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Abstract:

The present study aimed to find out the textuammiheits types and its relation to students' le¥dhnguage
proficiency. For this aim, ninety male and femaligdents majoring in English language translatiodlradan
Islamic Azad University were selected. They wereiddid into three groups- elementary, intermediate]

advance students. The three groups also sat fomadeneity test (Fowler & Coe, 1976). Then threzqpial

stories were used for gathering the data from thdesits. The data were analyzed based on Halliti@94)

models of thematic organization. The result rembttee similar tendency showed by students towasiisgu
textual theme in their compositions. The findintjgsirated the importance of textual theme andyipes in
creating cohesive piece of writing. The findinggtaé study are applicable in teaching writing lskil
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Introduction:

In order to help students to improve their reading writing skills, they need to be aware of thgaoizational
patterns of text. Among such basic patterns ama¢hdheme patterns in the clause's organizationar@zgtion
of the message in the clause is a major problenctwinust be solved if the act of communication ibéo
successful. So a clause is organized as a mesgdgwing a special status assigned to one patt A€cording
to Halliday (1985, p. 30), theme is an element Wwigerves as the point of departure of the messagjevhat
the speaker has in mind to start with. It is therednt in a particular structural configuration takes whole,
and it organizes the clause as a message. Thendenaif the message is called the rheme. Theredaclguse
consists of a theme combined with a rheme andtthetsre is expressed by order. The order for ithiheme
followed by rheme. Halliday (1985, p.39) elabordiasher by stating that, theme is what the claigsabout
and it comes in the first position, but this piositis not what defines the theme; it is a meanghvrealizes
the function of the theme.

Brown and Yule (1983, p. 126) use the term themeefier to a formal category in the analysis of eroés or
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clauses in a complex or compound sentence. Theyr&sghat it is the left- most constituent of theteace
which has two important functions:

1. It maintains a coherent point of view by connectiagk and linking into the
previous discourse.
2. It serves as a point of departure forftimher development of the discourse (p.
133).

Agawa (2004, p. 11) suggests that for ESL studentsiprove their reading and writing skills, thegead to be
aware of the implicit organizational patterns oftse Wang (2007, p. 8) points out that cohesiostudent's
writing can be improved dramatically if attentiangiven to theme selection and thematic progressidext.

Berry (1989, p. 71) studied the thematic structfréhe children's writing and argued that choicaéha&fme are
crucial to the success of texts, and writers mayiffthey are not aware of the need to selectittfiermation

they place in first position.

A number of studies have been carried out to findtllematic organization and progression in stuslewniting.
Coffin and Hewings (2003) studied the notion ofnieeand appraisal in the non-native students' wgstiiThey
analyzed 56 essays ranging in length from approain@30 to 280 words. The essays were writtemdoy-
native speakers preparing to enter English mediigimein education. Each of the essays was analyied tie
tool of theme and appraisal (p.157).

The result showed some interesting points, onerdstig point showed by the data analysis was the
subjectivity of the argument out forward, namelsotigh the use of thematized pronounce resourcas odds
with the view of academic argument as a dispasseamad objective process (p.167).

Belmonte and McCabe (1998, pp. 15-26) attempteshdtov that the notion of theme/rheme can be venyfhiel
as an instructional tool for the teacher to evaua& writing at the level of discourse. They anaty25 student
compositions in terms of thematic selection andgmssion. The results confirmed that the theme/ehem
construct can be a valuable instrument for teaclwbien it comes to marking students' writing. Ibal§ them

to focus on the level of text, and thereby explairere students are losing effectiveness in thguraents and
this is due to problems with thematic progresssatection or both.

Wang (2007) explored the relationship between thidrame organization and the cohesion of academicAe
text written by sophomore majoring in politics froBouth-Eastern University in China was selected and
analyzed. The results showed that students' weségda their arguments are due to problems witheeit
thematic progression or thematic selection, or botterefore, if students receive instruction omibAheme
structure, they can improve the textual cohesioim@f academic text.

In her study North (2005) used systemic functiomaproach to analyze essays written by students from
different backgrounds. 61 students from an Opervéfeity Course in the history of science (TRise of
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Scientific Europe 1550-18p0during the academic years of 2002-2003, werected. 33 students hauit

and 28 students hatiencebackground. As far as they had considerable vaniab age, previous academic
study, and working experience, a group of ten rdents and a group of ten science students wretse

as sample, similar in age, gender and formal educdtackgrounds. The students were asked to produce
essays as part of their course assessment. Theda@ned 65234 words (p. 435). North concludet th
thematic choices in the students’ essays reflediferent conceptions of knowledge of academic ingit
which themselves contributed to success in colgsesament.

Even though several studies have been done inrt#ee @i thematic organization and thematic progoessi
textual theme and its types in students' writing @&a possible relationship with students' levellariguage
proficiency has been neglected. One of the diffieslthat Iranian EFL students may have in theiting is
how to achieve cohesion, which contributes substifyhto their scores in examinations; one reaseinifd this
difficulty may be thematic fithess between ideamptences, and details in the text. Therefore, tlesemt
research aims to find out the possible textual thand its types and their relation to student&lle’/language
proficiency.

Methodology:

Participants:

Participants in this study were 90 male and ferstildents majoring in English language translatioAbadan
Islamic Azad University. They were divided into éergroups- sophomore students (30), junior stud@ifs

and senior students (23). Sophomore students haddgl passed two courses in English grammar. Junior
students had passed an additional course in bagjisk writing, and senior had just finished a it course

in advance writing besides other courses. The threaps also sat for a homogeneity test (Fowler &,C
1976), and the average score of each group wasalypercent. In addition an English native speakey

was working in Darkhovain Petrochemical Company alas requested to participate in the study.

Materials:

Three pictorial stories were used for gatheringadedm students. The rationale for selecting piatcstories
was to control students' writing. These storiesewslected based on their availability. The stowese Boz
Boz Qandi (The She-Goat), Moush Dom Borideh (EsllBlouse)and Gorbahhaye Shahzadeh (Princess'
Cats).

Instruments:

To analyze students' writing thematically, Halligaf1994) categorization of textual theme and yfset were
used. According to Halliday (1994) textual themattincludes continuatives (small set of discouteens
which signal that a new move is beginning, suchy&s, no, oh...), structural elements (coordinates &
subordinates) and conjunctive adjuncts which relateclause to the preceding texts (e.g., in otleds).

Three language proficiency tests from three lewélNelson Tes{ Fowler & Coe, 1976) were administered to
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the students as homogeneity tests. The rationddmdbehis was to make sure that students were caregl
into appropriate group®elson English Languageestcovers a wide range of items appropriate to theouar
levels from beginners to advanced, and it is atceuraeans of measuring the general standard of snglhich
forms the basis for specific skills such as compmsiwriting, comprehension, and other complexIskiEach
test includes 50 items covering grammar, vocabukang reading comprehension items. As Fowler and Co
claim, all the items in these tests have been alygfre-tested (1976).

Procedure:

First of all, students’ grammar and writing scosese collected from University Examination Depantnand
then their scores on Nelson test were also obtathedmean and standard deviation of the studscbses on
the Nelson test and their performance on gramntmaiting examinations were calculated.

Second, having pigeonholed students into appr@ppetficiency groups, the researcher asked thenatate
three pictorial stories given to them each in an8fute session. The stories were administered withoy
Persian or English description provided by the asdgeer.

Finally, to determine the textual theme and itsetyin students' writing and their relation to thHeinguage
proficiency, the students' writings were scanned @emverted into Rich Text Format and word coung wan

on them. The total number of words was 54422 (ettang group 17756, intermediate group 19060, and
advance group 17606). Next the frequencies ofékrial theme and its types were calculated. Inrai@see
the possible relationship and to cheek the sicgamite of the differences between students' langleagé and
their use of textual theme and its typbssquare test was run on the data.

To increase the reliability of data analysis anaimize researcher bias or any possible wrong ¢leason,
the researcher gave six texts from the data tonaé/zed by an experienced researcher in the areppied
linguistics and agreement was made on the methadaiysis.

Result:

As shown in Table 1, students at different levedlsanguage proficiency showed somewhat similar é¢sog
towards textual theme. This finding is not surpigsibecause in most texts, there are plenty ofucmtipns
functioning as textual themes. There are also #etjgoordinators and subordinators (Ghadessy, {1989
also mentioned that textual themes persuade thierea read the text (p.134). This finding alsoeaded that
students use textual themes in their writings tavjgle more explicit guidance to the reader on howdnstruct
a coherent interpretation of the text. Use of taktheme also might be due to the nature of nagaenre.
Comparing this study's finding with textual thenresvriting of the native speaker, showed that respeaker
used more textual theme, and this might have ex$itt more coherence.

Table 1: Frequg and the Percentage of Themes in Iranian EFdetts' Writings
Elementary (%)ntermediate (%) Advanced (%) Native (%)
Textual theme 727 (22) 707)(22 662 (24) 32 (25)
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In order to see what kind of textual themes wasl@menantly used by Iranian students in their wgsinthe
frequency of different types of textual themes whtained. Table 2 delineates frequency types.

The data illustrated that students of all the tHeels of language proficiency treated this tygetreeme
somewhat similarly. The most frequently used elémerere structural and conjunctive adjunct at thet of
continuatives. That is, students' writings werentdied by the structural elements they extremeliized. An
interesting result was gradual increase of conjuaa@djuncts associating directly with languageriess’ level
of proficiency. The result agreed with McCabe's9@0 North's (2005), and Whittaker's (1995) finding
McCabe (1999) found that the most frequent typetextfual theme used in English history text boolesewn
structural elements (p.221).

The native speaker exclusively utilized structureme, discarding other textual theme types inwhising.
The result revealed that the native speaker and dikdlents both extraordinarily rely on structurgneents.
Conjunctive adjuncts were sporadically used by estitgl while they were neglected by the native speakel
continuatives were neglected by both. As far agurmtive adjuncts only set up semantic relationshifh
what proceeds, and structural elements set upaesdtip which is semantic and at the same time graitical,
SO native speaker's writing appeared more cohesive.

Table 2: Frequency of Textual Themes in Irari®h Students' Writings

Textual types Elementary (%) Intermediate (%) Advance (%) Native SpzaRo)
Structural theme 724 (99) 690)( 609 (91) 32 (101
Conj- adjunct 3(1) 37 (6) 53 (9) --

Continuative -- - - -

In order to find the potential relationship betwestimdents' level of language proficiency and tixéutd theme
used in their writings, thehi-squarewas applied, and the results are presented ie abChi-square analysis
showed that there was no significant differencevben the three groups in terms of textual themes fiteans
that there was no systematic increase or decreasssahe three groups of language proficiency.

Table 3 Results of Chi-squbest

Theme frequency chi-square value  df sig.

Textual 727

Theme 707 173 2 .205
662

Critical value was 5.9915

Discussion:
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The percentage of textual theme was somewhat simiktudents’ writings. These similarities carelgplained
in terms of genre. According to Halliday and Has$a876), texts belonging to the same genre reptesen
similar contextual configuration, that is, they sheommon characteristics in terms of field, mode] tenor of
discourse (p.46). As far as composition writingt@ats the same family of genre, then this simyant
students' composition is not surprising.

So similarities in field, tenor, and mode engergigilarities in textual choices and are reflectedhie thematic
choices preferred since the field, tenor, and nzatebe realized in topical, interpersonal, anduxthemes
respectively. Therefore, theme, in this study taktheme, as one of the textual choices provideseasting
insight into establishing similarities within andttveen genres. This is inline with other studiks Ghadessy
(1995, 1999), North's (2005), and Whittaker’s (198Bdings. These researchers suggested that eliffeypes
of theme can reveal crucial characteristics oftéx¢s regarding genre.

Concerning composition writing, students used taixttheme to highlight the higher impersonality and
factuality of their writings. It seems that studem all the three groups know the two functionstefttual
theme: one internal, giving information about tligamization or function of part of the text, th&eat external,
expressing logical relations which hold in the wloffextual theme can also be metaphorical in theesaay as
interpersonal themes are. The second reason istindénts may not be aware that textual signalédco@
placed later in the sentence.

In case of structural textual theme, Halliday (198%ted that structural elements set up a relstipnwhich is
semantic and at the same time grammatical. Nof@5R also stated that structural elements provideem
explicit help to the writer in writing a coherenbraposition. The result showed that in the threelkewof
language proficiency students showed slight deer@ashe use of structural themes. One reason 8¢hin
could be that students while passing their writtogrses did not receive direct instruction on thpartance of
structural textual themes. So students may notwareathat structural elements are more importactéating
cohesive writings.

According to Halliday (1994), conjunctive adjuncisly set up a semantic relationship with what peoisein
contrast to structural themes which set a gramuadatetation, in addition. McCabe (1999) stated tiat main
function of conjunctive adjuncts is to relate tHause to the preceding text in some way, whichhéey/ tare
retrospective. The result showed that as the straicthemes decrease the conjunctive adjunctsasereOne
reason may be that students do not know that staldhemes are more important than conjunctiverads,
because of the retrospective and prospective fumaif structural themes. Moreover, students mayknotv
that conjunctive adjuncts can be used in initiaddte, and final position of clause.

The result also revealed that the three levels wandar in terms of continuatives. One interestpant in
analyzing the students' writings was that contiiveat were neglected by students of different levélss is
justifiable because Halliday (1994) states thattiooiatives are discourse signalers showing a newenis
beginning in speech (p.92). Therefore, continuatiaee signalers of spoken discourse rather thattewri
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discourse.
Conclusion and Implication:

The results suggest that textual theme and itsstgpe highly effective and valuable technique iitimg. It
enhances connectivity between ideas in the texd.rébult also suggests that textual theme angpestcan be
effectively applied in classrooms to help studemtsritings.

The result of the present study will benefit trenian EFL students and English language instruatogeneral
and English language students in composition vg#im particular. Textual theme awareness can stafents
to create cohesive composition by using textuamdiethe writer can organize the message in thesetu
create texts, and set up a local environment irthvthie readers can interpret their message.

References:

Agawa, G.S. (2004) . Modeling reader-based proggic development patterns in ESL readings. Retdriviay 30,
2007 from: http// webl.hup.edu/images/studiesQdsligawa-readability.

Belmonte, I. A. & MacCabe, A. M. (1998) . Theméeme patterns in L2 writing Retrieved May 30, 2007 from:
www.ucm.es/BUCM/edu/articulosDIDA. pdf.

Berry, M. (1989). Thematic options and successriting. In M. Ghadessy,(edTlhematicdevelopment in English text
(pp. 55 — 84). London : Pinter

Brown, G. & Yule, G. (1983)Discourse analysi€CambridgeCambridge University Press.

Coffin, C. & Hewings, A. (2005). IELTS as prepaaatifor tertiary writing: Distinctive interpersonaihd textual strategies.
In L.J. Ravelli, & R.A Ellis, (eds.Analysing academic writinpp. 153 — 171). London : Continum.

Fowler, W. S. & Coe, N. (1976Nelson English language textsondon: Bulter & Tanner.

Ghadessy, M. (1995). Thematic development anelédionship to registers and genres . In M. Ghadéed.)Thematic
development in English tefip. 129 — 126). London : Pinter

Ghadessy, M. (1999). Thematic organization in acadarticle abstractslournal of Estudios Ingleses de la Universidad
Complutensg?, 141-161 .

Halliday, M.A.k. (1985) .An introduction to functional grammadrondon:Edward Arnold.
Halliday, M.A.k. (1994) .An introduction to functional gramm#2" ed.).London:Edward Arnold.
Halliday, M.A.k. & Hasan, R. (1976Lohesion in EnglishL.ondon: Longman.

McCabe, A (1999)Theme and thematic patterns in Spanish and Enbilshry text Doctorial dissertation, Aston: Aston
Copyright © International Journal of English and Education w\vw.ijee.org



144

International Journal of English and Education

ISSN: 2278-4012, Volume:1, Issue:1, July 2012

University.

North, S. (2005). Disciplinary variation in the usidtheme in undergraduate essaj@urnal of Applied Linguisti¢s26,
(3), 1-18.

Wang, L. (2007) . Theme and rheme in the themagjarization of text: Implication for teaching acade writing. Asian
EFL Journal 9 (1), 1-11.

Whittaker, R. (1995). Theme processes and thezegiln of meaning in academic articles. In M. Glsagged.)
Thematiadevelopment in English tefip. 105 — 128). London : Pinter

Copyright © International Journal of English and Education w{vw.ijee.org



