learning of Portuguese
(see, for instance, Pedrosa 2003; Guerreiro 2004; Graca Moura 20044,
2004b; Seixo 2004). Even though the attacks on the curriculum did
not single out this last aspect as the main cause for the poor
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performance of Portuguese students, it was quite clear that what was
behind the attacks was an attempt to discredit the new focus on the
communicative function of language. As 1 have already noted
elsewhere (Gouveia 2004), the idea that one cannot learn to speak
Portuguese properly without knowing about the great legacy that is
made up of all the literary authors in the canon (Graca Moura 20044
7) is more an attack on the communicative function of the language
than a defence of literature. This attack was explicitly expressed by one
ol the main protagonists in the discussion, Vasco Graca Moura, a
member of former governments, a poet and a translator. By assigning
linguists the authorship of the curriculum, Graga Moura held them
directly responsible for the chaotic state of Portuguese language
teaching and learning:

{_}s responsaveis dos programas sio linguistas e os linguistas tém Odio &
literatura. Esse ¢ o principal problema. Preocupam-se com a fuestio
comunicacional e niio com o valor da propria lingua.

(Graga Moura 2004a: 6)
( The authors of the curriculum are linguisis and linguists hate literature, That is the

mawn problem. They concern themselves with the communicative aspect and wot with the
value of the language itself)

What one can read in this statement is an accusation directed no
only at linguists but also at any teaching methodology that emphasizes
the communicative function of language. It is as if the value of the
language in itself, attributed particularly by the literary use writers
make of it with complete disregard for the communicative function,
could be sufficient for the teaching and learning of Portuguese, Such a
position unquestionably denies principles of equal access of students to
the systems of opportunity at play in society. Also it recalls Bernstein's
(1981) work showing how certain groups are disfavoured by processes
ol social stratification and cultural reproduction, a theary thus
summarized by Halliday (1990: 16): ‘while the system of the language
construes the ideology of society as a whole, the deployment of resonrees
within the system differentiates among different groups within a society’,

The use of the resources of the system is therefore both a
consequence of social stratification and cultural reproduction, helping
to dilferentiate groups, and a means for social and cultural
discrimination, helping to evaluate those social groups differently,
Explicit teaching of the language as a system of communication and an
instrument for power will help students in the deployment of the
correct resources to light their disempowerment,






