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EFL / ESL reader’s background knowledge interacts with conceptual abilities and 

process strategies to produce comprehension. Of course, conceptual abilities are 

necessary intellectual capacity in reading acquisition, and the typical ESL program 

can’t do much to remedy the deficiency of conceptual abilities. However, the other 

two factors can be important variables. As a common observation, students with a 

Western background of some kind learn English faster. And in terms of process 

strategies, the proficient reader is expected to take more advantage of their linguistic 

background to reconstruct the meaning of a text.  

 

Conceptual abilities            Background knowledge 

 

 

 Process strategies 

Figure 2.1 Coady’s psycholinguistic model of the ESL reader (Coady, 1979, p.7) 

 

2.2 Theme and Rheme (Topic and Comment) 

In the theory of Functional Sentence Perspective (hereafter FSP), sentences 

are generally divided into thematic and rhematic elements. The notion of Theme was 

clearly articulated by Vilem Mathesius as early as 1939. Mathesius put forward the 

notion of a binary division of a sentence with regard to its communicative functions, a 

division which differs from the traditional syntactic and logical division of the 

sentence into subject and predicate. He named the two parts of the sentence as the 

basis and the nucleus. The basis is what the speaker is talking about and the nucleus 

what he is saying about the basis. However, it was not until the late 1950’s that the 

Czechoslovak linguist Jan Firbas introduced the set of terms which are universally 

used today – the theme and the rheme. Thus, the terms ‘theme’ and ‘rheme’ are now 
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used instead of ‘basis’ and ‘nucleus’. Since then, the notion of Theme has been 

developed by Prague school linguists. Some other equal terms to Theme and Rheme, 

such as Topic and Comment (used principally by American linguists), or Given and 

New information, are often used interchangeably to express identical concept. 

2.2.1 Definition of Theme & Rheme 

In Kurzon’s (1988) review, there are two general viewpoints concerning the 

definition of “theme”: the relative amount of information conveyed by the elements in 

the sentence, and the position in the sentence.  

Halliday (1994) defines the Theme as “the element which serves as the point 

of departure of the message” (p. 38). However, the principal criterion, according to 

Mathesius (1939), for determining which part of the sentence is the theme and which 

is the rheme is that of old (given) and new information, which is of course tied in with 

the function of the sentence as an act of communication. Mathesius defined theme as 

“that which is known, or at least obvious in the given situation, and from which the 

speaker proceeds in his discourse. On the other hand, the rheme of the utterance is 

treated as what the speaker says about the theme” (Mathesius, 1939, p. 234). For 

Mathesius, in any sentence where there is given information, it is the element that 

conveys given information that is the theme. Nevertheless, Mathesius’s definition  

was criticized by Travnicek (1962), who takes theme as appearing in the sentence 

initial position but it does not necessarily convey given information. Theme and 

information have “functionally distinct characteristics” and should not be 

intermingled with each other. 

Concerning given and new information, Firbas further develops this 

Theme-Rheme distinction by introducing the notion of communicative dynamism 

(CD). Firbas (1964) proposes that a sentence element carries certain degree of 

communicative dynamism (CD), which helps the reader understand how much a 
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sentence element can contribute to the development of the communication and how 

far it pushes the communication forward. In Firbas’ framework, the theme performing 

as one sentence element has the lowest degree(s) of CD within the sentence. The 

rheme also performing as another sentence element, on the other hand, has the highest 

CD. The theme does not convey anything informative—it does not push the 

communication forward—but gives old information as a basis.  

It seems that whether the Theme-Rheme distinction is related to given-new 

information has been argued by the Prague linguists. However, regarding the 

positioning, the theme as the initial element in the sentence and the rheme as the rest 

of the sentence are also parallel to the sentence division found in the work of some 

American linguists, following Hockett (1958), into topic and comment in that topic is 

the initial element of the sentence which, again, conveys given information. 

Conforming to the same notion, Weissberg (1984) in his research into the 

paragraph development has noted that the tendency in English is for given 

information to co-occur with topics and new information to be positioned in the 

comment, an order that Halliday (1967) calls the “unmarked sequence.” After 

studying other researchers’ experiments, Weissberg speculates that “the 

comprehensibility of a written text is to some degree a function of the way in which 

information is distributed in sentences” (Weissberg, 1984, p. 488). In other words, as 

long as the reader is aware of the distribution of information across sentences, be it 

given and new, or theme and rheme, they can achieve the comprehension of the whole 

text.  

McCarthy (1991) also agrees on the position and the terminology of the binary 

division. He explains that in English communication whatever is brought to the front 

place of the clause indicates what is to be understood and thus serves as the 

framework. What would be said later is to be understood within the framework. Items, 
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often the subject noun phrase or whatever comes before it, especially when the 

syntactic structure fronting or left-displacement takes place, occupying the front 

position in this way are called the themes or topics and the rest of the clause is called 

the rhemes or comments. For example: 

(2.1) The Indo-European language consists of two branches: Indo-Iranian and Greek. 

In this sentence, italicized constituent the Indo-European language in the initial place 

is the theme (topic), following the theme (given information), the rheme (new 

information) two branches of the language is introduced. From the theme, the reader 

can anticipate that the rest of the sentence is to be revolved within the framework of 

the theme.   

Though different wording (Theme and Rheme vs. Topic and Comment), the 

position of Theme in the initial place is without doubt. The Theme is the first 

constituent of the clause, and all the rest of the clause is simply labeled the Rheme. 

2.2.2 Delimitation of Theme & Rheme 

Although the occurrence of Theme – the initial position of every sentence－is 

agreed on, where in a sentence structure is exactly the dividing line between Theme 

and Rheme? The boundary is roughly between the subject and the predicate. Take the 

following sentences (2.2)-(2.7) for example. Thompson (2004) argues that without 

changing the wording too much and by reordering the components of the first 

sentence, the other five sentences can be derived and that each has different choice of 

theme (in italic type) to make a different meaning. 

(2.2) For centuries, yellow canaries have been used to ‘test’ the air in mining. 
(2.3) Yellow canaries have been used to ‘test’ the air in mining for centuries. 
(2.4) Miners have used yellow canaries to ‘test’ the air For centuries. 
(2.5) In mining, yellow canaries have been used to ‘test’ the air for centuries.  
(2.6) To ‘test’ the air in mining, yellow canaries have been used for centuries. 
(2.7) The air has been ‘tested’ in mining for centuries by using yellow 

canaries. 
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THEME 

THEME 

STATUS 

unmarked

Subject

group (2.8) 

clause (2.9) 

WH 

WH-Subject (2.10) 

WH-Complement (2.11)

WH-Adjunct (2.12) 

Predicator (2.13) 

marked 

Adjunct (2.14) 

Complement (2.15) 

clause (2.16) 

enhanced

predicate (2.17) 

equative (2.18)

comment (2.19) 

preposed (2.20)

existential (2.21) 

THEME 

COMPOSITION 

simple (2.22)

multiple

+textual 

textual Adjunct (2.23) 

conjunction (2.24) 

+interpersonal Finite (2.25) 

Interpersonal Adjunct (2.26) 

(Thompson, 2004, p. 143) 
Thus, he identifies thematic systems and charts as follows: 

Figure 2.2 Thematic systems (Thompson, 2004, P.164) 
 
Corresponding sentence examples taken from Thompson (2004) are listed as follows 
(themes are italicized): 

(2.8) This large sixth form college is one of only two offering boarding 
accommodation. 

(2.9) To lose one parent may be regarded as a misfortune. 
(2.10) What happened to her? 
(2.11) What sort of car are you thinking of buying? 
(2.12) How many times a week do you buy the Guardian? 
(2.13) Leave the lamp here. 

         Don’t forget to look out for new winning numbers every day! 
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       Let’s go for a walk, shall we? 
(2.14) In this same year, he also met Chester Kallman. 

As a tax-payer, I object to paying for the restoration of Windsor Castle. 
            In common with almost every art movement born in the early part of 

this century, it considered itself revolutionary. 
(2.15) Out of the pub came a small, intent-looking woman with a helmet of 

dun-colored hair. 
           All the rest we’ll do for you. 
           Particularly significant was the way the subjects reacted to the third 

task. 
(2.16) As the universe expanded, the temperature of the radiation decreased. 

If she were to survive, all her energy must be harnessed for the next 
painful inch. 
Without replying, he put his head under the blankets. 

(2.17) It’s not only our engine that’s refined. 
(2.18) What we didn’t realize was that he’d already left. 
(2.19) It is true that it took five years to do so. 
(2.20) These mass parties, they lose touch with the people. 
(2.21) There was no question of Kate’s marrying Ted. 
(2.22) But all rooms look out onto the secluded garden. 

           Thus disorder will tend to increase with time.  
           Certainly his wife June was a very odd woman.     

(2.23) Well, surely, the course doesn’t start till next week.  
Now at first sight, this might seem to be contradictory. 

(2.24) And in this way disk-like rotating galaxies were born.  
And, no doubt he’ll deny everything. 
But oddly, he was right. 

(2.25) Well, Had she missed her Mum? 
         Well, Mrs Lovatt, would you say it is untrue? 

 Well, Do have one of these echairs. 
 Well, Please don’t make me out as some kind of hysterical idiot. 

(2.26) Unfortunately, however, the ‘Un-artist’ proliferated within the art 
institutions as well. 

Not surprisingly, then, its operations were viewed with admiration. 

In the majority of simple declarative (statement), Theme and Subject are 

conflated as mentioned above in Halliday’s (1994) An introduction to Functional 

Grammar. Subject is the ‘normal’ Theme choice, may it be nominal group or clause, 
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as illustrated in Examples 2.8 and 2.9, and the Theme choice is therefore said to be 

unmarked. As for Theme in non-declarative clauses, Theme takes the initial position 

in WH-interrogatives, including Subject in Example 2.10, Complement in Example 

2.11, and Adjunct in Example 2.12. Such structures in some way are similar to 

exclamative clauses, clauses that are formally declarative but are similar to 

WH-interrogatives, and thus exclamative clauses are also analyzed with the 

WH-element as the natural Theme. For Example: 

(2.27) What a nice plant you’ve got! 
           How absolutely lovely she looks tonight! 

While in yes/no interrogatives, Theme includes the finite verbal operator and the 

Subject: 

(2.28) Have you finished your meal, sir? 
Did he tell you where I was? 
Hasn’t he changed his name? 

In a further type of non-declarative clause, imperative, since this is normally to get the 

other person to carry out the action, “the natural starting point is therefore the 

Predicator, which expresses the action” (Thompson, 2004, p.147). Examples are 

shown in Example 2.13. Generally, only major clauses (those which have a predicator) 

have thematic structure, and thus minor clauses are not analyzed for Theme or Rheme. 

Nevertheless, not every Theme and Rheme is demonstrated in the surface structure, as 

reminded by Thompson (2004),“either the Theme or Rheme may be missing from a 

clause. This happens with elliptical clauses, where part of the message may be 

‘carried over’ from an earlier message (e.g. in the answer to a question), or may be 

understood from the general context”(p. 149). Illustrations are as follows: 

(2.29) Who (would you most like to meet)? 
           (I’d most like to meet) Your real father.  
           Why ever (will you) not (come)? 
           (That’s an ) Amazing discovery! 
           (Are you) Not sure what a special delivery is? 
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As far as marked form is concerned, Adjunct in declarative clauses is 

relatively often chosen as Theme. Since the position of Adjuncts is quite flexible, 

Thompson (2004) argues that the choice of Adjunct as Theme instead of Subject is 

“unusual or marked” (p.145). Examples are shown in Example 2.14. Besides, 

Complement as Theme also takes the initial position, as illustrated in Example 2.15, 

though “this is not common and usually needs a particular kind of context”  

(Thompson, 2004, p.145). Dependent clauses in initial place, be finite or non-finite, as 

illustrated in Example 2.16, are taken as the point of departure. Compared with 

Dependent clause in Rheme, they are to some extent treated as “equivalent to a 

constituent of the dominant clause” (Thompson, 2004, p.156), thus they are classified 

as marked Theme.  

Other special thematic structures, such as predicated theme (the structure is 

traditionally called a ‘cleft sentence’) in Example 2.17, thematic equative, (the 

structure is traditionally called a ‘pseudo-cleft’) in Example 2.18, thematized 

comment in Example 2.19, and preposed theme in Example 2.20 are placed by 

Thompson (2004) in the ‘enhanced Theme’ category, for they “seem to be outside the 

marked or unmarked distinction, and to serve primarily to thematize particular parts 

of the clause or kinds of meanings” (Thompson, 2004, pp. 163-164).  

Concerning multiple Theme, Conjunctions as part of Theme, Conjunctive 

Adjuncts in Theme, and Modal Adjuncts in Theme as illustrated in sentences in 

Example 2.22 belong to simple theme composition. Thompson (2004) claims that 

“lexical elements such as conjunctive and modal Adjuncts, which express primarily 

textual and interpersonal meaning, have the function of ‘placing’ the content, of 

signaling how it fits coherently with the content around it” (p. 158). Halliday and 

Matthiessen (2004) label the thematic experiential constituent the ‘topical Theme’, 

arguing that it corresponds closely to what is called ‘topic’ in topic-comment analysis; 
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however, Thompson (2004) would rather “avoid the notoriously shifty concept ‘topic’ 

“ (p. 159) and keep to the label ‘experiential Theme’. Thus, the typical ordering of 

elements in multiple Themes is textual>interpersonal>experiential1 (> means 

‘followed by’), as illustrated in Examples 2.23 and 2.24. However, when a 

conjunctive and modal Adjunct appear together in Theme, the modal Adjunct 

normally precedes the conjunctive one; and the order is interpersonal>textual>  

experiential, as sentences in Example 2.25. Thompson (2004) insists that in line with 

the rule that the Theme of a clause goes up to and includes the first experiential 

constituent, Subject must be included in multiple Theme. Further, the Finite as an 

interpersonal element in yes/no interrogatives and the negative or emphatic operator 

(‘don’t’ or ‘do’) in imperative clauses along with other elements can be ordered as 

illustrated in Example 2.26. 

      Nevertheless, Thompson mentions some problems in Theme analysis. These 

problems include Existential ‘there’ in Theme (though it is categorized as ‘enhanced 

Theme’ and is illustrated in Example 2.21 above), Theme in quotes and Theme in 

projected clauses (the later two structures are thus not included in Thompson’s 

system). Finally, Thompson adds two more structures, Interpolation in Theme and 

Preposed Attributive in Theme. Examples are shown below in (2.30) and (2.31) 

respectively: 

(2.30) Maureen Freely’s piece, which is pure personal invective, I will not 
dignify with a response. 
Karr, 40, is a testimony to survival.  

                                                 
1 From the perspective of functional grammar, differences in wording serve different functions, which 

Thompson (2004) refers to as metafunctions ─ experiential, interpersonal, and textual. Even within the 

structure of Multiple Theme, where there is more than one choice of words, each component 

corresponds to one of the metafunctions. However, what is discussed here is just the different 

categories of Theme rather than the elaboration on its functions.  
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(2.31) Always ready the instant you need it, the torch needs no battery or 
mains recharging. 

           Standing in extensive gardens, the house has been carefully maintained 
to a high standard. 

Since this present study is to adopt the sentence as the unit of analysis, 

whatever occurs in the initial place of any sentence structure mentioned above will be 

taken as the Theme. 

2.2.3 Theme-Rheme Patterning  

According to Weissberg (1984), the Daneš typology doesn’t attempt to 

categorize a paragraph by its line of argumentation (description, comparison/contrast, 

or definition); instead, it classifies a paragraph in terms of its information structure as 

manifested through intersentential linkages within the text itself. Daneš proposes that 

“the information accumulated, at a certain point of a text (or, within a text interval), 

comprises two kinds of elements: denominating units, and T – R nexuses” (Daneš, 

1974, p. 111). He further believes that “successively accumulated information must 

offer the sources for the selection of the subsequent theme or rheme” (p.112). Thus, 

Daneš is convinced that the choice and distribution of theme for every utterance are 

not random but patterned.  

After a careful analysis of Czech, German, and English professional texts and 

language materials, Daneš figures out four main types of Thematic Progression 

(hereafter TP): (1) Simple linear TP, (2) TP with a continuous (constant) theme, (3) TP 

with derived T’s, (4) Exposition of split rheme. In addition to the four main types, 

Daneš also mentions one more type ─ TP with a thematic jump, but in Daneš’s 

opinion, this type is a typical modification of Simple linear TP. According to Daneš, 

“in the formulae the horizontal arrow (→) indicates the T-R nexus within an utterance, 

while the vertical one (↓) indicates the contextual connection of U’s” (Daneš, 1974, 

p.118). The five types of TP and illustrations are explained below: 
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T1 R1

T2 ( = R1 ) R2

T3 ( = R2 ) R3

R1T1

T1 R2

T1 R3

1. Simple linear TP (or TP with linear thematization of rhemes): It contains two or 

more sentences in which each rheme becomes the theme of the next sentence. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.3 Daneš’s simple linear TP (Daneš, 1974, p. 118) 

The following is an example of simple linear TP: 

(2.32) The first of the antibiotics was discovered by Sir Alexander 
Flemming in 1928. He was busy at the time investigating a certain  
species of germ which is responsible for boils and other troubles.  
(Daneš, 1974, p.118) 

In this example, Rheme 1 is the person name Sir Alexander Flemming, which 

becomes the pronoun He in Theme 2 in the following sentence, thus forming a linear 

thematic progression. 

2. TP with a continuous (constant) theme: It consists of two or more sentences with 

the same theme. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2.4 Daneš’s TP with a continuous (constant) theme (Daneš, 1974, p. 118) 

The following is an example of TP with a continuous (constant) theme: 

(2.33) The Rousseauist especially feels an inner kinship with Prometheus  
and other Titans. He is fascinated by any form of insurgency… He must  
show an elementary energy in his explosion against the established order  
and at the same time a boundless sympathy for the victims of it… Further  
the Rouseauist is ever ready to discover beauty of soul in anyone who is 



 21

T1 R1

T2 R2

T3 R3

[ T ]

under the reprobation of society. (Daneš, 1974, p.119) 

In this example, Theme 1 the Rousseauist becomes the pronoun He in the following 

two themes and then the full noun again in the fourth theme; the four sentences share 

the same theme the Rousseauis; thus forming a thematic progression with a constant 

theme.   

3. TP with derived T’s: A “hypertheme” develops individually different themes of 

each following sentence. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2.5 Daneš’s’ TP with derived T’s (Daneš, 1974, p.119) 

The following is an example of TP with derived T’s: 

(2.34) New Jersey is flat along the coast and southern portion; the north- 
western region is mountainous. The coastal climate is mild, but there is 
considerable cold in the mountain areas during the winter months. 
Summers are fairly hot. The leading industrial production includes  
chemicals, processed food, coal, petroleum, metals and electrical  
equipment. The most important cities are Newark, Jersey City, Paterson,  
Trenton, Camden. Vacation districts include Asbury Park, Lakewood,  
Cape May, and others. (Daneš, 1974, p. 120) 

In this example, Theme 1 The coastal climate, Theme 2 The leading industrial 

production and Theme 3 The most important cities are individually different themes 

but all derived from a “hypertheme” New Jersey.   

4. The exposition of a split Rheme: It has a certain rheme which is divided or split 

into two or more parts, each of which is developed separately as the theme of the 

following sentences. 
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Figure 2.6 Daneš’s exposition of a split rheme (Daneš, 1974, p.120) 

The following is an example of the exposition of a split rheme 

(2.35) All substances can be divided into two classes: elementary substances  
and compounds. An elementary substance is a substance which consists of  
atoms of only one kind. A compound is a substance which consists of 
atoms of two or more different kinds. (Daneš, 1974, p. 121) 

In this example, two classes: elementary substances and compounds in Rheme 1 split 

and develop as Theme 2’ An elementary substance and Theme 2” A compound 

respectively in the subsequent sentences.  

5. TP with a thematic jump: Concerning this additional type, Daneš (1974) just 

mentions it is a modification of the first type, simple linear TP, and he doesn’t 

clearly illustrates this type. However, it seems that one of the theme in the process 

of TP is redundant and thus omitted. This type may be illustrated as follows. 

 
T1 → R1 

                  ↓ 
                  T2 (=R1) → R2  
                 
 
                                 T4 (=R3) → R4 

Figure 2.7 Daneš’s TP with a thematic jump 

 

Although a clear illustration is not given by Daneš, such an example can be found in 
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Dr. Martin Luther King’s speech “I Have A Dream,” and it is explained as follows: 

(2.36) It is obvious today that American has defaulted on this promissory note 
      insofar as her citizens of color are concerned. Instead of honoring this 

sacred obligation, American has given the Negro people a bad check, a 
check which has come back marked “insufficient funds.” But we refuse               
to believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt.  

In this example, this promissory note in Rheme 1 progresses to Theme 2 and becomes 

this sacred obligation. Then the Negro people in Rheme 2 progresses to Theme 3 and 

takes the pronominal form we. However, between sentence 2 and sentence 3, there 

should be one more sentence which implies that the Negro people are we. Since the 

theme and rheme in this omitted sentence overlap with Rheme 2 and Theme 3 

respectively and appear redundant, the flow of information is not interrupted. In this 

way, this example demonstrates Daneš’s TP with a thematic jump. 

As shown above in all Daneš’s examples, the initial element in the sentence 

consistently serves as theme; besides, Daneš’s patterns conform to the given-new 

contract since in each case given information is fronted in the position of theme, while 

new information is placed toward the end of the sentence in the position of rheme.   

Moreover, Daneš sees the theme as a linking device in a text consisting of at least two 

sentences. 

However, the concern of Daneš (1974) is with thematic content. For this 

reason, he does not consider other possible patterns of thematic progression. With a 

view to this, Cloran (1995) proposes and adds two more patterns Theme > Rheme and 

Rheme > Rheme, the patterns in which the second of two items standing in a cohesive 

relation occurs in the Rheme of the respective message. Besides, Cloran (1995) 

emphasizes that these two patterns as well as Daneš patterns (1) and (2) are “of 

particular importance” (p. 388) in his analysis. Cloran (1995) doesn’t illustrate as 

Daneš (1974), but he gives the following dialogue as an example (Cloran,1995, p. 
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390): 

(2.37) (i) Mother: It’s too cold for passionfruit now. 
(ii) Mother: They don’t like the cold weather… 
(iii) Mother: Do you think we should plant a passionfruit vine at our 
           new house? 
(iv) Stephen: Yes…yes. 
(v) Mother: It usually takes a couple of years before you get many 

passionfruit on your vine. 

In the above extract, there are five messages, and this cohesive link is formed by 

passionfruit. The cohesive item they in the Theme of message (ii) refers back to 

passionfruit in message (i) and forms a cohesive tie with passionfruit in the Rheme of 

message (iii), thus giving a TP progression Theme > Rheme between messages (ii) 

and (iii). Similarly, passionfruit in the Rheme of message (iii) is cohesively linked to 

passionfruit in the Rheme of message (v), thus forming a TP pattern Rheme > Rheme 

between messages (iii), (iv), and (v). 

Combined Daneš’s (1974) five TP types with Cloran’s (1995) suggestion, the 

patterns to be applied in this present study should include seven types. However, since 

Daneš’s TP with a thematic jump is not clearly illustrated and is classified as a 

modification of simple linear TP, this type will not be considered in this present study. 

Besides, Daneš’s TP patterns are employed in research such as Fries (1995), Chao 

(2002) and Shen (2004) but Daneš’s TP with a thematic jump is never mentioned and 

reviewed in their studies. Thus, only Daneš’s four main types of TP and Cloran’s two 

patterns will be taken into account in this present study.  

2.3 Types of Cohesive Ties 

Kieras (1981) points out that in decoding a text, readers can use the cohesive 

devices as tags to connect incoming (new) information with previously stored (given) 

information. Weissberg (1984) also proves that the use of explicit cohesive devices 

such as lexical and syntactic devices can make a technical passage relatively 
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straightforward and readable, even to a lay reader. 

To emphasize the instruction of textual cohesion and logical sentence 

connectors, Mackay (1987) argues that although a typical taxonomy of 

comprehension skills would include, for example, the ability to extract the literal 

meaning from the text, to identify the main ideas or facts, they tell the reader nothing 

about the kind of amount to linguistic knowledge a student requires in order to master 

them, and for teachers and course planners, what is required is additional information, 

namely, a clear specification of the language items in teaching their students to 

develop each of these skills. Agreed with his view, Wang (1998) asserts that students 

must know English textual cohesion and that students’ reading can be facilitated by 

teaching text cohesive ties. 

So, what are the “cohesive ties”? According to Halliday and Hasan (1976), a 

coherent text contains what are called text-forming devices. These are words and 

phrases which enable the writer or speaker to establish relationships across sentence 

or utterance boundaries, and which help to tie the sentences in a text together. They 

distinguish five types of cohesion: (1) reference, (2) substitution, (3) ellipsis, (4) 

conjunction, and (5) lexical coherence. 

2.3.1 Reference 

There are three types of reference: personal, demonstrative, and comparative. 

“Personal reference is reference by means of function in the speech situation, through 

the category of PERSON” (Halliday and Hasan, 1976, p. 37). Pronouns such as he, 

she, it, him, they are included. However, as Halliday and Hasan (1976) admit, the 

term PERSON might seem a little misleading, as the system includes not only 

“impersonal meanings but also reference that is truly non-personal, reference to 

objects” (Halliday and Hasan, 1976, p.45). Thus the term Pronoun would be 

preferable in referring to impersonal or nonpersonal element. “Demonstrative 
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reference is reference by means of location, on a scale PROXIMITY” (Halliday and 

Hasan, 1976, p. 37). Demonstratives such as this, that, these, those and the definite 

article the are included. Besides, the circumstantial (adverbial) demonstratives here, 

there, now and then refer to the location of a process in space or time. In addition to 

it, the demonstratives this and that frequently occur in both extended reference and 

text reference, which refers back not to a particular person or object but any 

identifiable portion of text, including text as ‘fact’. “Comparative reference is 

indirect reference by means of IDENTITY or SIMILARITY” (Halliday and Hasan, 

1976, p. 37). Items like such, other, same, different, likewise are included. 

2.3.2 Substitution 

Substitution, as the name suggests, is the replacement of one word, phrase or 

sentence by another item (Halliday and Hasan, 1976). Concerning the distinction 

between reference and substitution, Halliday and Hasan (1976) explain that they are 

different in linguistic levels. Substitution is a relation between linguistic items, such 

as words or phrases, while reference is a relation between meanings. That is, reference 

is a relation on the semantic level, whereas substitution is a relation on the 

lexicogrammatical level, the level of grammar and vocabulary, or linguistic ‘form’.   

Since substitution is a grammatical relation, a relation in the wording rather  

than in the meaning, in English, substitution may function differently as a noun, a 

verb, or a clause. A short list and examples are illustrated as follows (sentences are 

taken from Halliday and Hasan, 1976, pp. 89-90): 

(i) Nominal: one, ones, same   (2.38) My axe is too blunt. I must get a sharper one.  

(ii) Verbal: do   (2.39) You think Joan already knows? – I think everybody does.  

(iii) Clausal: so, not   (2.40) Has Barbara left? – I think so. 

2.3.3 Ellipsis 

As for ellipsis, according to Halliday and Hasan (1976), it is the deletion of 



 27

one word, phrase or sentence and is just some sort of substitution; it can be defined as 

“substitution by zero” (p. 89). Ellipsis is discussed under three headings: nominal, 

verbal, and clausal ellipsis. For example (sentences are taken from Renkema, 1993)  

(i) Nominal ellipsis:   (2.41) These biscuits are stale.  Those are fresh. 

(ii) Verbal ellipsis:    (2.42) He participated in the debate, but you didn’t. 

(iii) Clausal ellipsis:   (2.43) Who wants to go shopping?  You? 

2.3.4 Conjunction 

Conjunctive elements are rather different in nature from the other cohesive 

relations in that they connect either preceding or following sentences by means of 

their specific meanings. The certain meanings they express presuppose the existence 

of other components in the discourse and thus restrict the occurring order of the 

sentences in a text. In this way, they are indirect cohesive devices and the cohesion is 

the relation between sentences in a text. A scheme of just four categories is adopted by 

Halliday and Hasan (1976):  

(i) Additive, such as and, besides, for instance, that is, likewise 

(ii) Adversative, such as but, however, in fact, instead, in any case  

(iii) Causal, such as so, because, then, under the circumstances, in this respect  

(iv) Temporal, such as next, after that, at once, meanwhile, up to now 

2.3.5 Lexical Cohesion 

By selecting vocabulary, the cohesive effect of lexical cohesion is achieved. 

Two types of lexical cohesion can be distinguished: reiteration and collocation. 

Reiteration includes the following four types and each illustrated by an example 

given by Renkema (1993): 

(i) Same word (repetition, often involving reference)    

(2.44) A conference will be held on national environmental policy. At this 

conference the issue of salination will play an important role. 
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(ii) Synonym (or near-synonym, often involving reference)    

(2.45) A conference will be held on national environmental policy. This 

environmental symposium will be primarily a conference dealing with 

water. 

(iii) Superordinate (Renkema (1993) refers this relation as hyponymy from the 

opposite direction)   

(2.46) We were in town today shopping for furniture. We saw a lovely table. 

(iv) General word    

(2.47) A: Did you try the steamed buns?  B: Yes, I didn’t like the things much. 

Besides the four categories, Renkema (1993) adds two more types of reiteration, 

metonym and antonym: 

(v) Metonym (part vs. whole)    

(2.48) At its six-month checkup, the brakes had to be repaired. In general, 

however, the car was in good condition. 

(vi) Antonym (e.g., “white” vs. “black”)    

(2.49) The old movies just don’t do it any more. The new ones are more appealing.   

While collocation, according to Halliday and Hasan (1976), is the most 

problematical part of lexical cohesion. The cohesive effect is achieved through the 

association of lexical items that regularly occur together. “In general, any two 

lexical items having similar patterns of collocation – that is, tending to appear in 

similar contexts – will generate a cohesive force if they occur in adjacent sentences” 

(Halliday and Hasan, 1976, p. 286). Thus pairs such as laugh/joke, blade/sharp, 

garden/dig, ill/doctor, boat/row are collocation, whose meaning relation though is not 

easy to classify in systematic semantic terms.   

However, Halliday and Hasan (1976) has emphasized that the classification of 

cohesive ties into different types should not be viewed to have a clear and rigid cut 
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line; that is, there are many instances of cohesive forms which lie on the borderline 

between two types and could be interpreted as one or the other. Following this, in this 

present study, items of cohesive ties this and that are classified as demonstratives 

reference as well as clausal and verbal substitution, since in the latter condition, these 

two items substitute for the previous whole sentence(s) or verbal action rather than 

refer back to the preceding NP. The distinction is differentiated here for the reason 

that many students as well as some teachers still can’t make out such difference and 

traditional, sentence-based grammar can’t say enough. Thus, the use of this and that 

as cohesive ties is to be made explicit in this study. 

2.4 Thematic Progression and Cohesive Ties 

Although Daneš seems to accept the concept of CD, he claims the important 

position of the theme in the development of the text “…it is the theme that plays an 

important constructional role… while the theme, being informatively insignificant, 

will be employed as a relevant means of the construction” (Daneš, 1974, p. 113). In 

other words, it is the theme that has a cohesive function in the text. 

Kurzon (1988) also points out that themes serve as cohesive devices in a text, 

such as definite noun phrases, pronouns; the theme, as the initial element in the 

sentence, functions as a cohesive device, since in its definiteness the element coheres 

with some element in the preceding text, or with the extratextual context. This is 

termed “thematic progression” by Daneš in the 1970’s. 

While Daneš proposes types of thematic progression, he doesn’t explain why 

his patterns can progress across sentences. Since it’s not likely that the entire  

unit of theme or rheme progress as a whole, within the two large units, there must be 

smaller units which can be picked out as key word (or key words) to “occupy” the 

subsequent theme position. As Weissberg (1984) points out that the patterns “differ 

from each other only with respect to which particular unit of given information is 
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selected for topicalization, yielding the different linkage arrangements we have seen” 

and that the patterns “are realized in a text through the surface features of cohesion” 

(Weissberg, 1984, p.400). The ‘surface features of cohesion’ is what makes a text a 

text instead of a pile of unconnected sentences. The ‘surface features of cohesion’, 

namely, the cohesive ties, are among larger units, theme and rheme, and create linkage 

between sentences, as Cloran (1995) argues that there is a patterned rather than 

random interaction between cohesive items forming the lexical strings and reference 

chains which contain the theme selections of the clauses or sentences realizing the 

text (p.388). Thus, the cohesive ties are closely related with the concept of thematic 

progression in that the cohesive ties can be distinguished and easily pointed out within 

or between sentences while the concept of thematic progression is more abstract and 

can’t be demonstrated on the surface of the text structure. It is only through the 

tracing of the cohesive ties that thematic progression types emerge and thus become 

“visible”. On the one hand, the cohesive ties co-exist with theme or rheme; on the 

other hand, the realization of thematic progression depends on the distribution of the 

cohesive ties between sentences.    

While there are five cohesive ties proposed by Halliday and Hasan (1976), in 

terms of the interpretation of intersentential and textual structure, Halliday and Hasan 

(1976) still suggest the approach of theme-rheme structure. They make their point  

clear by illustrating the case of reference. Reference is a semantic relation and thus 

the criteria are to be found not in the grammar but in the semantics; that is, it is the 

meaning that enables us to disambiguate instances as given by Halliday and Hasan 

(1976): 

John wanted Bill’s horse – (2.50) a. But he wouldn’t give it to him. 
                (2.51) b. But he wouldn’t pay him for it.  

It is apparent that (a) and (b) have opposite interpretations. In (a), he is Bill and him is 
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John, while in (b), it is the other way around. However, Halliday and Hasan (1976) 

argue that there are some instances where meaning does not resolve the problem. 

Thus as Hasan suggests elsewhere, there is a grammatical tendency to resort to, and it 

is likely to lie neither in transitivity nor in mood but in theme. For example 

(2.52) These ponies the children were given by their grandparents.  
(2.53) They’re staying here now.  

In the first sentence, Actor, Subject and Theme are all different items; they are their 

grandparents, the children, and these ponies respectively. In the second sentence, they 

is Actor, Subject and Theme. In terms of theme-rheme structure, they can be easily 

interpreted as these ponies. In this way, the ambiguity of meaning can be solved, as 

highlighted “the most probable target of cohesive reference item is the Theme of the 

preceding sentence” (Halliday and Hasan, 1976). Thus, it seems that in exploring text 

structure, not only Halliday and Hasan’s five cohesive ties but the theme-rheme 

patterns are to be taken into account.  

2.5 Previous Research  

Some research has been conducted regarding thematic progression in certain 

genres. Fries (1995) reviews Gill Francis’ work, in which she examines the clause 

Themes of front page news reports, editorial comments, and letters to the editor which 

expressed some sort of compliment. It is found that the thematic progressions used in 

the news reports differed from the thematic progressions used in the other two genres, 

which weakly supports the hypothesis that patterns of thematic progression are 

sensitive to genre. Nevertheless, she further discovers that the texts from the 

expositive genres do not seem to present a clear thematic progression. However, Fries 

(1995) conducts a further study by examining the themes in a number of short texts 

which involves narration and the conclusion is made that the frequencies of the 

various thematic progressions vary with genre type. Thus, to avoid the complexity 
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taking too many genres into consideration at one time, merely reading texts of 

expositive or narrative types will be selected in the data for this present analysis.       

Chao (2002) conducts a study to explore the ways the students employ the 

thematic progression patterns, and to find the similarities and differences between the 

high-and low-rated essays. Argumentative essays were collected from 138 senior high 

school students and then two GEPT trainee raters score each essay based on the 

scoring scheme for Intermediate level of the GEPT. Then, the top and the lowest 33 

essays were selected to be the data for analysis. Her research results show thematic 

progression in high-rated essays is more easily identifiable for the use of overt, 

grammatical, and discourse-relevant cohesive ties as theme. Besides, the high-rated 

essays exceed low-rated essays in the percentages of t-units involved for almost every 

pattern. Furthermore, in addition to the five presupposed thematic progression 

patterns, that is, parallel progression pattern, (which coincides with Daneš’s TP with a 

continuous (constant) theme in that they equally refer to several sentences sharing the 

identical theme), sequential progression pattern, (which corresponds with Daneš’s 

Simple linear TP, for the two refer to the theme derived from the rhematic part in the 

immediately previous sentence), extended parallel progression pattern (the primary 

theme reassumes after a series of sequential progression), hypertheme pattern, (that is,  

Daneš’s TP with derived T’s), split rheme pattern, (that is, Daneš’s Exposition of a   

split rheme), another two common patterns, contrastive theme pattern and rhematic 

association pattern, were also found in the study.  

However, Chao’s (2002) research focuses on error analysis of students’ 

works, and before and during the process of writing, students are not consciously 

instructed the concept of thematic progression, let alone the application of progression 

patterns. Thus, as Lee (1998) repeats that “the skills required for writing do not come 

naturally but are gained through conscious effort” (p.42), Shen (2004) conducts her 
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research on exploring the effect of teaching topical development in improving 

coherence and overall writing proficiency in senior high school students’ English 

compositions. In her research, three stages are segmented: pre-treatment writing, 

treatment and post-treatment writing. The treatment is a series of English writing 

instruction designed under the framework of FSP, focusing mainly on the topical 

structure development, that is, the theme-rheme patterns. The results of this study 

show that the instruction of topical structure in the composition curriculum has 

successfully promoted EFL high school students’ writing proficiency, especially in 

terms of coherence. Nevertheless, as Shen (2004) herself admits in her conclusion that 

the instruction of cohesive devices should not have been overlooked, and that the 

written texts of students’ works should have been taken into consideration in terms of 

text types.  

      To sum up, these above-mentioned research analyze either newspaper texts or 

EFL students’ writing. Seldom noticed is the reading texts in EFL textbooks, which 

are exposed to students almost every day. Thus, the application of thematic 

progression in this present study may serve as one of the standards to evaluate and 

select EFL textbooks in the future.  

 


