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School letters to parents are texts wherein home-school relationships are 

written into being. By looking at pronoun use in two particular school 

letters it is shown that the private, everyday world of homes is institutionally 

ordered in terms of 'what the world is or should be like', according to official, 

public, school agenda. Analysis of such texts shows how parent-teacher 

relationships enter into the relations of ruling of the larger extra-local social world 

of which they are a part. (Smith, 1987,1990a). 

Official educational rhetoric emphasises the importance of parents 

and teachers working in partnerships for the c o m m o n good of 
students. School letters to parents are educational texts in which 
parent-teacher relationships are actively written into being (Heritage, 

1984: p.283; Baker & Keogh, 1995). Analysis of such materials can be 

used to document h o w particular home-school relationships are 

textually constituted (see also Keogh, 1995). 

This article looks specifically at the use of pronouns in two letters 
(overleaf) originating from secondary schools. Analysis suggests 

that social 'facts' are discursively produced in terms of the 'what the 
world is or should be like' according to official school agenda. 

H o m e s are textually colonised by school discourses, and parents are 
positioned as adjunct teachers within and through these 

communications. 

Letter 1 was sent by the principal of a private girls' school. It dealt 
with two main topics: firstly, with students having outside, paid 

employment and, secondly, with social events where alcohol might 

be consumed. These topics were both areas which, according to this 
principal, required parental consideration. Letter 2 originated from 

a newer private co-educational school. In it the principal considered 
the possibility of a potential senior students' social function. This 

letter also dealt with the possibility of the consumption of alcohol by 
168 students. Foucault (1972; 1977) has suggested that institutions such 
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Deictic terms in texts of social regulation 

One way of accessing how texts work is to look particularly at the 
use of pronouns. According to Smith (1990b: p.56) pronouns are 
deictic terms which '... organize socially what is present for both 
speaker and hearer (and writer and reader) ...'. Pronominalisation 

(the use of pronouns) demonstrates and constitutes relations of 
power (Brown & Gilman, 1960/1972; Wright, 1989). Pronouns in 

bold below were not bolded in the original text. 

The use of 'I' 

In Letters 1 and 2, the principals both referred to themselves as T 
from the beginnings of the letters, as shown below. The two principals 

thus discursively constituted themselves as official agents of the 
schools. 

Letter 1 

Dear Parents, 

Since I have returned to [name of school] following my visit to the United 

States and Canada, several matters have been raised concerning the well 
being of the senior girls. 

Letter 2 

Dear Parents of Year 11 students, 

A group of students from Year 11 have approached me regarding the 

possibility of having a Year 11 semi-formal this year for the first time. I 
suggested to them that if this was to be considered then it would need to be 

sanctioned by parents and organised and supervised by parents. 

The use of official letter-headed paper helped make the words of 

the principals, as official school representatives, count. According to 
Smith (1990b: p. 31), '... it is the teller of the tale's privilege both to 

define the rule or situation and to describe the behavior ...'. 

The use of possessive pronouns 

The use of possessive pronouns, such as 'my', 'your', 'our', 'their', 

denotes ownership. The use of 'my' generally denotes personal 
private ownership. 

The term 'my' was used only once, in Letter 1 (line 2) which began 
'...Since I have returned...[from] my visit to the United States and Canada...' 

Despite having used the personal possessive singular 'my' here, the 
visit was implicated into official institutional discourse. Rather than 

reading the 'my visit' in terms of a private personal holiday, the 

preferred reading was that this visit was undertaken as part of the 

principal's professional duties. The fact that this statement appeared 
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immediately under the initial part of the letter addressing 'Dear 

Parents ...', and directly beneath the school's crest and address, 
textually constituted it as institutionally ordered. This strategy 

effectively positioned this use of 'my' within the public, school (and 

not the personal, private) domain. The principal's life beyond the 
school walls was discursively placed within the school's 

institutionally relevant world. Ownership denoted by the use of 

'my' here actively supported this principal's authorial right to set 

the agenda as institutional representative of the school order. The 

social standing of the school was also enhanced. This letter could be 

read as embodying a textually implied support for the principal, as 

its official representative, for her trip overseas on school business. 
The school was discursively positioned in this way as a prestigious 

one. The parents the letter addressed were also positioned dis

cursively as being important through association with such a school. 

The authors used the pronoun 'our' only once in each letter as 
seen below : 

Letter 1 

...Many of our girls in Years 11 and 12 are trying to balance an outside 
job... 

Letter 2 

...In the spirit of listening to our young people... 

The authors of both letters used 'our' to designate common 

ownership of the students to w h o m they referred. The use of 'our' in 
both these examples was, however, ambiguous in that it might have 

been read as either including or excluding parents in joint ownership 

of the students. Parents and teachers were discursively produced as 
those who might or might not be working together. As 'our' reverted 

to 'you' or 'they' within the temporal sequence of the letters, 

discursively separating the schools from the homes, the asymmetrical 

nature of the home-school partnership was evidenced, as shown 
below. 

Letter 1 

...I would ask you to discuss this matter seriously with your daughter... 

Letter 2 

...In the spirit of listening to our young people and of providing them with 
appropriate social occasions... 

Readers were discursively positioned as those who would continue 
the work of the schools beyond their geographical bounds. Homes 
were thus discursively colonised by the schools' versions of the 



world as is or should be, and parents were positioned as adjunct 
teachers, working under the guidance of the schools' principals to 

regulate their children's activities. 

Pronouns and contrast structures 
Very often personal pronouns are discursively set in opposition to 

'the other', which might be either textually explicit or implicit. T, for 
example, might be set in opposition to 'you' or 'they'. Similarly, 'my' 
or 'our' might be set up in contrast to 'your' or 'their'. Smith (1990b) 

termed textual strategies that set up oppositionals 'contrast 

structures'. Distinguishable classes of persons are inter-textually 

constituted by the use of such contrast structures. 

Certain classes or categories of persons, such as parents, teachers, 
or students, are constituted in certain ways. Sacks (1992: pp.113-125) 
named such textual devices membership categorisation devices, 

likening them to an 'inference-making machine'. Based on both 
extra-local knowledge and textual devices included within written 
communications, members can make inferences about what people 

are or should be like if they belong to a certain category or class. That 

is, members come to associate certain attributes or activities as being 

appropriate or 'normal' for certain classes of people. In the texts 
analysed here such categories were established in terms of official 
institutional (school) accounts of what parents and students are or 

should be like. The authors made statements from the position of T 
or 'we' the author/speaker as representative of the school about 

'you' the parents and/or 'they' the students. For example, in Letter 1 
the following appeared: 

... 1 would ask you to discuss this matter seriously with your daughter if it 
is applicable to her. It is imperative in Years 11 and 12 that together you 

and your daughter try to rationalise and prioritise activities so that she is 

able to devote productive time to her studies ... 

The T here referred to the author as representative of the school. 

She addressed 'you', the parents, about their daughter's paid part-
time outside (i.e. non-school-related) work. Notice the use of 'your' 
twice in this extract, both times used immediately before 'daughter'. 

The parents were being positioned here as responsible for all their 

children's work — both their paid part-time non-school work, and 

their school work. Had the principal used the alternative possessive 
'our' here she would have had to use the term student instead of the 171 
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within the category 'home'. However, the responsibility of the parents 

was to be undertaken according to the school's version of proper 

parenting. H o m e practices were therefore subsumed by school-

directed practices, and parents were constituted as agents responsible 
for continuing the school's (moral) work. 'It is imperative...that...you 

and your daughter try...' is more than a suggestion: it is close to a 

command. 
At the same time, this principal avoided charging all the parents 

who might have been expected to have read this letter as being 

irresponsible parents who allowed their daughters to do outside 

non-school work by inserting the phrase '...if it is applicable to her ...' 

(in this case, her being the student). Parents had the possibility of 

reading themselves in as being some of the acceptable parents whose 

daughters did not do outside, non-school work, rather than as 

'improper' parents (according to the discursively produced 

institutional order) who did allow their daughters to undertake 
such work. If applicable to 'your daughter', a correction needs to be 

made by the parents and daughter 'together'. It is the parents' 

responsibility as much as the daughters'. Some parents, then, were 
able to read this letter and find confirmed within it perhaps their 

own versions of 'responsible parent' which were in harmony with 

the school's version, on this matter at least. 

Conclusion 
This article has focussed on the use of certain deictic categories, 
specifically the pronouns T, 'we', 'our' and 'your', in two letters 

addressed to parents. Such textual strategies can be seen to actively 

organise and mediate home-school relationships by assigning agency 

and by setting up contrast structures. It seems that such devices 

work towards the discursive production of asymmetrical home-

school relationships, with schools having the initiating, defining 
position. However, that is not to say that resistant readings are not 

possible. Such texts shape, but do not cause, parent-teacher (home-
school) relationships according to their discursively produced, 
institutionally preferred versions. 

From this analysis of two school letters it can be seen that preferred 

readings are discursively produced to constitute, in the main, school 
ordered versions of reality. That is, the private, everyday worlds of 

homes are textually transformed into official, public, accountable 
versions of the world through the use of such textual features as 

272 deictic categories and contrast structures. Other textual features, not 
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teachers. Such inter-institutional communications enter into and 
enact the relations of ruling of the extra-local social world of which 
they are a part. W h a t is said or written is given force by the authority 
attributed to its 'author' (Smith, 1987: pp. 29-30). Such authority is 
discursively produced by means of various textual devices such as 
those considered above. Through such means individuals, such as 

teachers, as representatives of the institutionalised structures, gener
ate regulatory power within and through the enactment of particular 

inter-institutional relationships. 
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