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Abstract 

 

This dissertation aims to contribute to the study of written discourse and to writing 

pedagogy within the field of teaching English for academic purposes. The study has both a 

theoretical and an empirical focus. First, it advances the theory of cohesion analysis by refining 

the cohesive reference related aspects of Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy of cohesion, 

and transforming it into a reliable and valid analytical tool for cohesive reference analysis in 

academic discourse in particular. Secondly, it tests the tool and presents the results obtained by 

applying it to a corpus-based comparative analysis of research articles and EFL writers’ MA 

theses. Due to the lack of an analytical tool for the reliable cohesive reference analysis of 

extended texts, little is known about the linguistic patterns of reference exhibited by academic 

texts. In order to explore the patterns of referential cohesion in research papers, it has been 

necessary to develop an analytical tool. This is accomplished by a multi-stage investigation, 

using quantitative and qualitative approaches at every stage to ensure that quantitative data is 

supported by qualitative insights and vice versa. The present empirical study points out 

considerable differences regarding the cohesive reference patterns among research articles 

produced by expert writers and the subcorpora of high- and low-rated theses by novice EFL 

writers. A major outcome of the investigation is that it yields significant pedagogical 

implications for both teachers and learners of academic writing: provides clues for the design of 

tasks for the development of the relevant aspects of EFL discourse competence together with 

additional practical advice on applying the theory-based analytical tool for study purposes.  
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1 INTRODUCTION  

In the past four decades, attention in discourse analysis has shifted from form 

and function to the embeddedness of texts in particular social contexts and discourse 

communities. As a result, the study of lexico-grammatical features of texts has 

somewhat shifted out of focus, while there remain unexplored areas that are relevant to 

both FL and ESP teaching. One such area is the use of cohesion, and within that, the 

study of the use of cohesive reference in particular. This dissertation intends to explore 

the text-organizing functions of reference in academic writing.  

 The growing importance of studies in applied linguistics that contribute to the 

development of the English language academic skills of Hungarian learners has been 

pointed out by Kurtán and Silye (2006). In academic discourse, specifically, in the use 

of cohesive devices, reference has been shown by previous research (e.g. on EFL 

undergraduates: Chen, 2008; Finnish: Mauranen, 1990; Thai: Indrasuta, 1988) as 

particularly problematic for non-native speakers of English. We can assume that 

Hungarian learners also experience difficulties as a result of differences in the English 

and Hungarian language systems; however, there are relatively few corpus-based, 

discourse-level analyses of Hungarian advanced learners’ use of reference as a cohesive 

device. While many types of cohesive items are easily counted by text analysis 

software, mechanical word-count will not lead to insights into the complex phenomenon 

of reference. As we shall see, reference creates a cohesive web of ties which intertwines 

the text and makes it more comprehensible or, if inappropriately built, uninterpretable. 

Therefore the appropriate use of referential cohesion is seen as a crucial element of 

discourse competence, and as such, a significant component of both FL and ESP 

teaching and learning.  
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 The aim of this study is to describe how EFL learners' use of reference compares 

to that of expert writers (i.e. experienced writers of English research articles) in order to 

be able to formulate recommendations for the development of the relevant aspects of 

EFL discourse competence within the context of academic writing. For this purpose, 

first, the construction of an analytical tool for the analysis of reference as a cohesive 

device needed to be devised, as out of the many analytical tools available for the 

analysis of cohesion none of them can be applied for reference in particular. The 

analysis cannot be fully automatized; the resolution of the anaphor of a reference item 

needs human thought processes in drawing on relevant experience and background 

knowledge for the interpretation of the writer’s intentions, and for identifying 

ambiguities. The development of the analytical tool for reference analysis is achieved 

by a multi-stage investigation involving both quantitative and qualitative approaches. At 

the final stage, the newly developed tool is used to carry out comparative analysis of 

two corpora of texts (research articles (RAs) written by experts and Master's (MA) 

theses written by English as a foreign language (EFL) students). The comparison shows 

how reference operates at various textual levels to create links between segments of 

text, or if unsuccessfully used, blocks text comprehension or makes parts of a text 

inaccessible.  

 Three main types of information are obtained using the proposed analytical tool: 

(1) descriptive linguistic information (the usage of the types of cohesive or non-

cohesive linguistic referring elements in the corpus), (2) discoursal features 

(characteristics of cohesive ties and chains in the analyzed texts) and (3) genre-specific 

information (for example, the distribution of cohesive chains within the subsections of 

the texts analyzed).  

  



 

15 

 

The main question to orient the study is the following: 

On the basis of the differences and similarities that can be identified in use 

of referential cohesion in academic writing by experts and novice Hungarian 

EFL writers, what pedagogical implications may be formulated for the 

teaching of English academic writing? 

 

To be able to answer this question, first an analytical tool for the study of 

referential cohesion will be devised that is exempt from the weaknesses of the analytical 

instruments proposed so far. The second part of the dissertation will then use this 

instrument to first justify its reliability and validity, and then to describe the use of 

referential cohesion of Hungarian novice EFL writers in comparison to that of expert 

writers. The study ends by the discussion of pedagogical implications for the teaching 

of EFL and EAP writing in particular.  

The present study therefore follows a mixed design consisting of several 

methods of enquiry: qualitative, quantitative and theoretical. The study is qualitative in 

its approach in that it “is designed to discover” textual patterns (Maykut & Morehouse, 

1994, p. 43), and only partially relies on pre-existing taxonomies and methods. Its 

qualitative nature is also reflected in that some definitions (e.g. for reference error) are 

arrived at through in-depth data analysis (Fraenkel & Wallen, 1993). In addition, the 

study relies partly on time, investigator and methodology triangulation to ensure its 

validity and reliability (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000). Qualitative methods are 

used to systematize emerging patterns from the quantitative linguistic data analysis 

procedure and as a result, to provide an input to subsequent stages of research. In 

addition, “stability” (ibid., p. 117) of quantifiable corpus data is (e.g. number and types 
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of cohesive ties) measured by comparing findings for each text in the corpus to each 

other. Those texts that differed markedly (i.e. theoretical papers and case studies) from 

the other texts in the corpus in some of its characteristics were replaced by more fitting 

items, so they would not distort the data. Besides, intra- and inter-rater reliability was 

used to check consistency of results. This empirical procedure goes hand in hand with 

the reconsideration of the theoretical foundations of the analysis of reference.  
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2. A GENRE-ORIENTED APPROACH TO ANALYSING COHESION IN 

WRITTEN ACADEMIC DISCOURSE 

2.1 Introduction 

The first part of this chapter (Sections 2.1-2.4) will introduce the theoretical 

background to written discourse analysis with a special focus on cohesion and genre 

analysis to show the place of reference from a wider perspective. The central concepts 

as used in this paper are defined in Section 2.2. Section 2.3 will give a brief outline of 

approaches in written discourse analysis including cohesion analysis and methods of 

discourse analysis, including influential taxonomies and research since the 1970s. As 

cohesion has been shown to depend considerably on genre and text type and as this 

study aims at comparing two different genres Section 2.4 will be devoted to the study of 

genre. First, the concept of ‘genre’ will be defined. Then a method for analyzing genres 

as applied in this study will be discussed. Section 2.4 will end with the summary of the 

most relevant research findings related to teaching and learning English for academic 

purposes (EAP); in particular, those that relate to non-native students’ difficulties in 

learning EAP. Sections 2.5 of the review of the literature will focus on the two genres 

(or rather, sub-genres) this study intends to compare: RAs and MA theses. The 

motivation for comparing these two sub-genres will be justified by describing their 

textual and generic features, and highlighting expected pedagogical implications that the 

comparison intends to reveal. It will also show how reference as a cohesive device is 

problematic for non-native speakers of English (NNSs), thereby providing rationale and 

context for this study in written discourse analysis in the study of EAP.   

 

2.2 Definition of Key Concepts 

In this section I will define the object of study, namely text, to show that a 
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seemingly minor linguistic feature of text, reference, infiltrates the structure of the 

discourse and the characteristics of the academic genre. The importance of writing as a 

form of creating knowledge in EAP will also be highlighted here. Then, turning to text 

producers, I will discuss why it is more meaningful to talk about language expertise in 

EAP than to remain faithful to the traditional native versus non-native distinction. 

 

2.2.1 Text, discourse, genre. The three main concepts that need to be clarified 

because of the inconsistency regarding their interpretation and use in the literature are: 

genre, discourse and text. In my interpretation, they can be represented in a somewhat 

simplified manner as an embedded three-level structure, where text is an element of 

discourse, which is in turn subsumed under genre.  

While the distinction is not clear-cut, the identification of text within the broader 

concept of discourse is frequent in the literature (e.g. Brown & Yule, 1983; Edmondson, 

1981 as cited in Flowerdew, 2001; Hoey, 1991). Text, according to Halliday and Hasan 

(1976) is "any passage, spoken or written, of whatever length, that does form a unified 

whole" (p. 1). Discourse as a broader concept includes text, but it also subsumes the 

communicative functions it has in a particular situational context. Genre in Hyland’s 

words is “broadly, a way of acting using discourse” (2006, p. 313). It is the most 

complex of the three terms, as it brings in the notion of a discourse community in which 

genre is a form of transmitting knowledge in conventional ways and also a tool for 

reproducing social structures (e.g. Swales, 1990; Hyland, 2000; Bhatia, 1993). 

Academic genres (as listed in Hyland, 2006, p. 550) include communicative events in 

spoken (e.g.: lectures, office hour sessions, peer feedback) or written form (e.g.: 

research articles, reprint requests, textbooks), with their functional names reflecting the 

situationality of these genres (Grabe, 2002). The recurrence of such communicative 
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events structure roles of members in disciplinary communities, maintain conventions 

and traditions to set a framework for a variety of activities. Analysis of EAP relies on 

the operationalization of common discourse characteristics of texts within a given genre 

by identifying recurring features, for example in cohesion, and how those features 

appear in the typical sequence of rhetorical units (or moves, using Swales’ (1990) term).  

 A similar, three-level distinction may be used to theories that deal with written 

products. Text linguistics is mainly concerned with the surface features of texts, usually 

emphasizing connections between sentences or propositions, and processes that readers 

and writers go through in their effort to comprehend or produce texts. This cooperative 

perspective in interpretation of texts for successful communication is even more 

reflected in discourse analysis approaches. Discourse analysis (DA) takes a broader 

perspective than text analysis, by going beyond the level of the surface text in its 

analysis and aims at a deeper understanding of patterns of language that appear as 

situated language use, or as reflections of how people express “social identities and 

relations” (Paltridge, 2006, p. 20) through discourse. In this effort, there are two main 

approaches to DA depending in whether the analysis has a textual or a social theoretical 

orientation (see: Fairclough, 2003; Paltridge, 2006). These two views are more easily 

seen as two ends of a cline than being incompatible with each other. Whichever the 

approach taken, DA has two main facets: description and explanation (Bhatia, 1993). As 

description, it focuses on the “linguistic aspects of text construction” (ibid., p. 1); while 

as explanation, it rationalizes conventional aspects of genre construction and 

interpretation, and seeks answers to the question: “Why do members of a specialist 

community write the way they do?” (ibid., p. 1). Discourse analysis, in his view, can be 

distinguished along five main parameters represented by the two endpoints of each 

cline, as summarized in Table 1: 
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DISTINGUISHING PARAMETERS IN DISCOURSE ANALYSIS 

theoretical orientation use of a particular framework 
in a socio-cultural context 

general  
(e.g. written  
discourse, narratives) 

specific  
  (e.g. legislative provisions,  
doctor-patient consultations) 

applied to extend some 
grammatical formalism 

has applied concerns with 
language teaching 

surface / thin description 
of language in use 

deep / thick description 
of language in use 

in language teaching: 

focus on form focus on function 
   
Table 1. Five parameters in discourse analysis (based on Bhatia, 1993, p. 3) 

Although discourse level characteristics are more technically difficult to identify 

and analyze than lexical and grammatical features at the text level, in many cases it 

turns out that “the use of many lexical and grammatical features can only be fully 

understood through analysis of their functions in larger discourse contexts” (Biber, 

Conrad & Reppen, 2005, p. 106). Discourse in a disciplinary culture varies according to 

its social practices. Linguistic and rhetorical practices are likewise shaped by the social 

actions that texts are intended to accomplish (e.g. Bazerman, 1988; Hyland, 2000; 

North, 2005). Genre analysis focuses on the study of combined effects of culture, the 

writer’s own background, and the specific situation. Importantly for this study, cohesive 

features are also among the characteristics that were found to vary along disciplinary 

lines (Lovejoy, 1991). A more detailed discussion of genres follows in Section 2.4. 

 

2.2.2 Cohesion, coherence and continuity. Cohesion is the linguistic 

expression of connection by "overt, grammatically describable" dependencies (Enkvist, 

1990, p. 14) and mutual connections of the components of the surface text (de 
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Beaugrande & Dressler, 1981). Smith and Frawley (1983) identify cohesion as a major 

ingredient of textuality. Cohesion, according to Halliday and Hasan “is the set of 

meaning relations that is general to ALL CLASSES of text, that distinguishes text from 

‘non-text’ and interrelates the substantive meanings of the text with each other” (1976, 

p. 26). In this sense, cohesion pertains to the “semantic edifice” (ibid, p. 26): how a text 

is structured and not what it means. Hoey (1991) also stresses the inter-sentential aspect 

of cohesion, defining it as “a property of text whereby certain grammatical or lexical 

features of the sentences of the text connect them to other sentences in the text” (p. 

266). Others (e.g. Morgan and Sellner (1980 cited in Shiro 1994, p. 174)) maintain that 

formal cohesion is a natural result of coherence in a text, rather than its cause.  

 Coherence is a textual quality that makes a text interpretable for readers by 

building up and conforming to a possible and consistent world-picture (Enkvist, 1990). 

These covert relationships may be present in the text with or without overt linguistic 

connections between the elements, which may be made overt through the process of 

interpretation (Blum-Kulka, 1986). Relationships within a text may be established in a 

variety of linguistic means by the writer, which are decoded by the reader using their 

communicative competence (linguistic, interactional and discourse competence) and 

their background knowledge of the world. Coherence concerns the accessibility of texts 

(de Beaugrande & Dressler, 1981), which depends on the interaction of knowledge 

presented in the text and knowledge shared by the participants of the discourse context. 

Therefore, much of the skill of a writer is reflected in their appropriate estimation of the 

imagined reader's (or assumed target discourse community members') background 

knowledge to employ the best linguistic strategies to suit reader needs in the particular 

context.  
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 While most researchers agree about the distinction between the two concepts, 

the relationship between cohesion and coherence is much more controversial. In the era 

of digital technology, the complexity of the notions of coherence and cohesion has 

become even more difficult to capture with the rise of multilinear texts. Tyrkkö (2007) 

uses the term continuity instead of coherence, to better describe the new dimensions of 

coherence that conventional models cannot account for. In this framework, continuity 

bridges the gap between the two concepts by incorporating in its meaning the step-by-

step nature of the decoding of cohesive chains and the flow of texts which may 

smoothly build up a coherent whole or which may be interrupted or blocked by 

uninterpretable cohesive items.  

 Chapter 3 in this dissertation will return to the discussion of these concepts, with 

a special emphasis on cohesion, and reference as a cohesive device in particular. 

 

2.2.3 English for academic purposes. Broadly speaking, EAP refers to "any 

English teaching that relates to a study purpose" (Dudley-Evans & St. John, 1998, p. 

34). However, this definition fails to capture the increasing complexity of this growing 

field. EAP is now a theoretically grounded field aiming at innovative practices in 

language teaching based on international research into the “social, cognitive and 

linguistic demands of academic target situations” and an understanding of the increasing 

complexity of academic communication (Hyland, 2006, p. 2). In this paper we will only 

focus on written EAP. While most of our communication involves spoken interaction 

with others, the importance of written texts in an academic discourse community should 

not be underestimated. Academic writing is a principal product of academic life (e.g. 

published articles, book reviews, conference papers; or in education: textbooks, study 

guides, hand-outs, etc.). According to Hyland (2000), writing is not just a by-product of 
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disciplines, but it is actually producing them. Moreover, he suggests that it is not only 

the content, but the way it is presented that “makes the crucial difference” between 

disciplines (Hyland, 2000, p. 3). He proposes the model of "social constructionism" 

(ibid., p. 6), which is based on the assumption that the intellectual environment in which 

academics live and work crucially affects not only the methods they use and the topics 

they are interested in, but also the way they report their research. Successful academic 

texts transform “research findings or armchair reflections into academic knowledge” 

(Hyland, 2002, p. 6). 

 There have been a large number of studies on the surface linguistic 

characteristics of English academic writing. The three key areas of academic writing 

are summarized by Hyland (2006, pp. 13-14) as “high lexical density” (shown by the 

high proportion of content words in relation to grammar words (also in: Halliday, 

1985)), “high nominal style” (more likely to present actions and events as nouns instead 

of verbs), “impersonal constructions” (avoiding first-person pronouns and replacing 

them by passives or dummy it subjects), “explicit reference, abstract information and 

less dense cohesion” (Tanskannen, 2006, p. 168). Probably the most comprehensive 

description of English for academic purposes (EAP) is provided by Biber, Conrad, 

Reppen, Byrd and Helt (2002) on the basis of a multidimensional analysis of the 

TOEFL 2000 Spoken and Written Academic Language Corpus. The authors emphasize 

the complex task that non-native speakers face having to cope with the variety of 

registers within EAP in an English-speaking context. In their view academic texts 

include not only textbooks, but also handbooks, catalogues and informational Web 

pages that “present information in dense, complicated syntactic structures” (Biber et al, 

2002, p. 43).  

The complexity of academic texts results in a two-way struggle. On the one 
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hand, the language of academic discourse may be difficult for non-native speakers, but 

on the other hand, native or expert users of English may also struggle with the 

interpretation of awkward structures produced by novice writers. These two groups, as 

Halliday (2004) put it “may respond to scientific English in different ways” but “it is 

largely the same features that cause difficulties to both” (p. 159).  

 

2.2.4 Novice or expert versus native or non-native researcher. The research 

studies carried out as part of this dissertation compare two large corpora, one consisting 

of MA theses written by Hungarian students, and another corpus of research articles 

written by experts (mainly, but not exclusively native speakers (NSs)). The comparative 

study in this dissertation is highly relevant in that the number of non-native speakers 

(NNSs) who wish to publish in international journals is steadily increasing (Flowerdew, 

2001). These NNS, and especially student or inexperienced researchers have to 

overcome “the triple disadvantage of having to read, do research and write in another 

language” (Van Dijk, 1997, p. 276).  

 It would be reasonable to assume that by comparing NNS to NS academic 

writing we would get an insight into the areas of discourse that a NNS student of EAP 

needs to learn; however, not all NS writers are experts and some NNS writers may 

indeed provide excellent models for novice writers. Therefore, I agree with Mohan and 

Lo (1985), who also argue that what is often identified as non-English in a text is 

merely a sign of non-skilled writing. Looking at it this way, a novice NS writer may 

also be an outsider to a particular discourse community, and be mistaken for an NNS as 

a result of not being aware of its norms. In this respect, there is an inherent hierarchy of 

members in any given discourse community, with members of varying levels of 

expertise and prestige. As novice writers from any background tend to have similar 
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difficulties to NNS writers, it is no surprise that editors of international journals 

interviewed in Flowerdew’s (2001) study also prefer the term “language expertise” (p. 

128) to the NS-NNS distinction. Swales (2004) suggests that, in the world of research at 

least, it is time to "dispense with our inherited notions [...] about the privileged native 

speaker (of English) and his or her less privileged counterpart" (p. 53). He argues that 

there is no methodological justification for pre-selecting for the discourse analysis of 

academic texts only those that were written by NSs of English. As Swales (2004) 

argues, a successful publication in an English language journal is in itself "sufficient 

ratification of inclusion in any analysis" (p. 54), the more so, as it was probably 

proofread and edited by a native speaker from the target discourse community 

(Flowerdew, 2001). 

 
2.3 Towards Analyzing ‘Genres’: Written Discourse Analysis since the 1970s 

This section provides a very brief overview of the major approaches and 

tendencies in written discourse analysis research since the 1970s that have finally paved 

the way to our present conception of texts as embedded in their social contexts. While it 

is clear that the development of the variety of disciplines and approaches cannot be 

neatly divided year by year, it is probably useful to follow a roughly temporal order in 

our discussion to show how the initially narrowly focused approaches have combined to 

form the very complex notion of genre that is now at the center of attention.  

 Parallel to a general increase in interest towards genre analysis, a paradigm shift 

can be observed in the past four decades (Sections 2.3.1-2.3.4), which is summarized in 

Figure 1. Starting in the 1970s-80s from two major directions, text analysis initially 

focused on either the individual writer (and the writing processes) or the structure of the 

text, concentrating on discourse features that account for surface level phenomena. 
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Beginning in the 1990s, genre analysis placed the studied discourse in its socio-cultural 

context and studied its functions in discourse communities. However, generalizable 

statements can only be made on the basis of a considerable number of texts, which gave 

rise to corpus-based approaches and the computerized analysis of huge corpora in 

different genres. While computer-assisted text analysis still remains at the center of 

attention, several aspects of discourse need closer contextualized observation. Thus 

qualitative text analysis still has its place and exists side-by-side with computer-assisted 

approaches.  

1970s-80s 
 
 
 
 
 

1990s 
Genres in their 
social context 

Increasing concern 
with socialization 

processes in 
discourse 

communities 
(e.g. Swales, 1990) 

 
 
 
 
 

2000- 
Corpus-based 

approaches 
Increasing use of 
computerized text 

analysis using large 
corpora 

(e.g. Hyland, 2000; 
Biber et al., 2005) 

 
2010-Discourse in 

context  
(across genders, social 
groups and different 

learner groups), 
English for Specific 

Purposes 

Psycholinguistic/ 
Cognitive approaches 
Emphasis on the writing 

process: focus on the 
individual (e.g. Flower & 

Hayes, 1981; 
Hinds, 1987) 

1970s-80s 
Discourse beyond  

surface level features 
Text analytic emphasis on 

cohesion, coherence, and the 
superstructure of texts 

(e.g. Halliday & Hasan, 1976) 

2010- Computer-
assisted text analysis 

(e.g. computerized 
qualitative analysis) 

Figure 1. Major paradigms-shifts in written discourse analysis since the 1970s 

The rest of this section includes some of the research findings and theoretical 

contributions that each of these trends have made to written discourse analysis. 

 
2.3.1 Psycholinguistic approaches. The majority of text linguistic studies in the 

1970s focused on surface linguistic features mainly between propositions. Leki (1991) 

argues that these early studies were not capable of capturing features of larger discourse 

segments. The lack of corpus-based methods for analyzing discourse-level 

characteristics left researchers without generalizable findings, or data that are broad 

enough to yield pedagogical implications. 
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 As regards participants of discourse production and comprehension, as early as 

in 1924, Jespersen identified the key roles of the speaker/writer and hearer/reader 

involved in communication. He described language as a human activity “on the part of 

one individual to make himself understood by another, and activity on the part of that 

other to understand what was in the mind of the first” (Jespersen, 1924 as cited in 

Renkema, 1993, p. 8). The relative effort of the participants was studied by Olson 

(1977), who described ideal Western texts as the least context-dependent as compared 

to other cultures, that is, as writer-responsible as possible. Later, Hinds (1987) proposed 

a typology of texts based on reader and writer responsibility, according to whether the 

text demands more of the reader to establish the coherence of the text or places the 

“expository burden” (Connor, 1996, p. 20) chiefly on the writer.  

 The cognitive approach to writing emphasizes the role of cognition involved in 

the composition process. Its models help explain reasons behind the uses of particular 

writing strategies. One of the most influential models was developed by Flower and 

Hayes (1981). Their model consists of four interactive components in writing: task, 

environment (topic, audience, the text produced so far), the writer’s long-term memory 

(retaining topic continuity and possible writing plans) and the composing processes. 

Their main findings include the identification of composition as a complex problem-

solving activity, which – contrary to traditional views – is not a linear process. They 

also found differences between novice writers’ and skilled writers’ strategies: weaker 

writers are more concerned with the mechanics of writing, while skilled writers pay 

more attention to organizing the content of their paper. The concepts discourse analysis 

applied from cognitive psychology research promotes a better understanding of the 

acquisition, storage, representation, production and understanding of discourse (Bhatia, 

1993). Useful concepts that are associated with the cognitive approach are schema 
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theory, frame analysis and conceptual analysis.  

 
2.3.2 Discourse beyond surface level features. The work of de Beaugrande and 

Dressler (1981) already indicates the start of the exploration of discourse beyond strictly 

surface features. Their “standards” of textuality (cohesion, coherence, intentionality, 

acceptability, situationality and intertextuality) mark the broadening of interest to 

phenomena that affect textuality. As for the description of cohesion, Halliday and 

Hasan’s (1976) analysis of cohesive ties was one of the first attempts to describe text 

level characteristics. The popularity of this taxonomy is probably due to its relatively 

convenient applicability to any text type. At the same time, it provoked a number of 

negative responses (see for example: Carrell, 1982). A slightly different approach is 

taken by Lautamatti's (1987) Topical Structure Analysis (TSA) model, which describes 

coherence in a text by inspecting the semantic relationships between sentence topics and 

the overall discourse topic by analyzing the repetitions, shifts, and reoccurrences of 

topic. This model is of direct relevance to us here, because in the transformation of 

Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) cohesion analysis method, we use the idea of representing 

related entities under each other, as it is done in Lautamatti’s (1978) analysis. We 

replace the notion of representing sentence topics by a similar representation of 

reference entities, in a sentence-by-sentence analysis, which we will describe in detail in 

Chapter 6. According to Lautamatti (1987) coherence can be mapped using a system of 

three distinct progressions: 

1. parallel progression, in which topics of successive sentences are the same, 

producing a repetition of topic that reinforces the idea for the reader (<a, b>, <a, c>, 

<a, d>); 

2. sequential progression, in which topics of successive sentences are always 
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different, as the comment of one sentence becomes, or is used to derive, the topic of 

the next (<a, b>, <b, c>, <c, d>); and 

3. extended parallel progression, in which the first and the last topics of a piece 

of text are the same but are interrupted with some sequential progression (<a, b>, <b, 

c>, <a, d>). 

These progressions are in many ways similar to how referential cohesion appears 

in texts. The analytical process used in this paper to describe reference will likewise 

identify linguistic items that are semantically related and succeed each other with or 

without interruption. Therefore, we will use a table very similar to that used in TSA, but 

instead of discourse topics, we will focus on reference between referring and 

presupposed items.  

As a result of these new trends in the 1980s that emphasize discourse-level 

phenomena together with an increasing influence of interdisciplinary approaches the 

study of writing “has become part of the mainstream in applied linguistics” (Connor, 

1996, p. 5).  

 

2.3.3 Contrastive rhetoric since the 1990s: multiple approaches, multiple 

methods. The immediate relevance of approaches and methods in contrastive rhetoric 

for this paper is quite obvious, as our research compares texts produced by EFL learners 

and mostly NS expert writers.  Contrastive rhetoric is a research area in applied 

linguistics that attempts to explain problems in composition by ESL/EFL writers by 

referring to cross-linguistic differences between the learners’ first and second or foreign 

languages. Initiated by Kaplan (1966) it maintains that writing has culture-specific 

conventions in each language and consequently first language conventions will interfere 

with ESL/EFL writing.  
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 Contrastive rhetoric provides a variety of perspectives because it allows for a 

wide range of research methodologies to compare and contrast practices of groups or 

individuals to reveal what is uniquely characteristic of them, and what are universal 

features. The major types of research employed by contrastive text linguistic studies 

include, among others, quantitative descriptive research (e.g. Biber, 1991; Hinds, 1990; 

Grabe & Kaplan, 1989), case studies and ethnographies (Nelson & Carson, 1992; 

Murphy, 1991) and classification studies (Reid, 1992). 

 The shift of general interest towards social and cultural issues in contrastive 

rhetoric from the 1980s to the present seems to reflect the actual developmental issues 

that need to be considered in teaching EAP. Although not necessarily in a fixed order, a 

successful EFL/ESL learner of a genre is likely to have to cope with differences 

between composition in their native and the English language systems, understand 

cross-cultural differences, and finally, become familiar with a number of genres towards 

understanding, entering, and possibly shaping the ‘target’ discourse community. Since 

the 1990s, contrastive studies of academic and professional genres have become 

concerned with the “initiation and socialization processes that graduate students go 

through to become literate professionals in their graduate and professional discourse 

communities” (Connor, 2002). Reflecting the changes in the field of contrastive 

rhetoric, Connor (2004) proposes the term intercultural rhetoric to describe “research 

that will be faithful to the rigorous empirical principles of the area of study but still 

consistent with postmodern views of culture and discourse” (p. 292). In this article she 

makes a strong case for the relevance of intercultural rhetoric by placing it into a 

coherent framework with influential text and discourse analysis approaches 

(Flowerdew, 2002; Swales, 1990; Bhatia, 1993; Hyland, 2000, etc.), thus showing its 

centrality and interdisciplinary nature in the field of analysis EAP. She identifies text, 
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genre and corpus analyzes as necessary tools for an intercultural rhetoric researcher, and 

stresses the importance of context-sensitive qualitative comparison based on 

quantitative information obtained through meticulous data collection.  

 
2.3.4 Recent developments in written discourse analysis. Hyland (2000) 

claims that if we study how members of a discourse community interact, understanding 

the behavior of writers “as members of social communities means going beyond the 

decisions of individual writers to explore the regularity and repetition of the socially 

ratified forms which represent preferred disciplinary practices” (p. xi). One way of 

moving beyond the decisions of the individual is to use corpora in discourse analysis to 

arrive at generalizable results. This is exemplified by Biber et al.’s (2002) 

multidimensional analysis used to identify underlying dimensions of variation among 

corpora of texts. They use multivariate statistical techniques to investigate the 

quantitative distribution of groups of frequently co-occurring linguistic features. The 

dimensions thus identified would also receive functional interpretation as, in their view, 

frequent form-function co-occurrences “reflect shared situational, social and cognitive 

functions” (Biber et al., 2002, p. 13). 

 Many discourse studies before the turn of the millennium were not corpus-based 

and did not use quantitative methods, consequently, their results were not generalizable. 

The reason for restricting analyzes to smaller samples of texts was mainly the result of 

the lack of corpus analysis tools for automatic identification of various important textual 

features (such as lexical repetition, pronoun reference, and so on). The analysis of such 

features is still impossible to automatize, as they require the reader’s background 

knowledge and comprehension of textual connections. Identifying the referent of a 

pronoun, for example, involves selecting the text segment (of any extent, from a word to 



 

32 

 

a whole sentence) that represents the same entity in the universe of the particular 

discourse studied. This involves not only subject-specific background knowledge, but 

also a complex decision-making process of part-whole relationships between concepts. 

It is difficult to imagine any computer program that could establish such connections. 

The best that can be done is to automatize some of the processes involved, such as 

coding or assessing results by interactive programs (Biber et al., 2005), which are 

becoming increasingly popular (e.g. WORDSTAT, LEXALYTICS, DICTION, 

WORDSMITH or the Discourse Profiler, to mention a few). While they do have a 

number of useful tools (such as type/token or other frequency counts), they are little 

help in the analysis of reference.  

 

2.4 Genre: Theory and Practice 

The field of genre analysis (the term was introduced by Swales (1990)) is no 

doubt a great contribution to our understanding of the structure of research articles and 

laid an excellent foundation for the comparison of corpora. His “Create a Research 

Space” (CARS) model of article introductions highlights both the structural and 

functional components of published research articles, with an inventory of linguistic 

resources for each (recurrent phrases or grammatical features, such as negatives, 

existential statements, and so on). He defines moves (Swales, 2004) as functional, 

discoursal units that "perform a communicative function in written or spoken discourse" 

(p. 228). Besides his move-step analysis, which has direct relevance to teaching, this 

model prompted a number of further contrastive studies (e.g. Najjar, 1990 as cited in 

Swales 1990; Taylor & Chen, 1991).  

 Since interesting explorations and theorizing by Swales (1990), Berkenkotter and 

Huckin (1995), Bhatia (1993), Johns (2002b), and Hyland (2000) among others, genre 
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has become "a central concept determining how discourse is organized and used for 

various purposes" (Grabe, 2002, p. 250). Applied concerns contribute to the centrality of 

genre: “by structuring rhetorical problems, genres do a part of the writer’s work” 

(O’Neill, 2001, p. 226). Therefore, a genre will serve as a common ground for those who 

are familiar with it, in Pea’s (1992, p. 89) words it is “distributed intelligence” that is 

shaped by the collective accomplishment of the particular discourse community and their 

practices. Therefore, the notion of genre provides several opportunities for increasing 

teaching and learning efficiency (cf. Sazdovska (2009) for a recent study that builds on a 

genre analysis background and shows how explicit instruction of a genre improves 

teaching and learning efficiency). While there is no question about the usefulness of the 

notion of genre, it seems to divide theorists and practitioners. Johns (2002b) argues that 

theories of genre are difficult to apply, as on the one hand, “there is direct contradiction 

between what the theoreticians and researchers continue to discover about the nature of 

genres and the everyday requirements of the classroom” (p. 237), and on the other hand, 

“student theories of academic texts are often in direct opposition to the genre theorists’ 

complex ideas” (p. 239). As a consequence, if researchers of genre are to contribute to 

the efficiency of teaching writing, then it is their responsibility to translate their findings 

into easily digestible information and tangible teaching resources.   

 

2.4.1 Defining genre.  In this section I will make an attempt to unravel the 

complexity of the concept of genre. Genre is commonly identified as “a class of 

communicative events” (Swales, 1990, p. 58) characterized by a shared “set of 

communicative purposes identified and mutually understood by members of the 

professional or academic community in which it regularly occurs" (Bhatia, 1993, p. 13). 

In other words, applying genre knowledge in writing is a goal-oriented, purposeful 
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activity (Martin, 1992, Johns, 2002a; Bazerman, 1988) to provide linguistic solutions to 

a perceived problem, such as filling a knowledge gap, or highlighting problem areas in a 

field of study. Genre knowledge is in this sense strategic knowledge, involving both 

form and content knowledge that a writer may use as a repertoire of options for 

presenting ideas (Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1993; Bazerman, 1988; Bhatia, 1993). 

Knowledge and use of genres by experts is often tacit and for the most part acquired 

from participation in social interactions without explicit instruction (Freedman & Adam, 

1996). Consequently, applying and teaching the conventions of a genre for those who 

intend to become members of a discourse community may be seriously challenging. 

Shared formal or structural linguistic features of texts in recurrent social interactions 

provide clues to the reader to recognize how the message transmitted by the text is to be 

interpreted, that is, to identify its communicative goal (Bazerman, 1988; Swales, 1990 

Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1993). In this way, genre is "socially constructed" (Johns, 

2002a, p. 12), it requires the awareness of both reader and writer to successfully achieve 

its intended goal. As Parry (1998) concludes, “language may [...] be seen as reflecting 

disciplinary culture in its broadest sense” (p. 274). Successful instances of a genre 

receive acceptance and social recognition by the target discourse community. Schryer 

(1995 as cited in Adam & Artemeva, 2002, p. 181) even uses genre as a verb: "we genre 

our way through social interactions". In Figure 2 I collected the events, processes, the 

discourse participants’ knowledge and activities in a cycle to demonstrate how the 

dynamics of genre-related activities embraces nearly all aspects of academic life 

discussed so far. Clearly, our topic of investigation, cohesive reference, can be placed 

among the linguistic means to achieve a goal in this cycle. The use of reference in 

academic writing follows conventions the same way as any other linguistic aspect of 

genre. These conventions (i.e. what type of reference is used and why) depend on the 
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context and are influenced by the communicative purpose, the participants of discourse 

and the genre.    

 

Figure 2. The interaction of genre-related processes 

 

 Knowledge of genre is essential for socialization or acceptance into the 

discourse community (Berkenkotter, Huckin, & Ackerman, 1991). Achieved 

membership allows reproduction of social structures and academic knowledge and 

includes “the knowledge of when to follow and when to innovate, neither the 

knowledge nor the right to do so is equally distributed” (Hyland, 2000, p. 174). The 

insider versus outsider (Hyland, 2000, p. 172) distinction explains how power is 

exercised by "restricting access" to accomplish social purposes (Johns, 2002a, p.12). 

Sources of change in genre conventions according to Hyland (2000) are: 

 insiders’ manipulation of conventions, 

 peripheral members’ initiation of new practices,  

 “macro-level developments within the discipline or wider culture” (p. 

GENRE 
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173), such as paradigm shifts.  

Having seen the complexity of what genre entails, it is no wonder that theorists 

and practitioners (Johns, 2002b) do not seem to agree when it comes to how genres can 

be described and what the term implies in its classroom application.  

 

2.4.2 Genre analysis. This dissertation research – besides developing an 

analytical tool – intends to compare two sub-genres of the same genre, the research 

paper, which means that the linguistic analysis of the corpora will extend to the genre-

level as well. This section describes what steps will be taken in the dissertation research 

towards contextualizing the results and translating them for teaching contexts, drawing 

on relevant literature (e.g. Károly, 2007; Bhatia, 1993; Hyland, 2000) and considering 

methodological principles for research in discourse analysis. 

 

2.4.2.1 Comparing two sub-genres. As the first step in genre analysis, Bhatia 

(1993) suggests that the investigation should include literature on the structural and 

linguistic features of the genre analyzed. In accordance with this, Section 2.5 of this 

paper reviews these features of the research paper. Narrowing the focus to the sub-

genres investigated in this study, this Chapter focuses on the situational and contextual 

aspects of the two sets of texts analyzed in this paper: RAs and MA theses. It describes 

the communicative purposes of the writers, the relationship between the writer and the 

audience and the typical formal conventions of the two genres.   

 

2.4.2.2 Corpus selection. As Károly (2007) points out, the key to a successful 

study in discourse analysis lies in the choice of an appropriate number of texts to 

provide enough data for answering our research questions. The number of exemplars of 
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both genres (RAs and theses), especially of research articles, is far too vast to hope for 

generalizable results. Instead, what this study can achieve is an exploration of typical 

cohesive features, and typical errors in reference and for these purposes, two corpora of 

20 RAs and MA theses will suffice. The selection criteria will be described in more 

detail in Chapter 4 (Research Design).  

 

2.4.2.3. Linguistic analysis. The starting point of the corpus analysis in this 

dissertation will be a linguistic analysis extending to all three levels of analysis 

proposed by Bhatia (1993): 

i. Analysis of lexico-grammatical features: cohesive ties of reference, 

ii. Analysis of text-patterning or textualization: cohesive chains, 

iii. Structural interpretation of the text-genre: by connecting cohesive patterns to 

the move-step structure of research papers. 

Practical considerations concerning the actual analysis for this particular study (based 

on Károly's (2007, p. 260) list of relevant questions for discourse analysis) include the 

revision and modification of Halliday and Hasan's (1976) taxonomy of cohesion; 

piloting the modified taxonomy and an explanation of the treatment of problematic 

items. 

 

2.4.2.4 Studying the institutional context for MA theses. In an effort to 

contextualize the results of the analysis of MA theses in this dissertation research, some 

background information to the Hungarian university setting in which the theses are 

produced will be provided in two different Chapters. In Chapter 4, Section 4.5 of this 

dissertation will describe the thesis requirements as regards its structure and content, in 

addition, it will touch upon the role of the supervisor. However, much of the discussion 
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on how our present data analysis procedure and findings can be applied in teaching will 

be in focus in Chapter 10 (under Pedagogical implications). This exploration will 

involve: what is taught by teachers and what teaching materials are available and used 

by students in the Hungarian university context.  

 

2.4.2.5. Triangulation. Taking the institutional context into consideration, and 

ensuring the reliability of the instrument at each stage of the development of our text 

analysis instrument will hopefully provide enough information for the triangulation of 

data, (as suggested by Hyland (2000); Maykut & Morehouse, 1994). In recent research 

there are examples in discourse analysis (e.g. Todd, Khongput & Darasawang (2007)) 

for triangulation by relying on several approaches or taxonomies to analyze the same set 

of data. The present analysis will use two complementary taxonomies, a cohesive and a 

non-cohesive one, to ensure the consistency of the data collection procedure.  

 

2.4.3 Genre in the classroom: teaching English for academic purposes. Since 

John Swales raised his voice for more attention on teaching research English to non-

native speakers in an article in 1987, there has been increasing interest and an 

abundance of research in this field. At the time of writing this article (Swales, 1987) few 

instructors had “any direct training in teaching the research paper” (p. 42), but in the 

past few years, genre-based approaches have become prominent in the teaching of 

academic writing (Dudley-Evans, 2002). While early practice in teaching EAP was 

dominated by a formal view, focusing on generic skills and providing “survival 

training” (Hyland, 2000, p. 4) in universities for second language students, at the end of 

the twentieth century a more socially oriented conception of academic writing started to 

replace former views.  
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2.4.3.1 New Rhetoric and the Sydney School. The theoretical camp of the New 

Rhetoric sees genre as unconscious knowledge shared by members of a discourse 

community. Genre is related to power relationships between experts and novices and 

can be exploited for social and sometimes hegemonic purposes (Johns, 2002a). In this 

perspective, genres are too complex to be taught, especially in a non-native context. The 

task of learning academic writing is, in a sense, an acculturation process to a target 

discourse community. The basic problem students encounter is how to write as if they 

were part of the “consensual construction of knowledge” (Leki, 1991, p. 136) when they 

are not yet participants of that community. As a solution to this, we may assume that 

student use of professional genres necessarily involves a certain amount of “bluffing” 

(O’Neill, 2001, p. 226), imagining for themselves a representation of the target 

community as they write. 

 Parry is one of the proponents of the view that “discipline-specific writing norms 

and conventions are learned by tacit means” (1998, p. 273). As teaching all the norms 

and conventions explicitly is unrealistic, Parry's statement is partly true for EFL learners 

as well. Teachers’ responsibility then is mainly to make students attentive to the genres 

they intend to learn. In a way, students should become “genre theorists in the true 

sense” (Johns, 2002b, p. 239; also in Clark, R. & Ivanič, R. (1997), Harwood & Hadley, 

2004) and be open to the complexity of text production and comprehension, while being 

flexible in approaching a variety of genres to be able to fulfil a variety of academic 

requirements. From the students’ perspective, many of their difficulties are due 

teachers’ not being explicit about their requirements (Lea & Street, 1998; Hyland, 

2000). As genre knowledge is in part tacit, therefore, many teachers find it difficult to 

state exactly how a particular paper lacks structure, they can only identify whether a 
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piece of writing is successful or not (Lea & Street, 1998). 

 Findings of genre theory and research are difficult to apply: they do not claim to 

provide either templates or stability required in a traditional EAP teaching situation 

(Johns, 2002b). For a first-hand experience, target language texts from the target genre 

may be used in a classroom as sources of information about form or content, as models, 

as a basis for discussions or even as an object of study (in student research). Whichever 

use is opted for, they are not authentic anymore in a classroom context: deprived of 

their communicative purpose, they become “artifacts for study, rather than tools for 

achieving ‘repeated social action’ ” (Miller, 1984 as cited in Johns, 2002b, p. 238). For 

enhancing authenticity in this sense, teachers might use disciplinary content from the 

field of academic writing: this way, both language (form) and content of L2 texts 

become relevant in the classroom situation (Adam & Artemeva, 2002). 

The Sydney School considers application of genre theory and research in 

pedagogy as an effective instructional approach. Through modelling and discussion of 

text features, instructors assist learners through the exploration of a genre’s social 

purposes (Johns, 2002b). Henry and Roseberry (1998), on the basis of their empirical 

research, arrive at the conclusion that a genre-based approach to EAP/ESP instruction 

focusing on rhetorical organization is significantly more efficient than a traditional 

course. Alongside a number of researchers in the field (Pea, 1992; O’Neill, 2001; 

Grabe, 2002), who see genre as an expertise, or genre as a part of a skilled writers’ 

background knowledge of the typical structure of a genre, they claim that raising 

advanced learners’ awareness of the conventions of a genre makes it easier for the 

writer to concentrate more on achieving their communicative goals, and helps them 

organize their ideas more effectively. If novice writers are made familiar with common 

rhetorical strategies used in EAP, they can “make intelligent choices as they select a 
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form for their ‘discovered ideas’” (Reid, 1984, p. 150). The application of findings from 

research in written discourse analysis, or contrastive rhetorical studies in particular, 

need not be done in a prescriptive way. Instead of “imitating” patterns, which is a 

frequent criticism of the application of theory to practice (Leki, 1991, p. 123), 

individual learners or novice writers might observe expert EAP writing to seek ideas for 

further development in their language use, acquire writing strategies or ways of 

structuring their papers. Students may also find it helpful to understand that their 

problems in writing are not only a matter of language proficiency, but also part of the 

process of learning about the target discourse community. 

 

2.4.3.2 Product and process approaches to teaching writing. In a process-

oriented approach, classroom use of L2 texts serve as sources of ideas or starting points 

for discussions in the “exploration and exploitation” (Leki, 1991, p. 136) of students’ 

own mental resources to construct their own texts. Envisioning the process on the level 

of the individual, Macken-Horaric (2002) describes the three-stage teaching-learning 

cycle in writing instruction, which involves: modelling, joint negotiation of text and 

independent construction. Horowitz (1986) criticizes the process approach to teaching 

academic writing, claiming that its inductive orientation may not be suitable for all the 

academic tasks and all the writers. The process approach entails learners’ having to 

write a number of drafts, and use peer-evaluation, which “may leave students with an 

unrealistic view of their abilities” (ibid., p. 446). He stresses that this preoccupation 

with the writer’s mental processes and disregard of the context, or the discourse 

community may not enable the writer to come up to requirements outside the context of 

a classroom. Therefore, the skills taught to students should be transferable as much as 

possible to other academic contexts. 
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 In a product-oriented approach students are required to explore how other 

writers put their intended meaning into words and emphasize the cultural differences 

between ways of presenting information.  

 Leki (1991) suggests that process- and product-oriented approaches need not 

exclude each other, but both have their place in a balanced classroom. Indeed, Pearson 

and Fielding (1991) found that any systematic approach to teaching text structure (for 

expository prose in particular) can be highly effective, especially if it involves some 

form of visual representation of relationships among key concepts. 

 

2.5 Reference as a Cohesive Device in the Teaching of Academic Writing 

2.5.1 Cohesive reference in student writing. Pang's (2002) study on students' 

acquisition of genre supports the hypothesis that "by learning the lexico-grammatical 

features of a certain genre, learners should be more capable of writing in that genre" (p. 

158). Enabling learners to become better writers includes teaching characteristics of 

successful student or expert writing, preferably according to corpus-based descriptions 

of written discourse. This part of the paper summarizes research results that point to one 

problematic linguistic feature in student writing, cohesive reference (in the cited studies: 

'articles', 'demonstratives' and 'personal pronouns'). The main research findings 

reviewed in this section are summarized in Table 2. 

 It has been shown by research on several languages, including Hungarian, that 

linguistic items used to establish reference may be very problematic for ESL/EFL 

students. In Flowerdew’s (2001) interview study, editors acknowledged that NNS 

writers produced texts with “surface language errors”, such as “article usage or subject-

verb concord” (p. 134). Languages studied most frequently in terms of their use of 

reference as a cohesive device are Finnish and Chinese. These studies show that 
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reference can be highly problematic for non-native students, which suggests that similar 

research might also be informative and relevant in a Hungarian context. This is 

especially true if we consider the view that “it seems the use of definite articles in 

academic contexts is different from that of everyday situations” (É. Illés, personal 

communication, May 15, 2014). 

 Finnish students experience difficulties in using reference, because there are no 

articles or prepositions, which affects second-language production of these items 

(Connor, 1996; Mauranen, 1990, 1993; Ventola & Mauranen, 1991). Apart from serious 

difficulties using articles, Finnish students also use little metalanguage (fewer 

demonstratives) to orient the reader, which makes their texts demanding for readers. 

Learning to produce writer-responsible, context independent texts is difficult even for 

native speakers. The writer needs to anticipate the amount of explicit bridging the 

reader needs between segments of the text. Misjudging such reader expectations may 

result in “textual incoherence” (Leki, 1991, p. 139). Reference was found problematic 

for Chinese EFL writers, particularly the use of articles for maintaining referential 

identity (Reid, 1992, Liu & Braine, 2005). Thai students were found to use reference as 

a cohesive device less frequently than English NS students (Indrasuta, 1988).  

 Articles are mentioned as typical sources of difficulty for learners by Trimble 

(1985) as their appropriate use does not only depend on knowledge of syntax and 

semantics, but also presupposes some knowledge of the subject matter and its 

conventions. Subject related lexical knowledge is also stressed by Tyrkkö (2007), who 

points to students' being unfamiliar with the terminology of a specialized genre, which 

makes co-referential relations impossible to follow, often resulting in apparent 

incoherence. 
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Author Types of texts 
analyzed / learners 
involved 

Linguistic or 
other features 
studied 

Approach / 
Taxonomy 
used 

Main findings 

Gullberg 
(2006) 

early L2 learners: 
Dutch learners of 
French retelling 
stories 

reference 
tracking, 
communication 
strategies 

retelling stories 
under two 
visibility 
conditions 

students’ preference of full 
nominal expressions to 
pronouns or zero anaphora 
results in ambiguous or 
non-cohesive texts 

Harwood 
(2005) 

multidisciplinary 
corpus 

personal 
pronouns: I, 
inclusive and 
exclusive we 

corpus-based a description of the range of 
functions that I and we can 
play in academic writing 

Liu & 
Braine 
(2005) 

Chinese EFL writers 50 
argumentative 
compositions 

Halliday and 
Hasan’s (1976) 
taxonomy 

the most problematic 
cohesive devices: reference 
and adversative conjuncts 

Pang (2002) film reviews by 
Chinese students 

lexico-
grammatical 
features 

questionnaire, 
text analysis 

studying lexico-
grammatical features 
enhances genre knowledge 

Mauranen 
(1993) 

economic articles 
(English, Finnish) 

metadiscoursal 
devices 

Halliday and 
Hasan’s (1976) 
taxonomy 

Finnish writers used little 
metalanguage as compared 
native speakers of English 

Mauranen 
(1990) 

scientific texts: by 
Finnish and native- 
English-speaking 
writers 

reference as a 
cohesive device 

Halliday and 
Hasan’s (1976) 
taxonomy 

the use of articles is highly 
problematic for Finnish 
writers 

Reid (1992) expository essays 
(by English, 
Spanish, Chinese 
and Arabic students) 

four cohesive 
devices 
including 
pronouns 

corpus-based 
(“Writer’s 
Workbench 
computer 
program) 

native English speakers 
used more pronouns than 
the three other groups 

Ventola & 
Mauranen 
(1991) 

scientific journal 
articles (English, 
Finnish) 

cohesion, 
thematic 
development, 
reference 

Halliday and 
Hasan’s (1976) 
taxonomy 
 

Finnish writers use 
cohesive devices less 
frequently 

Indrasuta 
(1988) 

narratives (Thai 
compared to US) 

included 
cohesion 
analysis 

Halliday and 
Hasan’s (1976) 
taxonomy 

higher use of reference by 
US students 

 
Table 2. Research on reference as a cohesive device in ESL/EFL writing 

 Appropriate use of reference is a highly relevant textual feature in RAs; 

according to Bhatia (1993) an "above-average" use of nominal phrases in scientific RAs 

presupposes concise referencing for discourse cohesion and coherence (Huckin & 

Olsen, 1991). Biber et al. (1991, p. 231) found that the distribution of nominal elements 

in academic prose is approximately 75 per cent. This suggests however, that the main 

difference among registers lies not in their frequency (70 per cent for fiction, 80 per 

cent for news report and 55 per cent for conversation), but in the complexity of nominal 

elements. For example, while pronouns are highly frequent in conversation, longer and 
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more complex structures are more likely to occur in written registers. Concerning the 

complex functions of NPs in academic writing, Bhatia (1993) cites Dubois (1981) who 

suggests that NPs in scientific writing are purposefully constructed to form new NPs, as 

the writer builds up new information. In non-native student writing, overexplicit use of 

full NPs may violate givenness hierarchies: as new and old information becomes 

blurred (Gullberg, 2006), texts might become ambiguous or incohesive.  

 Related to the complexity of functions fulfilled by pronouns, Harwood's (2005) 

study shows on the basis of a corpus-based study of the use of the first person singular 

and plural personal pronouns how these surface textual features may act as politeness 

devices, or receive relevant functions in the discourse as text organizers that highlight 

current problems or subject areas in a particular field of study. 

 Grabe and Kaplan (1989) also claim that contrastive studies provide a 

knowledge base for ESL/EFL teachers and students, and some of its “findings can be 

(and indeed have been) applied to teaching” (1989, p. 269). By drawing pedagogical 

implications, this comparative research intends to contribute to the body of research on 

academic writing, as yet “the relationship between expert and novice practices is far 

from clear” (North, 2005, p. 433). By a contrastive analysis of Hungarian student 

writing and English expert writing this study is hoped to contribute to research in 

written discourse analysis and applied linguistics by providing data concerning 

Hungarian advanced learners' difficulties using reference as a cohesive device, and 

provide pedagogical implications by showing how experts realize those functions in 

writing that seem problematic for Hungarian learners.   
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2.5.2 Reference as a cohesive device in EAP textbooks. The variety of 

influences that students encounter in their acquisition of English for academic purposes 

includes:  

 textbooks, 

 style guides, 

 websites, 

 handouts used by individual teachers.  

Several studies (e.g. Holmes, 1988; Hyland, 1994, 1998; McEnery & Kifle, 

2002) have reached the conclusion that EAP textbooks do not teach many useful aspect 

of writing that learners would find useful. Harwood (2005) studied the treatment of 

pronouns in 21 EAP textbooks and found that apart from one (Swales & Feak, 1994) 

they either provide “misleading explanations” (Harwood, 2005, p. 368) or fail to 

provide enough information to be helpful to learners. While textbook writers are 

obviously constrained by space limitations, what they include should rely on corpus-

based empirical data rather than “folk wisdom or intuition” (ibid., p. 368). Similarly, 

Biber et al. (2002) warn that while the value of intuitions about language use should be 

appreciated, they very often turn out to be wrong. Therefore, linguistic, corpus-based 

descriptions should be taken into consideration, as they provide information for 

“making principled pedagogical decision” (ibid., p. 10).  

 

2.6 Summary 

This part of the paper discussed the interrelated nature of textual structures, and 

discussed that linguistic aspects of text construction contribute to discourse-level 

features, which by providing a thick description of language use have implications for 

the understanding of genre construction.  
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The relevance of EAP teaching, as creating a bridge for students to achieve 

membership in discourse community, was also discussed. Here, I pointed to the special 

difficulty NNS writers have in constructing texts for publication in academic journals.  

Then I discussed the progress of written discourse analysis, starting from the era, 

the 1970s, when Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) still most widely used cohesion analysis 

method was conceived. I pointed out the need to focus on the interactive role of the 

reader and writer in the composition process, emphasizing the complexity of the task of 

composing linear texts on the basis of non-linear thought processes. A model that 

captures non-linear processes is Lautamatti’s (1987) TSA model; therefore, the basic 

idea of text representation used in analytical approach will be applied in the 

development of the analytical tool for reference analysis to reveal new features of 

reference so far undiscovered.  

The usefulness of the comparison of corpora as a discourse analysis approach I 

adopt here goes back to contrastive rhetoric, but is combined with the presently popular 

corpus analysis approach. A weakness of corpus analytical approaches is that they are 

mainly quantitative in nature. In the present study, however, I also supplement it with 

qualitative analysis to overcome possible limitations in the interpretation of the results.  
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3 A THEORETICAL BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY OF REFERENCE 

 

3.1 Definitions of Reference 

Defining a word as diversely used as reference is not easy. Reference is a 

concept that is used in broader, narrower and sometimes overlapping senses, with a 

wide range of meanings in the domains of theoretical and applied linguistics. In order to 

avoid terminological confusion, this chapter shows how the notion of reference appears 

in a multitude of linguistic theories and which of these interpretations of the term are 

relevant for this study. The first part of this chapter reviews briefly the concept of 

reference as understood in syntax, semantics and pragmatics. I intend to distinguish 

those interpretations from the discourse-based operational definition to be used in this 

paper, which complies with its use in the field of discourse analysis in general.  

 Reference is basically achieved through a closed set of grammar words in texts, 

which contribute to various types of links of different lengths. These words are 

collected in the taxonomy of cohesive reference in Section 3.3. On the whole, what our 

discussion leads to is simplifying Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) highly complex 

taxonomy to a manageable analytical tool. With this background, the Chapter ends with 

discussing the longer chains of reference and the ways in which these links can be 

analyzed, interpreted, and how existing cohesion analysis methods can be utilized for 

our present research aim, analyzing reference. 

  

3.1.1 Reference in theoretical linguistics. In theoretical linguistics, the concept 

of reference appears most commonly as either a sentence-level phenomenon (in syntax) 

or as the process or action that creates a textual realization of a real world entity (in 

semantics or pragmatics).  In syntax, the relationship between a referring item and its 
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referent – usually within the same sentence – is called anaphora (or backwards 

anaphora). In her 2008 lectures on the study of anaphora Barbara H. Partee states that 

 We need syntax to describe the distribution of anaphoric expressions 

and their antecedents, and we need semantics to describe how the semantic 

value of anaphoric expressions is determined […] And as we progress we 

will find ourselves needing to bring pragmatics into the picture as well, 

because there is presumably a close connection between the anaphoric use 

of he and […] what is sometimes called a deictic use of he…” (Partee, 2008, 

pp. 1-2)  

 A semantic approach would define reference as the act of establishing a 

relationship between expressions and those objects, events or situations in the world that 

those expressions designate (de Beaugrande, 1990; Lyons, 1995). That is, referring 

means marking a unique object in discourse as existing in the real world. Reference is 

thus “a human action of entering a statement into a textual world” (de Beaugrande, 

1990, p. 111), which is carried out by definite or indefinite noun-headed phrases, or 

quantified nouns or pronouns, for example. Deixis involves reference that expresses 

pointing to the spacio-temporal context with proximal (this, here, now) or distal terms 

(that, there, then) “centred upon the speaker’s here-and-now” (Lyons, 1995, p. 305). 

The near-far distinction reflected in time adverbs and determiners is also a relevant 

concept in endophoric (or text-internal) reference, as they may imply the distance of the 

presupposed element in a text, for example.  What de Beaugrande calls co-reference, 

which is “the use of alternative expressions in a text for the same text-world entity” (de 

Beaugrande, 1990, p. 111) is analyzed as endophoric reference in discourse analysis. 

The difference in terminology reflects the two approaches to the treatment of referring 

expressions as pointing towards another textual element (endophoric) or as one of the 



 

50 

 

number of linguistic items in a text together pointing to the same real world entity (co-

reference). While we will use the term endophoric reference here, obviously, the two 

described referring processes take place at the same time in the event of text production 

or interpretation, and ideally, an analysis of reference should reflect both. 

 The idea of reference in pragmatics emphasizes the collaborative work between 

the speaker and the listener in their “intention-to-identify” and “recognition-of-

intention” (Yule, 1996, p. 19). The pragmatic perspective takes into account our 

intention to create meaning, and explains how in some cases it can refer to the same 

entity as Shakespeare, as in the conversation in [1.] between two students, as in Yule’s 

examples1: 

1. i. Can I borrow your Shakespeare?  
 ii. Yeah, it’s over there on the table. 
(ibid., p. 20) 

The same phenomenon may occur in a conversation [e.g. 2.] between waiters, where the 

pronoun he refers to the cheese sandwich. 

2. i. Where’s the cheese sandwich sitting?  
 ii. He’s over there by the window. 
(ibid., p. 20) 

 
This process also “appears to work, in terms of convention, between all members of a 

community who share a common language and culture” when they assume that “certain 

referring expressions2 will be used to identify certain entities on a regular basis” (ibid, 

p. 19).  Conversational cooperation (Grice, 1975) manifests in speech and may override 

grammar-based interpretation (as in e.g. 2 above, where a noun phrase denoting  an 

                                                           
1In the examples in this paper underlining will indicate the presupposed item and referring items will 
appear in bold.  

2Referring expressions in Yule’s terminology designate proper nouns or common nouns as in the 
semantic approach. 
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object acquires a meaning that is then transferred to a person ‘he’). In written discourse, 

however, it is mainly the writer’s responsibility to create such a context of 

interpretation, so that readers can infer the intended meaning . 

 

3.1.2 Reference in discourse analysis. In the realm of applied linguistics, and 

one of its major branches, discourse analysis, the interpretation of reference as an inter-

sentential relationship that contributes to cohesion gained popularity with Halliday and 

Hasan’s (1976) Cohesion in English. Despite the now more than three decades that have 

passed since its publishing, and the fact that in some ways it is outdated, this is still a 

seminal text. Halliday and Hasan (1976) focus on text-level phenomena and do not 

regard sentence-internal relationships cohesive, because they “obviously cohere” (p. 6) 

or “hang together”, simply because they are “internally structured” (p. 7). Instead, they 

identify cohesive ties, which connect two or more sentences by establishing cohesive 

relations between them and claim that there is one specific meaning relation that is 

“critical for the creation of texture” – and indeed, cohesion – and that is reference, “in 

which one element is interpreted by reference to another” (ibid, p. 11). According to 

their definition,  

COHESION occurs where the INTERPRETATION of some element in 

the discourse is dependent on that of another. The one PRESUPPOSES the 

other, in the sense that it cannot be effectively decoded except by recourse 

to it. When this happens, a relation of cohesion is set up, and the two 

elements, the presupposing and the presupposed, are thereby at least 

potentially integrated into a text. (Halliday & Hasan, 1976, p. 4) 

This definition of cohesion applies to all the five types of cohesion they 

distinguish: reference, substitution, ellipsis, conjunction and lexical cohesion. 
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Nevertheless, their distinction between these seems somewhat arbitrary, especially 

when it comes to drawing a line between reference and lexical cohesion. 

Research into cohesion in discourse analysis initially tended to focus on either 

lexical or grammatical forms of cohesion (e.g. Halliday and Hasan, 1976; Hasan, 1984). 

Later, especially in the study of lexical and referential cohesion (e.g. Hoey, 1991; Biber 

et al., 1991), it seems that this distinction has become rather fuzzy. For example, we 

may read in Biber et al. (1991, p. 232) that “establishing reference requires both lexical 

and grammatical means”. Instead of drawing a straight line between lexical and 

grammatical cohesion, they use the semantic notion of degrees of co-reference (p. 234), 

which depends on the amount of shared knowledge among the participants of discourse 

and the communicative purposes of the text. These degrees are realized by the linguistic 

forms (pp. 234-235) summarized in Table 3, where the shaded area covers items that are 

more likely to appear in spoken language. The anaphoric linguistic forms mostly cover 

Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) forms of reference: pronominals, demonstrative pronouns 

and the definite article, however, note that these forms do not include comparatives. 

First mention (referent): 
 a detailed definite description 
 indefinite noun phrase  
 proper noun 
 

e.g. the tallest people in the world 
e.g. an old lady, a boat 
e.g. Jack Kerouac, Heroes’ Square 
 

 1st or 2nd person pronoun 
 demonstrative pronoun with situational 

reference 

e.g. I, we, you 
e.g. this chair, those bicycles 

Subsequent (anaphoric) mention 
 repeated noun or synonym 
 noun phrase with a definite article or 

demonstrative determiner 
 3rd person pronoun 
 
 demonstrative pronoun referring to 

linguistic context 

e.g. Jack – Jack, dog – animal  
e.g. dog – the dog / this dog / that animal 
 
e.g. Jack – he, the tallest people in the 

world – they 
e.g. Section 2 – in this section, the car 

race last year – that race 

Table 3. Degrees of co-reference (based on Biber et al., 1991, my examples) 
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Table 3 shows the linguistic forms that the first mention of an item in a chain of 

reference may occur in. In this paper, this item is called the presupposed item. 

Subsequent items that co-refer with the referent have the common characteristic that 

they all refer to the same entity in the text-world and need an appropriate antecedent. In 

Table 3 the first item in the list of subsequent linguistic forms is a repeated noun or a 

synonym. This category is generally agreed to belong to the territory of lexical cohesion 

analysis (Károly, 2002; Hoey, 1991; Hasan, 1984). When the anaphoric noun phrase is 

accompanied by the definite article or a demonstrative determiner, the phrase is 

regarded as referential, therefore, as traditionally belonging to grammatical cohesion on 

the grounds that the definite article and demonstrative determiners usually have the 

property of pointing to some other linguistic entity elsewhere in the text. Still, the 

boundary between lexical and grammatical cohesion is not so straightforward. The 

clearly grammatically referential categories then are pronouns and demonstratives used 

as heads, but this is very rare in academic writing. With possessive pronouns, 

demonstratives and the definite article, the identity of reference can only be achieved by 

considering the meaning of the content word. Consequently, the meaning of the noun 

that follows the function word needs to match the first mention form or the referent, 

which means that one cannot carry out an analysis of cohesion without considering 

lexical categories of cohesion. We will return to this issue in Section 3.2 on cohesive 

and non-cohesive types of reference. 
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  In this study we define cohesive reference as a discourse process that occurs 

when certain linguistic items cannot be interpreted in their own right, but need a 

grammatically and/or semantically matching presupposed element in the text or in the 

co-text (that is, textual context) for their interpretation as an existing textual entity. 

Besides, we will treat reference as non-cohesive when it is exophoric or the 

presupposed element is found within the same sentence as the referring item. A 

referent is meant here as the real world entity that a linguistic expression designates. 

Besides, a referring item or element is understood as the linguistic item that triggers 

the referential process by signaling identity with a presupposed item or antecedent 

and/or by lacking a detailed enough description for its interpretability in its own right.  

  

When reference refers to an entity explicitly mentioned elsewhere in the text, it 

is an instance of endophoric reference, whereas exophoric reference points to an entity 

in the situational context. Within endophoric reference, assuming the directionality of 

reference, an important distinction is usually made between anaphoric and cataphoric 

reference (see e.g.: Paltridge, 2006, pp. 130-132). Anaphoric reference is the act of 

referring usually by a pro-form (e.g. pronouns, demonstratives) to some entity 

mentioned earlier in the text. This referred item is called the antecedent and can be a 

text of any length from a single phrase to a paragraph, or even several sentences from 

various text parts (e.g. these results would usually point to various earlier text 

segments). In the following examples antecedents are underlined and bold type 

indicates the referring expression. 

27. Students select, complete and then check their answers to the 
exercises with answer papers provided by the teachers. 

28. However, this procedure has proven to be problematic on the 
paper-based course for the following reasons: 1) when correcting 
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answers, it is uncertain whether students: a) fully understand their errors 
and b) actively engage in the process of self-correction and, 2) for those 
students who choose to work outside of lesson time, there is potentially a 
wait of up to one week between lessons (and longer during holidays) 
before they can check their answers. 

29. In a bid to overcome these challenges, this research focuses on the 
contribution that computer-mediated feedback can make. 

(RA6) 

Cataphoric reference uses a reference item to establish cohesive relationship 

with an item used later in the text. This is rare in general, but is particularly rare in 

English academic writing, where the clear statement of intentions of the writer and 

purpose of the given text is provided as early as possible in the text; making backward 

reference much more likely. Some expressions are still used, though, with cataphoric 

reference items; for example, the following is a fairly frequent cataphoric phrase in 

academic writing, especially in guiding the reader through the structure of the paper, 

e.g.:  

31. It is towards this issue that the following discussion is directed. 
32. INTERACTION IN THE READING PROCESS  
33. …… 
(RA6) 

In s. 31 in the example above, the following discussion points to the whole 

section that follows, starting from s. 32 in the research article.  

Having thus reviewed the main types of reference in discourse, Section 3.2 

discusses each referring item type this dissertation deals with; namely, personal, 

demonstrative and comparative reference.  

 

3.2 Cohesive Functions of Referring Items 

In this section we will examine the different types of reference, relying largely 

on Halliday and Hasan’s original (1976) taxonomy and the relevant theoretical 
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background. We will also apply Biber et al.’s (1991) corpus-based data and preliminary 

results from our present corpus of 24 research articles in an effort to arrive at the main 

types of cohesive reference used in this dissertation as distinguished from non-cohesive 

roles of reference.  

 Researchers of discourse analysis generally agree with the taxonomy of Halliday 

and Hasan (1976) in that the most important referring items are personal pronouns and 

demonstratives, including the definite article (e.g.: Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech,  

Svartvik, 1985; Tolcsvai, 2001; Szikszainé, 20063). Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) 

discuss comparatives among the forms of reference, but as we shall see, the status of 

this category needs to be re-considered concerning the analysis of academic registers.   

 

3.2.1 Personal reference. Personal reference is mainly realized by personal 

pronouns which refer to the discourse participants or other entities. According to Biber 

et al. (1991, p. 70) pronouns are used in written texts when the entities referred to are 

identifiable through the surrounding text, or when their reference is unknown or 

general. Generally, in written texts only third person pronouns are regarded cohesive, as 

they refer to an entity mentioned in the co-text while in spoken language the first and 

second person forms make reference to the roles of listener or speaker performed in the 

situational context. In writing, referents of first person pronouns referring to the author 

(I, we) may get their reference from the “context of reference” constructed from the text 

itself (Halliday & Hasan, 1976, p. 50) by identifying the author(s), while the second 

person may embody the reader, especially in literary texts. Other typical instances 

include “quoted speech” in written language (p. 48) or “indirect anaphora” (p. 49) when 
                                                           

3 Hungarian authors tend to include time and place as semantic frames, verbal inflections and other 
suffixes among the items that contribute to establishing referential cohesion 
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we only know who the speaker is from the textual context. First person forms in written 

language, while typically exophoric, may play a part in establishing chains of cohesive 

reference. This dissertation, however, will not deal with these pronouns, as this 

particular textual aspect has recently been thoroughly analyzed and discussed in a study 

by Károly (2009). In her study she analyzed the representation of authorship by the 

comparison of two corpora which consisted of 50 RAs and 50 MA theses (selected from 

the same Hungarian Corpus of Learner English (Károly & Tankó, 2009) as in this 

dissertation) and interviewed 20 students to supplement the data with their perceptions. 

She has found that students tend to use a higher number of author pronouns (I, me, my, 

we, our, us); and while expert writers use them for complex argumentative functions, 

students use them in text-organizing functions or in discussing their research process. 

Károly’s (2009) contrastive study shows that students’ explicit knowledge of target 

language conventions in the use of author pronouns is not reflected in their writing as a 

result of the influence of cultural factors. The results, she concludes, underscore the 

importance of raising awareness of both English and Hungarian traditions in writing for 

students to develop sensitivity towards the differences in their rhetoric conventions. 

 Halliday and Hasan (1976) base their distinction of pronouns used for personal 

reference on “their roles in the communication process” (p. 45). Instead of their terms 

speaker and addressee we will use author(s) and reader(s) as we are dealing with 

written texts here. Other entities referred to in texts are further divided into the human 

and non-human categories. In personal reference we also distinguish between singular 

and plural items. These items are summarized in Table 4.  
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 Author(s) Reader(s) Other roles 
Human Non-human 

Singular I  me  my  mine you  you 
your  yours 

he him his his it it its its 
she her her 
hers 

Plural we  us our  ours you  you 
your  yours 

they them 
their theirs 

Table 4. Personal reference4 

As we have mentioned earlier, items under the author(s) heading will not be 

dealt with here. Following Halliday and Hasan’s terminology, this system of personal 

reference includes pronouns and other nominals that may function as possessive 

determiners (e.g. his, her) or as Heads of noun phrases (e.g. theirs, hers). Determiners 

specify the reference of the noun phrase; in other words, they make them definite, by 

establishing their connection with the participants in the speech situation or some other 

entity mentioned in the text (Biber et al., 1991, pp. 69, 270, 271). According to Biber et 

al. (1991, p. 70) possessive pronouns that are Heads of noun phrases are “equivalent to 

a possessive determiner + a noun which is recoverable from the context”, (e.g. mine, 

yours, his, hers, etc. as in Have you seen my book? No, I haven’t found yours.); that is, 

they involve two ties, one referential and one elliptical; therefore, they can replace a full 

noun phrase. Their use is extremely rare in academic writing.  

 As regards the characteristics of personal reference cohesive chains, the 

semantic nature of cohesive reference allows referring elements to not match their 

presupposed items grammatically; in items in a chain that all refer exophorically to a 

                                                           
4 Note: in Table 4 in each box personals appear in the following order: personal pronouns: 1) 

nominative, 2) accusative; 3) possessive determiner, 4) possessive pronoun.  
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general entity, for example, a plural may refer to a singular NP (and may even be 

preferred over the singular he / she because it is more neutral): 

s. 91 The candidate carries out transfer of information between the two languages 
without significant damage. 
s. 92 They can fulfil the role of an interpreter in small groups in situations suiting 
their linguistic level. 
(LTH2)5 

 
 Among the pronouns used for personal reference, the non-human singular (it, its) 

forms occur most frequently, with many different textual functions. In the intersection 

of personal and demonstrative reference there is another type, extended or text 

reference, which we shall discuss here.  

 
 

3.2.1.1 Extended and text reference. Extended and text reference differ from 

other forms of cohesion in that the pronoun it and the demonstratives (this, that, these, 

those, the) are used to refer to a larger portion of text than a single entity. In the case of 

extended reference, the referent is “a process or a sequence of processes (grammatically, 

a clause or a string of clauses, not just a single nominal)” (Halliday & Hasan, 1976, p. 

52). Text reference involves referring to an event, which may not be explicitly 

formulated in the wording of the text. Besides the pronoun it, the demonstratives this 

and that may also have this function. On the basis of their analyzed literary text (Alice’s 

Adventures in Wonderland), Halliday and Hasan conclude that extended reference 

accounts probably “for the majority of all instances of demonstratives in all except a 

few specialized varieties of English” (ibid., p. 66). They also point to the distinction that 

                                                           
5 Abbreviations: sources of examples of language taken from my corpus will be indicated by an 

abbreviation of the corpus type (RA = Research Articles; HTH = High-Rated MA Theses; LTH = Low 
Rated MA Theses) and the identification number of the text in the corpus to preserve anonymity of the 
authors of the texts we used.  
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in extended reference that/those are always anaphoric, while this/these can be both 

anaphoric and cataphoric. A typical example for the latter is when pointing forward to a 

subsequent text part is achieved by this/these + noun, where the two sentences are 

typically joined by a colon – which, as they interpret it, is an orthographic signal of 

cataphoric cohesion (p. 69). The definite article with a noun that specifies its meaning 

may likewise be used for extended or text reference. 

 

3.2.2 Demonstrative reference. Demonstrative reference (Halliday  Hasan, 

1976) is a form of verbal pointing towards a referent, identified by its location on a 

scale of proximity. It is assumed by Halliday and Hasan (1976) that that is always 

anaphoric, whereas this may either be anaphoric or cataphoric. The main sources in 

English of cataphoric cohesion are: this, these and here, while the cohesive use of then 

embodies anaphoric reference to the time just referred to.  

 The definite article is neutral in that it is an item that contains no specifying 

element of its own (Halliday  Hasan, 1976; Halliday, 1985), but indicates that the item 

in question is specific and identifiable, without providing information in itself about 

where the information is located. It should also be noted that a given occurrence of this 

demonstrative may have several functions (e.g. both anaphoric and cataphoric) at the 

same time. Demonstrative reference items are collected in Table 5.  

Neutral Selective 
The  Near Far 

singular this that 
plural these those 
place here there 
time now then 

Table 5. Demonstrative reference 
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The definite article (the) is used when “the referent is assumed to be known to the 

speaker and the addressee” (Biber et al., 1991, p. 69). When the interpretation of the 

anaphoric definite noun phrase is dependent on the larger situational or social context, 

the text may require “extensive pragmatic inferencing on the part of the addressee” (p. 

264) as the location, or extent of the information for the recovery of the exact meaning 

is not specified. The variety of uses possible with the definite article makes its 

appropriate use difficult to acquire for many non-native speakers of English (e.g.: 

Hungarian: Stephanides, 1974; German: Klages-Kubitzki, 1995). According to Ting 

(2003) poor writers often have considerable difficulty in maintaining reference clear and 

consistent in relation to the participants of a text. In speech, speakers “tend to use the 

minimum description that they think will achieve successful reference form the hearer’s 

point of view” (Biber et al., 1991, p. 233). Writers follow the same principle, but 

inexperienced writers are likely to underestimate the need on the part of the addressee to 

receive a rich enough linguistic description, even though the reader does not have the 

opportunity to ask for clarification.  

A major problem in identifying cohesive ties established by the definite article is 

that it is also used to express general meanings, or to refer to unique items 

exophorically. Below is such an example from a thesis, where a singular NP in sentence 

203 refers to the plural presupposed item with a general meaning: 

s. 202 Information transfer tasks are mostly used in reading and listening tests. 
s. 203 It is very important that the task should not be overcomplicated and 
culturally or cognitively biased. 
(LTH2) 
 

Exophoric reference established by the definite article is sometimes 

“homophoric” (Halliday & Hasan, 1976, p.71), meaning that its interpretation depends 

on a shared cultural context or general knowledge; this use is not always easy to 
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distinguish from anaphora, especially in student papers as we shall see in Chapter 6. 

According to Halliday and Hasan (1976, p. 72), the definite article is only used 

anaphorically with a lexical item that is identical to, or synonymous with its referent; it 

is not used cataphorically, only in a structural sense. In the latter case the definite article 

indicates that the item is identifiable from or by the nominal group in which it occurs. 

How this identification takes place will be described in more detail in Chapter 6, but 

generally prepositional phrases, defining relative clauses and superlatives have 

recoverable referents in their containing sentences.  

Halliday and Hasan (1976, p. 73) admit that “these various types of reference are 

not mutually exclusive”. For example we sometimes find fourfold reference, as in this 

example: 

The sky is beautiful tonight. Nothing is more romantic than the summer sky with 
the shooting stars in August.  

Here, the bold the has (1) homophoric reference, that is, it refers to the unique sky, and 

in a (2) situational sense, it is the sky that we are looking at. It is also specified (3) 

structurally by the prepositional phrase that follows it in the same sentence with the 

shooting stars. But if we seek a more general referent, there is the sky in the preceding 

sentence, to which the refers (4) cohesively. While this obviously introduces ambiguity 

in the analysis of texts, Halliday and Hasan (ibid.) do not offer a solution, but only hope 

that this phenomenon is rare. It is indeed rare, but here we will follow the principle that 

whenever the sentence is interpretable in its own right, as in this example both are, then 

we regard them as self-contained and we do not indicate the cohesive tie in the analysis. 

In doing so we remain consistent with their definition of reference in that for certain 

items to refer cohesively to something else, they cannot be “interpreted semantically in 

their own right, they make reference to something else for their interpretation” (Halliday 

& Hasan, 1976, p. 31). Where the interpretation of items is possible without referring to 
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something else, cohesion is more likely to be of a lexical nature, and is therefore not 

investigated here.  

 In fiction, definite noun phrases are often presented as familiar (without an 

preceding indefinite noun phrase) in order to involve the reader earlier in the story, 

however, this use is rare and less accepted in academic writing.  

Selective demonstrative determiners (this, that, these, those) establish reference 

by indicating “proximity to the speaker and the addressee” (Biber et al., 1991, p. 69). 

The most obvious interpretation of proximity is in terms of distance (in a given situation 

or anaphorically in the given text), but it is also associated with time; according to 

Halliday and Hasan (1976, p. 60) “that tends to be associated with a past-time referent” 

and this usually has a present or future referent. Without going into further detail, they 

also emphasize that “there are marked differences among different styles and varieties 

of English as regards their patterns of anaphoric usage of this and that” (p. 61).While 

demonstrative determiners are “closely related in meaning to the definite article” (p. 

272), they specify the number and the distance of the referent. Another distinction is 

that the definite article is usually unstressed, while demonstrative determiners are 

always in a stressed position in the sentence (Biber et al., 1991, p. 272). Noun phrases 

with a demonstrative determiner may refer to the situation and express proximity or 

distance in time, location or even emotionally, where proximity indicates greater 

empathy (Biber et al., 1991, p. 273). Anaphorically, demonstrative determiners tend to 

refer to the immediate textual context. When they are used as modifiers, they require 

some form of lexical repetition of the noun “to refer unambiguously to the presupposed 

item at the identical degree of particularization” (Halliday & Hasan, 1976, p. 65). In 

order for that to happen, generally, they agree in number with their referent; that is, 

this/that refer to singular or mass nouns, while the plural forms these/those refer to 
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countable plurals. They may also refer to a list, where the singular is used to refer to the 

whole list, while the plural is used to refer to each item in the list.  

 

3.2.2.1 Demonstrative adverbs and conjunctives. There are four demonstrative 

adverbs in Halliday and Hasan’s (1976, p.74) taxonomy: here, there, now and then. 

Interestingly, Biber et al. (1991, p. 72) list them among the several adverbial pro-forms 

that have the function of referring to some other part of the surrounding text (they also 

include e.g. so ‘in this way’ or therefore ‘for that reason’ in this same category). These 

pro-forms can usually be paraphrased in a way that they contain a demonstrative 

determiner; for this reason, adverbial pro-forms are usually cohesive in texts. Examples 

with paraphrases from Biber et al. (1991, p. 72): 

now ‘at this time’ 
then ‘at that time’ 
here ‘in this place’  
there ‘in that place’ 

According to Biber et al.’s (ibid., p. 72)) definition, the group of pro-forms is an open 

category. A number of other pro-forms may be paraphrased in this way. While it would 

be interesting to study these pro-forms, such paraphrasing may make the analysis 

unnecessarily cumbersome; therefore, the present study will restrict the analysis to the 

four listed above, which were already present in Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) cohesion 

analysis. Nevertheless, the above paraphrases are very useful in that they make the 

similarity between these adverbs and demonstratives overt, and indeed, their cohesive 

function is very similar; for example here, similarly to this, is also likely to have textual 

cataphoric reference.  

 Conjunctives or discourse adjuncts are one of the problematic borderline 

categories for any taxonomy of cohesion. Many conjunctives contain a typical reference 

item: as a result of this, in this way, based on these […], etc. Halliday and Hasan 
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(1976) deal with all the aspects of cohesion, but they admit that in the case of borderline 

cases, there is no need to “force a classification”, but analytical decisions should be 

based on “applicability in practice” (p. 76). In this paper, we are focusing on reference 

only, and we do so following a bottom-up approach most of the time; that is, analytical 

decisions are based on phenomena that we can observe in our academic corpus with the 

aim to account for how reference items are used. Therefore, when we encounter any 

conjunction that contains a reference item (such as the ones above), we need to be able 

to say something about them. Now if the presupposed element can be located in the text, 

it would be very artificial to pretend that it is not there or exclude it from our analysis, 

and label it conjunction. While I do agree that if we look at cohesion in a larger 

framework it is more logical to treat conjunctives as a separate category, in the present 

analysis it would be illogical to exclude conjunctives from the list of referring items. 

They, as well as other referring items, need a suitable presupposed element in the text, 

and if this element is either missing or inappropriate, the chain of reference may be 

broken. As we shall see in Chapter 8, these conjunctives are exactly the referring items 

that novice writers tend to misuse.  

 

3.2.3 From comparative reference to determiners. The category of 

comparison differs from the category of personals or demonstratives mainly in that its 

lexico-grammatical representation is not realized by a closed set of items. Again, as 

with other types of reference, the referent may be a passage of any extent. There are two 

main types of comparison, where one is termed general and expresses identity (e.g. 

same, identical), similarity (e.g. such, similarly, so) or difference (e.g. other, 

different(ly), else) “without respect to any particular property” (Halliday  Hasan, 

1976, p. 77). The other, particular comparison, is based on quantity (e.g. more, fewer, so 
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many) or quality (e.g. comparative adjectives or adverbs). The latter contains an open 

set of lexical items, which means that it would be difficult to find all the items in a 

document by computer search. In addition, this open category would create an 

unnecessary source of error and unreliability in our analysis because such comparison in 

academic writing is extremely rare (on average 2-3 items per RA).  

 Based on an initial exploratory search in our present academic corpus of RAs 

and MA theses, comparatives were fewer in number (14% of the total number of 

referring items) as compared to other forms of reference and contributed little (5% of 

cohesive ties) to cohesive chains of reference. They mainly established ties between two 

or a maximum of three sentences and did not participate in larger patterns. Here, we 

collected the items that may be relevant for us on the basis of the RA corpus by 

checking the frequency of words that might function as comparative reference items 

listed by Halliday and Hasan (1976, p. 76). 

What we can see in Figure 3 below, is the overall frequency of these items. 

While as seems to be the most frequent, it often occurs in conjunctives (as for, as well, 

as such, etc.) where it does not express comparison. Similarly, so may either be found in 

a conjunction (and so on, and so forth, so far, or so, so as to, etc.) or as substitute for a 

clause, as in do so, in doing so, etc.. This might make our preliminary exploration less 

informative, but what we can see is that the most frequent items from Halliday and 

Hasan’s (1976, p. 76) list fall into the category of words that Biber et al. (1991) analyze 

as determiners or semi-determiners having a referential property. The dilemma then is 

whether and how to include comparative items in the analysis of referential cohesion.  
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Figure 3. The frequency of comparative reference items in 24 RAs 

In the discussion of each of the types of cohesion Halliday and Hasan (1976) too admit 

that their categories (lexical cohesion, substitution, reference and ellipsis) of items are 

in many ways arbitrary:  

“There are many instances of cohesive forms which lie on the borderline 
between two types and could be interpreted as one or the other […] since it 
frequently happens that semantic criteria suggest one interpretation while 
grammatical criteria suggest another, and the description has to account for 
both, facing both ways at once.” (Halliday & Hasan, 1976, p. 88) 

 In this dissertation, we are trying to build an analytical tool for the analysis of 

reference working with a manageable number of possible referring items so as to be 

able to computerize some of the analytical procedure; therefore, narrowing down the 

category of comparatives to the most relevant items is unavoidable. Among the first 

nine most frequent items in our RA corpus (as, … less) five are also among Biber et 

al.’s (1991) analyzed reference items, as pre- or semi determiners based on their 

syntactic positions, especially when they have a comparative function. These are more, 

less, same, other and such. Therefore, to a certain extent we follow Biber et al.’s (1991) 

approach in setting up our framework for analysis. As for the remaining four forms of 
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comparison, the items different(ly), similar(ly), as and so will be kept as comparative 

reference, based on their high frequency.  

 In their Grammar of Spoken and Written English, Biber et al. (1991) deal with 

cohesive reference extensively in their overview of nominals in discourse. Their 

statements are based on a study of a large corpus of texts, among them an 

approximately five-million-word corpus of academic prose. They describe chains of co-

reference, which they define as “sequences of noun phrases all referring to the same 

thing” (ibid., p. 234). Apparently, as their focus is primarily on nominals, they go 

further than describing reference only. Chains of reference for them also include 

“repeated noun or synonym” (ibid, p. 235); that is, they do not separate lexical cohesion 

from reference. While this approach is very close to ours, here we maintain that 

reference occurs only when there is a trigger item that cannot be interpreted on its own.  

 In the remaining paragraphs of this section, we will make an attempt to combine 

Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) comparative reference and Biber et al.’s (1991) 

determiners and semi-determiners into clearly distinguishable categories of reference. 

This will finally lead to our final set of cohesive reference items that we will work with 

in this paper.  

 In their discussion of cohesive devices, Biber et al. (1991) use the term 

anaphoric expressions, implying that they are less concerned with the directionality of 

reference, and use anaphoric and cataphoric to describe both structural and textual 

cohesion interchangeably.  Bearing this in mind, we can still use their corpus-based 

findings to adapt their categories for our purposes, with the minor modification that we 

indicate cataphoric reference in our analysis and categorize structural reference as non-

cohesive. 
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 The main types of the subsequent or anaphoric mentions that may “co-refer” 

with a first mention noun phrase are according to Biber et al. (1991, p. 235): 

1) noun phrase with a definite article or demonstrative determiner 

2) third person pronoun 

3) demonstrative pronoun referring to linguistic context 

4) ellipsis. 

Ellipsis is the form of co-reference that stands out, as it is not among the types of 

reference in Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy, but according to Biber et al. it 

“signals the closest type of connection in a referential chain” (1991, p. 235). Although it 

is very tempting to include ellipsis in our analysis, as it is easy to accept it as a building 

block of a referential chain of cohesive ties, it would lead us to an unnecessary side-

track and an infinite list of reference items. If we include ellipsis, which is in fact 

substitution by zero, then we should also keep substitution, following the logic of 

Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) cohesion analysis. This process is infinite and would lead 

us further than the scope of the present research; nevertheless, this problem in itself 

shows how central the notion of reference is in cohesion analysis. It also raises the 

question whether it would be possible to cover the analysis of all the four cohesive 

categories – lexical cohesion, reference, substitution and ellipsis – by one single 

analytical tool to gain a more comprehensive but perhaps less detailed and specific 

picture of the patterning of cohesion in texts. This, however, will remain a question for 

future research. 

 The remaining three main types of co-reference above do not constitute a full 

list. Biber et al. (1991) describe the range of uses, distribution and referential properties 

of certain determiner types with a referential property: quantifiers (p. 278), numerals (p. 

279) and semi-determiners (p. 283).  
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A. Definite determiners In Table 6 above we see that the definite determiners 

cover much of what we have discussed as personal and demonstrative reference from 

Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy; therefore, we will not deal with them again 

here. 

 

Determiner types Typical instances 

A. Definite 
determiners 

1. the definite article: the 
2. possessive determiners: his, her, its, their, etc. 
3. demonstrative determiners: this, that, these, those 

B. Quantifiers 1. inclusive: all, both, each, every 
2. large quantity: many, much, more, most 
3. moderate or small quantity: some, little, few, several 
4. arbitrary/negative member or amount: any, either, no, neither 

C. Numerals ordinal and cardinal numerals 
D. Semi-determiners same, other, former, latter, last, next, certain, such 

Table 6. Determiner types (Based on Biber et al., 1991) 

 B. Quantifiers specify the reference of nouns in terms of quantity, in that they 

“specify the number or the amount of entities referred to” (Biber et al., 1991, p. 69), for 

example each person, all the students, some theories, many books, etc. (Biber et al., 

1991, p. 275) While most of them are combined with one of the definite determiners, 

without quantifiers we would not always know the exact reference of the NP. Besides, 

some of them are used on their own with the presupposed noun phrase partially or fully 

ellipted (which latter case it is not an instance of cohesive reference). As such, they 

form a strong tie with their presupposed expression, as in the example below: 

s. 2 All participants orally read two passages with different text structures from a 
college textbook. 
s. 3. Miscues were analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively. 
s. 4. The students with learning disabilities miscued significantly more words in 
both passages than the controls (1058 to 137 words) and had a significantly 
higher percentage of loss-of- textual meaning miscues. 
(RA1) 

Inclusive quantifiers (B.1) refer to groups in different ways. All is used to refer 

to a whole group and is frequently combined with a demonstrative determiner. Group 
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members are referred to by each or every depending on whether the separate individuals 

are stressed (each) or the individual as a member of the group (every). Both refers to 

two entities with countable nominal (as in the example above). Large quantity (B.2) is 

mainly expressed by many or much and their comparative and superlative forms with an 

accompanying NP. The determiner some specifies moderate or small quantity (B.3). 

For the cohesive use of some with a specified noun, there is an example here from RA7: 

some in sentence 166 points back to participants in sentence 154.  

s. 154  It was very hard for participants to know how to position themselves not 
least because a number of them wished to enact a more democratic model of 
professionalism where everyone in the group had an equal voice in decision-
making. 

… 
s.166  Some program participants found it difficult when their own ideas had 
to be modified or dropped in the light of discussion .… difficult to deal with the 
group taking over – quite hard dealing personally with issues of control both in 
relation to SMT [senior management team] and colleagues . 
(RA7) 

Arbitrary/negative member or amount (B.4): Reference to fewer than two out 

of two entities is usually carried out by either or neither used anaphorically as 

determiner (examples from Biber et al. 1991, p. 258) as in Either extreme is possible. 

As for any and no, there were no cohesive instances in the RA corpus.  

 C. Numerals are not usually referential in themselves; however, we will argue 

here that they do take part in forming or maintaining referential ties (see Appendix E  

for a longer example and a description of the process of retrieving the referent). They 

also participate in structuring the discourse through cataphoric reference. Writers often 

provide cataphoric discourse signals to the reader that create slots to be filled in later on, 

as in  

s. 75 There are at least three possible explanations for this. 
(RA14) 
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In sentence 75 in RA14 in our corpus, the author promises the reader a 

description of three possible explanations. In other words, the reader anticipates the 

three explanations, and on finding each of them, he or she will establish an anaphoric 

link to three above. One may argue that this is only anaphoric cohesion and there is no 

cataphoric reference taking place. However, when there are only two explanations 

provided and the third is missing (which is a typical mistake of novice writers, see 

Section 6.4), then this unfulfilled expectation proves that something went wrong in the 

text. If this anticipation is not satisfied, we will not be able to recover all three 

explanations referred to. As we shall see in Chapter 6, an important aspect of the 

cohesive structure would be lost without discussing the cohesive aspect of numerals. 

Cardinals have a similar function in texts, but in the anaphoric direction, in fulfilling the 

expectations set by cataphoric numerals or in reference to items in lists or to sets of 

items. Cardinals always combine with the definite article, and in this sense, they further 

specify its reference, but do not form cohesive ties on their own. To restrict our analysis 

to the text-organizing function of numerals and avoid having too many reference items, 

we will restrict the set of items to numerals from one to ten (and first to tenth).  

 D. Semi-determiners are often described as adjectives and may have a range of 

uses, some determiner-like words “have no descriptive meaning and primarily serve to 

specify the reference of the noun” (Biber et al., 1991 p.  280). These items are described 

in pairs in Biber et al. (1991, p. 280): same and other, former and latter, last and next, 

certain and such.  

 Same, other and such appear in Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) category of 

comparative reference as we have mentioned earlier, representing general categories of 

identity, difference and similarity respectively. Same is frequently used with the definite 

article (e.g. the same story), or sometimes with demonstrative determiners (e.g. this 
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same car) to emphasize that exactly the same entity is referred to. Other specifies that 

the referent is other than a particular entity mentioned elsewhere in the text but implies 

that it is of the same kind. “Such refers to a person/thing or people/things of a particular 

kind” (p. 281). According to Biber et al.’s (1991, p. 282) corpus-based study, these 

semi-determiners are “especially frequent in academic prose” due to the “high degree of 

precision required in this register”. This high frequency means 290 items in our RA 

corpus. There are four functions of such distinguished by Biber et al. (1991, p. 282) as 

listed below, with percentages of the frequencies in our RA corpus:  

 classifying such (meaning of this kind): 42% 
 intensifying such (in a high degree): 0% 
 complex preposition such as: 51% 
 complex subordinator such that, conjunction as such, in such a way: 7% 

Out of these four uses, only the first, classifying function can participate in cohesive 

ties.  

 Former and latter are used to “discriminate between the first and the second of 

two things or people already mentioned” (ibid., p. 280). It can be used with the definite 

article, or less typically with a demonstrative determiner.  

 Last and next are very similar to ordinal numerals in that they mark items in 

terms of order with respect to the situation or to some other point of reference. They are 

often accompanied by a definite determiner. 

 Certain was rare in our RA corpus and was used with the meaning “of a specific 

but unspecified character, quantity, or degree” (e.g. the house has a certain charm)6 in 

the majority of the 45 occurrences and in this sense, it is not cohesive.  

                                                           
6Definition from Merriam Webster online dictionary, retrieved from http://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/certain 22.08.2012. 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/certain
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/certain
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 On the basis of their position, determiners can belong to the following three 

groups (Biber et al., 1991, p. 258): predeterminers, central determiners or 

postdeterminers.  
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Predeterminers Central determiners Postdeterminers  
 
 

 
NOUN 

PHRASE 

all, both, half  
 
multipliers  
e.g.: double, once, 
twice 
 

articles: 
the, a, an 
 
demonstrative determiners: 
this, that, these, those 
 
possessive determiners: 
e.g.: my, your, his, her 
 

ordinal numerals and 
the semi-determiners: 
e.g.: same, other, former, 
latter, last and next; 
 
cardinal numerals and 
quantifying 
determiners 
e.g.: two, third 
 

Table 7. Positions of determiners in English 

The combination of these determiners is rather common. In the analysis of 

reference in this study, any combination of these items in one phrase will be counted as 

one instance of reference: e.g. all the, some of the, this same, the former, all four, etc. 

 Finally, it seems we have attained our goal and arrived at a list of determiners 

that function cohesively. The main change that we are introducing to Halliday and 

Hasan’s original (1976) taxonomy is the narrowing down of the set of comparatives to a 

closed (or at least smaller) set of determiners with specific referential functions. This 

way, we are making our taxonomy more consistent, in that we are using the referential 

properties of noun specification as a criteria for distinguishing different types of 

reference, rather than semantic categories (such as: expressing identity, similarity, or 

particular comparison).  

 

3.3 A Taxonomy of Cohesive Reference 

What our present purpose of analyzing reference requires is a taxonomy of 

reference items that are frequent and relevant in academic writing. Moreover, these 

items need to form a closed set, because part of the analysis is computer-based. Table 8 

summarizes the final list of reference items from the discussion in this chapter. For this 

we have drawn on Halliday and Hasan’s original taxonomy (1976), Biber et al.’s (1991) 

findings related to reference items in academic writing, and data from our present RA 
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corpus. From now on, the list of cohesive reference items in Table 8 will be used for the 

Referential Cohesion Analysis (RCA) conducted in this dissertation.  

COHESIVE REFERENCE TYPE REFERENCE ITEMS 
Personal reference   
3rd  person pronouns nominative  he, she, it,  they 

accusative him, her, it, them 
possessive  his, hers, its, theirs 

Possessive determiners  his, her, its, their 
+NP 

Demonstrative reference   
Adverbials of place and time  here, there, then 
Central determiners Definite article the + NP7 

 
 Demonstrative 

determiners 
this,  that +NP  
these, those +NP 

Comparative reference  
Pre- and postdeterminers (functioning with  

central determiners) 
Quantifiers inclusive all, both, each, every +NP 
 expressing quantity many, more, most, some, little, 

less,  few, several +NP 
 arbitrary member either,  neither +NP 
Semi-determiners  same, other, former, latter, 

last, next +NP 
  certain, such +NP 

Adjectives and adverbs of 
comparison 

 different(ly), 
similar(ly),  
as, so 

Table 8. Cohesive reference 
 

In Table 8 the majority of reference items need a noun phrase for the referential 

link to be established between sentences. This noun obviously needs to signal identity 

or relatedness to the presupposed item, which one the one hand, brings us back to the 

cline of reference (from most to least specific) and on the other, it calls for a better 

description of expressing the identity of reference. The most straightforward solution 

for the latter is to draw on concepts from lexical cohesion analysis to clarify types of 

relatedness between lexical items accompanying reference items.  

                                                           
7 NP - a noun phrase that is lexically related to the presupposed item 
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Determiners are function words used to narrow or specify the reference of a 

noun phrase (Biber et al., 1991). Biber et al. (ibid.) use the term indirect anaphoric 

reference for those cases where the connection between the anaphoric expression and 

the referent is signaled not by the exact repetition of the noun, but by a related lexical 

item. Their examples suggest that the relationships they assume as a semantic 

relationship between the first and the subsequent mention include hyponymy, 

meronymy, synonymy and antonymy. 

 

3.4 Cohesion Analysis 

This part of the paper focuses on key terms and methods in cohesion analysis. 

First, the key terms cohesive tie and cohesive chain in cohesion analysis will be defined, 

then some of the cohesion analysis methods that are directly relevant to this study will 

be reviewed, alongside related research in the field. 

 

3.4.1 Cohesive reference. Cohesion is very closely related to the concept of 

reference in some definitions. Biber et al. (1991), for example, define cohesion as “the 

integration which is achieved between different parts of a text by various types of 

semantic and referential linkages” (p. 42). It is commonly identified as a set of links 

between those overt, surface features of texts that are mutually connected or that depend 

on each other for their interpretation (see for example Enkvist, 1990; de Beaugrande & 

Dressler, 1981; Halliday, 1985). These links, or "cohesive ties" (Halliday & Hasan, 

1976) establish connections both within and between sentence or clause boundaries, 

without regard to the nature or extent of whatever textual material intervenes (Halliday, 

1985).   
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Halliday (1985) emphasizes the non-structural resources of cohesion in the 

discourse that may involve elements of any extent, and that may hold across gaps of any 

extent, both within the clause and beyond it, without regard to the nature of whatever 

intervenes.  

Following the guidelines for using Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy, a 

cohesive tie is established where one element of a tie presupposes the other, and 

cohesion is provided by the resolution of this presupposition, that is, the element is 

effectively decoded by making reference to another. The surface components which 

contribute to cohesion may be expressed by language specific markers (Blum-Kulka, 

1986); in English, cohesion is classified into five types: reference, substitution, ellipsis, 

conjunction and lexical cohesion. These relations contribute to the total unity of the text, 

which is thus categorized by the number and type of ties. We should bear in mind that 

what we measure is not, strictly speaking, cohesion itself. We only enumerate some of 

the cohesive forces which may contribute to text quality, assuming that the ties are used 

appropriately.  

The definitions of cohesion and reference in many cases overlap. Halliday and 

Hasan (1976) claim that a distinguishing feature of reference as compared to other 

forms of cohesion is that it is “overwhelmingly nominal in character” (p. 43), except in 

the case of some demonstrative and comparative adverbs. Cohesion is generally 

believed to lie in the continuity of reference to something else in the discourse, where 

reference involves items which indicate that there is some information to be retrieved 

from some other part of the text. It is not seen as important to know the part of speech 

used to encode the relationship; its characteristics can be captured in that it has the 

semantic property of definiteness, or specificity.  
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 Reference can be regarded phoric in the sense that there is an item that refers and 

there is an antecedent (anaphoric) and/or a postcedent (cataphoric) (Halliday & Hasan, 

1976; Laczkó, 2002; Tolcsvai, 2001). However, Tolcsvai’s (2001) approach differs in 

that items taking part in phoric referential relationships may be various in their 

explicitness, they can be full NPs, pronouns, morphemes, as well as zero. Zero 

reference is covered in Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy slightly differently under 

ellipsis, full NPs are only considered as pointing to other text segments for the other 

types of cohesion (especially lexical cohesion), while morphemes are disregarded under 

the category of reference. 

 

3.4.2 Cohesive ties. For our purposes here, we will use the approach adopted in 

Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy; that is, a cohesive tie is where one linguistic 

element presupposes the other for its interpretation, and cohesion is provided by the 

resolution, or decoding of this presupposition. 

The surface components which contribute to cohesion may be language specific 

(Blum-Kulka, 1986); in English, cohesion is classified into five types: reference, 

substitution, ellipsis, conjunction and lexical cohesion. These relations contribute to the 

total unity of the text, which is thus characterized by the number and type of ties, and 

the density and types of chains these ties form in longer texts. We should bear in mind 

that what we measure is not strictly speaking cohesion itself. We only enumerate some 

of the cohesive forces which may contribute to text quality (e.g. to coherence, to 

accessibility), assuming that the ties are used appropriately. 

 

3.4.3 Cohesive chains. According to Biber et al. (1991, p. 234) “chains of 

reference” are “sequences of noun phrases all referring to the same thing”. This same 
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entity referred to might be altered, its reference may be narrowed or broadened, and its 

characteristics may change in the course of the discussion in the analyzed text. 

Therefore, to cover all these phenomena, in this paper we define cohesive chains of 

reference as second-mention referring items all referring to the same entity represented 

by a presupposed element in the text without which the other items would not be fully 

interpretable. A cohesive chain is made up of a sequence of cohesive ties. These chains 

may be short (involving not more than two ties) or long chains, consisting of more than 

two ties. When these chains refer to the same entity, we will call them linear; however, 

linearity is broken if only a part or one specific aspect of the entity is referred to. In 

representing this phenomenon, we may either identify it as a new chain, or we may 

divide the chains to represent all the constituents of the presupposed element (e.g. a 

group of students  the girls // the boys; where the girls constitute only part of the 

original group). Or on the contrary, many chains of reference may be referred to by one 

umbrella term, which will unite all of them. These deviations from the linear can be 

represented by the referential cohesion analysis tool we introduce in this dissertation. 

Cohesive chains may be of any length, from two ties to any, up to the total number of 

sentences in a given text.   

 

3.4.4 Methods for the analysis of cohesion in written texts.  In this paper, we 

will proceed from the qualitative description of the basic statistical characteristics of the 

texts in the corpus towards a more interpretive analysis, using the mainly textual context 

in the interpretation of the findings. Again, we will adopt the approach taken by Biber et 

al. (1991) in describing linguistic features as having “functional association” (p. 41).  

That is, we will focus on what particular task a certain type of linguistic item fulfils in 

discourse, specifically what it can do or what it does in a particular text. This approach 
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is particularly convenient in the study of expository writing, as out of the six major 

kinds of linguistic functions performed in discourse: “ideational, textual, personal, 

interpersonal, contextual and aesthetic” (as described in Biber et al., 1991, p. 41); the 

first two, ideational and textual, are the most prominent in academic writing. 

Performing ideational tasks simply means conveying some propositional information 

about referents identified by linguistic structures in a text. In addition, when this 

information is built into a coherent text, textual tasks are performed. These two main 

functions then contribute to the creation of cohesion between different parts of the text, 

which is the main focus of this dissertation. Similarly, contextual tasks are achieved 

when reference to some aspect of the situation is shared by the discourse participants. 

However, this latter function is relevant in only a limited sense to written discourse. The 

remaining three functions, while relevant to the study of academic discourse, are not 

directly related to the topic of this dissertation.  

Section 3.4 has already discussed some methods of cohesion analysis that have 

managed to overcome some of the problems raised in connection with Halliday and 

Hasan’s (1976) cohesion analysis method. Namely, Hasan’s (1984) notion of cohesive 

harmony, which highlights the observation that some cohesive chains are more central 

than others. Though she raised this issue in connection with lexical chains of cohesion, 

the same idea will be borrowed here for referential cohesion. It was observed 

throughout the analyses that there are shorter, less relevant chains, and longer referential 

chains, which play a more central role and tend to interact with each other. 

The other piece of research that influenced our representation of reference chains 

as a progressive structure-building feature is Topical Structure Analysis (Lautamatti, 

1987), see Appendix C for a sample analysis.  
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  Our approach to analyzing text largely relies on a reader-centered perspective. 

Accepting the Hinds’ (1987) concept of the reader-friendliness criterion required of 

English text-producers, we believe it is most useful for pedagogical perspectives to 

attempt an understanding of textual structure from the readers’ and not the text-

producers’ perspective. The cohesion analysis we propose here will reflect the readers’ 

perception of the textual structure on encountering the text. This approach hopefully 

encourages awareness-raising and reflection on the writing process and will provide 

useful insights that have benefits for subsequent text production as well.  

 On the whole, our method is corpus-based and is initially qualitative in nature, 

however, results will be interpreted by returning to the original texts and we will look 

for explanations for phenomena we find in the corpora. Our knowledge of the context of 

the production of the text is inevitably limited, but the researcher does have the 

advantage of approaching the data with an insider perspective, being a lifelong learner 

of the English language and a student of academic writing with the same academic 

background as the producers of the texts in this MA corpus.  
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4 RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

4.1 Procedures of Developing an Analytical Tool for Referential Cohesion Analysis  

In this Chapter we intend to bring the taxonomy of cohesive reference (see 3.3, 

Table 8) to life, more specifically, to turn it into an analytical tool and apply it for the 

analysis of a number of corpora. This effort is guided by the main research question (I 

already mentioned at the outset) that the research project aims to answer, which is: 

On the basis of the differences and similarities that can be identified in 

use of referential cohesion in academic writing by experts and novice 

Hungarian EFL writers, what pedagogical implications may be formulated 

for the teaching of English academic writing? 

In answering this question, we will use various methods and approaches 

following Bhatia’s (1993) applied genre analysis as a guiding model for the thick 

description of language use. This multi-perspective model not only fits well with the 

mixed approach in this research, it also links linguistic description of surface features to 

a deeper functional level of explanation of genres, and is open to incorporating corpus-

based observations. In Bhatia’s (1993) model, investigation of genre needs to involve 

the consideration of some or all of the following steps in Table 9.  
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Bhatia’s (1993) model Chapters and data in this dissertation that 
correspond to Bhatia’s (1993) model 

1. Placing the given genre-text in a situational 
context 

 
Review of the theoretical background (Chapters 
2, 3, 5) 2. Surveying existing literature 

3. Refining situational /  
contextual analysis 
4. Selecting corpus   20 empirical research articles and 20 MA theses 

(10 higher and 10 lower rated). 
 
5. Studying the institutional context   

 
Description of the context: Eötvös Loránd 
University, School of English and American 
Studies: EAP-courses taught, thesis 
requirements, course materials  (Chapters 2 and 
10) 

6. Linguistic analysis at three levels: 
i. Analysis of lexico-grammatical features  
ii. Analysis of text-patterning or textualization  
iii. Structural interpretation of the text-genre  
 

 
i.  cohesive ties of reference 
ii. cohesive chains 
iii. describing cohesive patterns relevant to the 
structure of research papers (mainly in Chapters 
6 to 9) 

 
Table 9. Bhatia’s (1993) applied genre analysis model 

 
Practical considerations concerning the actual analysis for this particular study (based 

on Károly's (2007, p. 260) list of relevant questions for discourse analysis) include: 

1. Revision and modification of Halliday and Hasan's (1976) taxonomy of 

cohesion. 

2. Piloting the modified taxonomy to reveal whether: 

i) it is reliable, 

ii) its categories are clear and unambiguous, 

iii) its categories cover the whole phenomenon of how reference 

contributes to textual cohesion,  

iv)  it can be transformed into an analytical tool 

3. An explanation of the treatment of problematic items. 

The remaining discussion of the results of the present dissertation research will focus on 

the pedagogical implications that can be applied either in a university context or in EAP 

teaching in general.  
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4.2 Research Questions  

The present study has three major aims: 

1. to design a new framework and analytical tool for Referential Cohesion 

Analysis (RCA); 

2. to justify the validity and reliability of the instrument for RCA through 

its implementation on a corpus of academic texts;  

3. to explore problem areas of novice writers and identify expert strategies 

in the use of reference to provide an empirical foundation for teaching 

this aspect of academic writing.  

These aims are accomplished through a series of five empirical studies which were 

focusing both on piloting and refining the analytical tool used and on exploring 

cohesive reference in academic writing.  

 This study uses a mixed approach and is built up from smaller scale studies 

which contributed to achieving the research aims in different ways. Although the study 

is largely exploratory in nature, at some stages of the research process it was necessary 

to rely on hypotheses. Other stages were data-driven; that is, the analytical problems or 

emerging data provided the input to subsequent stages of research. Therefore, at this 

point, the research questions for the sequence of five smaller scale studies are listed 

here, but they will be supplemented with further questions and hypotheses in the 

relevant chapters discussing each.  
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Research questions 

 for the design and validation of the 
analytical tool 

DATA 
SOURCES 

for exploring reference in written 
academic discourse 

Stage 1 

(2007 
spring) 

Is Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) 
taxonomy a valid and reliable 
instrument for identifying cohesive 
ties of reference? In what ways – if 
any – could the taxonomy be 
improved? 
 

10 RA 
abstracts 

What are the most frequent types of 
referential cohesive ties in the 
abstracts of English research articles 
and what are their characteristics as 
regards their use? 

Stage 2 

(2007 
autumn) 

In what ways is Referential 
Cohesion Analysis similar to or 
different from the originally 
proposed application of Halliday 
and Hasan (1976) taxonomy? 

More specifically: How does this 
modification of the analytical 
procedures affect the construct of 
referential cohesion? 

10 
RAs  

What genre characteristics of 
research articles can be identified on 
the basis of the proposed 
(quantitative and qualitative) analysis 
of this corpus as regards the types of 
referring items, the cohesive ties they 
typically establish, and the patterns 
and distribution of cohesive chains of 
reference? 

Stage 3 

(2007 
winter-
2008 
winter) 
 

Does the addition of the taxonomy 
of non-cohesive items improve the 
validity and reliability of 
Referential Cohesion Analysis? 

10 RAs and 
10 MA theses 

What similarities and differences are 
there between the two corpora of 10 
RAs and 10 MA theses in terms of 
their use of referring items? 

Stage 4 

(2009- 
summer- 
winter) 

What main error types emerge in 
the Referential Cohesion Analysis 
of MA theses? In what ways do 
these errors affect the 
comprehensibility of the texts? 

10 higher and 
10 lower 
rated  
MA theses 

What are the most typical errors in 
the use of cohesive items in high- 
and low-rated theses? 
 
What are the most problematic text 
parts (e.g.: Introduction, Methods) 
for novice writers?  
 

Stage 5 

(2011 
summer-
winter) 

Is the proposed tool for Referential 
Cohesion Analysis a valid and 
reliable instrument for describing 
cohesive ties of reference in 
academic discourse?  
 
What referential characteristics of 
texts is it capable of describing? 

20 RAs and  
20 MA theses 

What writing techniques or patterns 
of reference do expert writers 
employ to overcome problems in the 
use of reference encountered in 
student theses? 

Table 10. Research questions and corpora at the five stages of research 

Table 10 summarizes the research questions for the five small scale studies that 

contributed to achieving the first two aims of the research; that is, designing and 

validating the Referential Cohesion Analysis instrument and the third, pedagogical aim 
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of this research (stated at the beginning of this section). The gradual expansion of the 

corpus is shown under the heading “data sources” in Table 10.  

 

4.3 Stages of Research and Validation Studies 

A short outline of the five stages and the validation processes involved in each 

are presented here. 

 At the first stage of the research process, I took Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) 

original taxonomy as a starting point. In their book, Cohesion Analysis they suggest “a 

method for the analysis of cohesion in text” in Chapter 8: The analysis of cohesion 

(ibid., pp. 329-355). Based on my previous experience in analyzing text using this 

method and on the theoretical underpinnings detailed in the literature review, I arrived 

at the hypothesis that the taxonomy has its weaknesses regarding the applicability of the 

taxonomy for the analysis of long texts and the clarity of distinction between types of 

reference items. Therefore, at this phase of the study I concentrated on testing the 

validity and reliability of this taxonomy. For these purposes I and a fellow researcher 

(Krisztina Zsova) analyzed a mini-corpus of 10 Research Article (RA) abstracts and 

checked inter- and intra-rater reliability. She was also familiar with the taxonomy, but 

she received a summary of the principles of the analysis to refer to (Appendix A). A 

think-aloud session was held to reveal problems that surfaced during the analysis. The 

validity of the construct of reference was rethought on the basis of this data and 

theoretical research (Chapter 5 in this paper). 

 The second stage of the research process was mainly concerned with designing 

an analytical tool for Referential Cohesion Analysis. The resulting tool was based partly 

on the data obtained during the analysis of abstracts in the previous validation process at 

Stage 1 and partly on earlier research (Jenei, 2008) using Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) 



 

88 

 

instrument. The transformation of this framework into an analytical tool for Referential 

Cohesion Analysis was also grounded in theoretical research (e.g. Lautamatti, 1978, 

Hasan 1985) in discourse analysis instruments and methods. The tool (Table 8 and 

Section 6 in this paper) was first piloted with the help of another researcher (Ildikó 

Szendrői). We analyzed a full research article independently with promising results. We 

exchanged a number of e-mails to clarify problems related to the analytical procedures. 

This provided useful insights into necessary modifications in the instructions related to 

the application of the analytical tool. In this phase the empirical research reached the 

stage where the Referential Cohesion Analysis instrument could be trialed on 10 

research articles (RAs 1-10).  

 Building on the experience gained during the Referential Cohesion Analysis of 

the 10 RAs in the second stage, the third stage was initially devoted to backing up the 

tool with its negative version by defining all those language items in a text that may 

look referential but are not (this will be clarified later, in Chapter 7). The decision to 

extend the analysis to this complementary aspect resulted from the observation that in 

order to establish the reference of an item clearly, we need to be able to explain whether 

its reference is endophoric or exophoric, or refers to an item in the same sentence.  This 

reversed process which finally led to the taxonomy of non-cohesive items builds on the 

categorization of empirically obtained data and on the relevant theoretical background 

for further explanation. As in the previous two stages, inter- and intra-rater reliability 

was checked. Again Ildikó Szendrői was my brave companion and spent a great amount 

of time with meticulous analysis that this pilot study entailed. This third stage of the 

research also ventured to expand the corpus of 10 RAs with 10 Master’s (MA) theses 

and to analyze it with the refined instrument. Comparison of these two corpora again 

served a dual purpose; besides piloting the analytical tool, this study set out to reveal 
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differences between the two genres in terms of referential cohesion (Chapter 7 in this 

paper)  

 The fourth stage of this research comprised of the analysis of MA theses and 

compares 10 higher and 10 lower rated papers. The previous comparative study had 

revealed that in order to formulate meaningful pedagogical implications, it was 

necessary to find a way to treat student errors in their uses of reference. This part of the 

research did not contribute directly to the development of the analytical tool; 

nevertheless, as the taxonomy of non-cohesive items was needed for a description of 

referential items, at this point, a taxonomy of typical learner errors was proposed for the 

analysis of student texts. Whereas Referential Cohesion Analysis is probably applicable 

to similar academic genres in English, the taxonomy of errors is only valid for 

describing this particular group of learners: university students who are advanced 

learners of English for Academic Purposes. Therefore, while this part of the study was 

highly relevant for our present purposes (formulating pedagogical implications for 

instruction in academic writing), the resulting taxonomy is not generalizable, and it is 

only applicable in similar contexts (Chapter 8 in this paper). In constructing this 

analytical tool, I found it important to ensure that it can be used for pedagogical 

purposes. Therefore, although it is firmly grounded it theory, the analytical tool should 

be easy to apply by anyone without extensive training. This time I asked a friend of 

mine who is an advanced English speaker (Judit Andruskó) to analyze an RA, based on 

a summary of the instructions (Appendix I). She did not report any major difficulties. 

 The fifth stage is the final empirical study, which investigates referential 

features in the corpus of 40 papers (20 RAs and 20 MA theses) gradually built up 

during the stages of this research. This time the analysis of the whole corpus involved 

all approaches of the Referential Cohesion Analysis instrument: the description of 
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cohesive reference supplemented with the categorization of non-cohesive items, as well 

as errors. Besides the discovery of writing techniques and strategies for reference that 

expert writers use and novice writers may lack, this study had another aim. It put to test 

the validity and reliability of the final version of the proposed analytical tool for 

Referential Cohesion Analysis. Triangulation of the data is ensured by the analysis 

itself, the number of cohesive items and that of non-cohesive items should add up to 

100% of the total number of items in the texts. Besides, four texts were analyzed more 

than once, proving that intra-coder reliability percentage is above 94%. Validity of the 

Referential Cohesion Analysis method and categories is reflected by its ability to 

represent cohesive chains in a structure that is easy to grasp and allows the researcher to 

not only get an insight into the cohesive referential structure of texts but also to compare 

different text types. Using this analysis produces results that give the summary of the 

analyzed paper, which in expert writers’ articles largely corresponds with their 

abstracts. This feature of the method further proves its validity. The method also 

predicts distinctions between higher and lower rated papers (Chapter 9 in this paper). 

 These five studies together will bring us closer to answering the main research 

questions. In order to make sure that pedagogical implications on the basis of the 

findings of are relevant and are formulated in a way that will be useful for teachers 

and/or learners of academic writing. The Hungarian university context in which the 

studied theses were produced will also be explored.  

 Information will be gathered concerning the Hungarian academic discourse 

context in which the Hungarian MA theses were written. Besides, we will collect 

information on teaching materials used, the types of tasks and text types used in 

teaching academic writing, manuals available to students. This will make it possible to 

develop materials for classes (see Chapter 10: Pedagogical implications) based on our 
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Referential Cohesion Analysis. Other existing typologies of student errors and specialist 

information on teaching EAP will also be relevant here. This part of the paper, together 

with a text analysis supported by inter-coder reliability check will hopefully provide 

enough information for the triangulation of data (Hyland, 2000). 

 

4.4 Data Collection: Building the Corpora 

The analysis in the present study is partly qualitative in nature; as a result, we 

will work with a small specialized corpus. Initially, a sample of 20 research articles and 

20 MA theses were collected for the purposes of this study.  However, as a result of the 

analysis of the first ten papers in each category, it turned out that some of them will not 

be suitable for comparison. The analysis revealed that empirical and theoretical research 

papers – despite having the same apparent structure – have markedly different 

referential patterns. This difference was considerable enough to render the two kinds of 

papers into two different genres and distort any comparison between the corpora. 

Therefore, theoretical research papers were excluded from the sample and were replaced 

with new empirical papers. The total corpus was gradually built, and we approached it 

from different perspectives at each step in the construction of up the analytical tool. 

 Research articles and MA theses were collected on the basis of the following 

selection criteria: 

 written since the year 2000 (in order to make sure that neither language change, 

nor major changes in editorial requirements affect the language used in the 

RAs);  

  presenting the results of some empirical research;  

 from the field of applied linguistics (in order to make the corpus representative 

of this field, care was taken to include articles of varying length from a range of 
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topics within applied linguistics, such as: education, education technology, 

language technology, psycholinguistics, discourse analysis and second language 

acquisition). 

These MA theses were made available from the Hungarian Corpus of Learner 

English (Károly & Tankó, 2009). The corpus of theses in this paper contains papers 

written in Applied Linguistics by English major students. The research approaches and 

methods differed greatly in the theses in the corpus: there were case studies, theoretical 

papers and research papers reporting empirical studies. In our initial analysis of a few 

MA theses we found that the structures of these different kinds of papers differ greatly. 

In order to ensure comparability with the RAs and among different sets of MA theses, 

only those papers were chosen that report a piece of empirical research. These students' 

level of English extends from advanced to near-native. While the language of the papers 

might be slightly affected by the thesis supervisors' guidance and corrections, this 

influence cannot be estimated on the basis of the papers.  

 

4.5 Research Articles and MA Theses: Comparing Oranges to Apples? 

Connor (1996, p. 149) suggests that in a single research one should obviously “not 

mix apples and oranges” and compare student writing in one culture with professional 

writing in another. Later, in 2004 she somewhat modifies this claim, and cites James 

(1980), who stresses that in contrastive studies we must “make sure that we are 

comparing like with like: this means that the two (or more) entities to be compared, 

while differing in some respect, must share certain attributes” (ibid., p. 169). What I will 

argue here is that research articles (RAs) and Master’s (MA) theses are subgenres of the 

same research paper genre and their similarities provide a sufficient foundation for a 

meaningful comparison of their differences.  According to Baker and Brizee (2011): 
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A research paper is the culmination and final product of an involved 

process of research, critical thinking, source evaluation, organization, and 

composition. […] The goal of a research paper is not to inform the reader 

what others have to say about a topic, but to draw on what others have to 

say about a topic and engage the sources in order to thoughtfully offer a 

unique perspective on the issue at hand.  

(Source: http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/658/02/) 

The term may thus refer to academic papers published in refereed journals, term 

papers written by high school or university students, and theses or dissertations 

submitted to obtain a degree or a professional qualification. Going back to the 

metaphor, we are rather comparing green apples to red apples in our effort to go beneath 

the surface to discover what is happening inside. 

 

4.5.1 Research articles. Research article (RA) is defined by Swales (1990) as a 

written text of a few thousand words, which reports some investigation by its author(s) 

and relates its findings to those of others. An RA is only considered finished if it is to 

appear or has appeared in a research journal or in an edited book. RAs in the past 

decades have become a “standard product of the knowledge-manufacturing industries” 

(Swales, 1990, p. 95). In 1990, Swales estimated the total of published research articles 

yearly around five million; since then, the number may have multiplied with the 

emergence of online journals. It is no wonder that not only a great number of journal 

articles, but also recently, several books (e.g. Swales, 2004; Hyland, 2000) have been 

published on academic writing, showing the increasing interest in various discoursal 

features of this genre. Biber et. al (1991, p. 32) in their Longman grammar of spoken 

and written English take a corpus-based approach to English grammar and include five 

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/658/02/
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subcorpora, which form the basis of their grammatical investigations. Their academic 

prose subcorpus contains both extracts from books and research articles. For their 333 

research articles “the total number of words is 2,676,800 and the average text length is 

8,050 words” (p. 32), which makes this corpus large enough to draw generalizable 

conclusions from. In Chapters 6 to 9 of this dissertation I will rely on much of their data 

and their analytical approach.  

 As Swales (2004, p. 3) points out, presently, “rhetorical consciousness-raising” 

in English, the predominant language of research internationally, and a “focus on form” 

are “for educated advanced learners, important elements in any major pedagogical 

strategy”. He writes that “overall we seem, at least in research and scholarship, to be 

approaching a situation in which English is becoming a genuine lingua franca” 

(Swales, 2004, p. 43). Journal editors’ linguistic evaluation of manuscripts written in 

English by inexperienced researchers is largely dependent on their clarity and logical 

connectedness, and the coherent development of the topic from one sentence to the 

next; so much so, that it is becoming an essential part of “disciplinary acculturation” 

(Swales, 2004, p. 218) to be able to come up with a complex yet reader-sensitive text. 

Academic research articles are characterized by a fairly regular discourse structure. One 

of the textual features that contribute to both the interpretability and connectedness of 

the surface text is cohesion.  

Studying the functions of reference as one of the linguistic devices to establish 

cohesion in academic discourse is important for various reasons. From the reader’s 

perspective referential items (demonstratives, personal pronouns) may be deceiving in 

the sense that they are seemingly easy to understand, yet they sometimes require 

complex interpretational processes from the reader to retrieve their content from other 

shorter or longer (and sometimes various) segments of the text: this way, a text may 
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appear confusing or may also be misinterpreted as a result of vague or ambiguous 

references. In addition, referential items are very frequent lexical elements, but their 

functions are not identical across languages; for this reason, describing their functions in 

RAs, especially those beyond sentence boundaries may have relevant pedagogical 

implications for non-native authors who need to publish RAs in international journals.  

 

4.5.2 Research articles and MA theses. Bhatia (1993, p. 13) suggests that “a major 

change in the communicative purpose” is a decisive and reliable criterion in 

distinguishing a specific genre, while “minor changes or modifications” characterize 

what he calls “sub-genres”. The following discussion of similarities and differences will 

show that research article and MA thesis are two subgenres of the research paper genre; 

therefore, the similarities in their structure, content and purpose indeed allow for a 

meaningful comparison.  
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  Research article8 MA thesis9 
 
 
 
 
Context 
of 
situation 

 
 
Communicative 
purpose / 

a report of the results of research by 
the author placed in the context of 
other research in the field (Swales, 
1990)  

 
demonstrate the author's ability to 
review existing research, report an 
investigation and argue their own 
views against an expert of the field  

Field in our present corpus: the specific field of the papers  
is applied linguistics 

Tenor novice or expert to readers within a 
specific discourse community 

novice EFL learner to expert readers 

 
Mode 

written: a few thousand words: 
20.000 – 40.000n (in the present 
corpus of RAs),  

written: approximately 80.000 n  

 may contain graphs, tables, figures, etc. 
 
 
 
 
Structure 

  
 
Abstract 
Introduction (sometimes in one 
section with Background) 
Background / Context 
Methodology or Method 
Findings / Results / Discussion 
Summary / Conclusions 
Notes 
References 
Appendices 

Certificate of Research / Title Page 
Contents 
Abstract 
Introduction 
Review of Literature 
Text/Analysis (possible subsections 
include: Research Method, Materials, 
Procedures, Results),  
Conclusions 
Notes (if applicable) 
References  
Appendices/Illustrations (if applicable) 

Table 11. Comparing RAs and MA theses 

Note. Italicized content is identical in both subgenres. 

The comparison of the two subgenres in Table 11 concentrates on their 

communicative purposes and structure. It should be noted that MA theses in our corpus 

contain papers that follow the requirements for thesis writing before 2006; nevertheless, 

there have been no major changes in either the layout or the required content since then.  

 

4.5.2.1 Communicative purpose and field. The main communicative purpose of 

an RA is to publish a novel piece of research. By doing so the author(s) of the article 

may intend both to add to academic knowledge in a particular field, and at the same 

                                                           
8 Some characteristics of research articles in Table 2 (field, mode and structure) are described on the basis of the corpus compiled 
for the present study. 
 
9 Information about thesis requirements at ELTE are from the university's Web page:  
http://seas3.elte.hu/seas/studies/graduation/thesis.html 
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time, to participate in the social interactions of a particular discourse community. 

Research article as a knowledge creating genre and one that “involves social 

interactions” (Hyland, 2002, p. 12) needs to: 

 “establish the novelty of one’s position,  

 make a suitable level of claim,  

 acknowledge prior works and situate claim within a disciplinary context, 

 offer warrants for one’s view based on community-specific arguments 

and procedures, 

 demonstrate an appropriate ethos and willingness to negotiate with peers” 

(p. 12). 

Benefits for the successful author include social recognition or maintenance of 

community membership, sometimes manifested in financial rewards, such as research 

grants. A Master's thesis is written as part of the graduation process. It should be an 

analytical piece of writing that documents research into an issue specifically related to a 

field of English applied linguistics. While for some students the only real purpose of 

writing the paper is ‘survival’ and the completion of a degree, for many others it is part 

of making the first steps necessary for scholarly work. The latter group’s purpose is 

similar to that of RA writers’; that is, they wish to participate in the specialist discourse 

community by reporting their own – though possibly not yet novel – research results. 

For them, writing an MA thesis is an important step in the acquisition of the 

methodological, technical and stylistic norms and conventions of the target discourse 

community. The research study can be a replication study; it is not necessary to come 

up with a new approach or completely new findings. Students should also demonstrate 

that they can critically present previous research in the field, that is, take a unique 

position and synthesize theory accordingly. Both corpora used in the present study 
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consist of texts written in the field of applied linguistics.  

 

4.5.2.2 Tenor. For theses the actual audience is usually the supervisor and 

another marker. At most it is a local group of readers. Research articles are intended in 

general for global communities across various cultures and disciplinary backgrounds. 

While the author of a thesis is formally the student, in many cases, supervisors provide a 

great deal of help to students, sometimes even in terms of language. Supervisors give 

professional help for thesis writers: “they recommend relevant literature and courses, 

comment on the various drafts of the thesis, suggest changes if necessary, etc.”10. The 

fact that in the final 'product' the contribution of the supervisor is invisible may distort 

results of the present study. Even so, the same holds true for research articles published 

by NNSs in English language journals. As one of the journal editors in Flowerdew's 

(2001) study explained: "...if it’s clear that the research itself is worthwhile, then I put 

an enormous effort to translate it back into proper English" (p. 130).  

 

4.5.2.3 Mode. MA theses and RAs are both written texts following the rigorous 

Introduction-Method-Results-Discussion (IMRD) pattern with slight variations. RAs 

tend to incorporate the review of the literature in the introduction of the paper, while 

MA theses always have a longer section on the theoretical background of the study. 

Both use formal academic register and follow similar stylistic conventions (APA, 

MLA), sometimes with minor modifications according to the requirements of the given 

journal or institution. Alongside the running text they may contain tables, figures or 

diagrams to illustrate the content of the text.  

                                                           
10 Sources:  
http://seaswiki.elte.hu/studies/MA/English/graduation/Thesis 
http://ludens.elte.hu/~deal/pages/THESIS_FILES/MA_thesis_guidelines_final.pdf 

http://seaswiki.elte.hu/studies/MA/English/graduation/Thesis
http://ludens.elte.hu/~deal/pages/THESIS_FILES/MA_thesis_guidelines_final.pdf


 

99 

 

  

As Halliday and Hasan (1976, p. 22) explain, mode is not only “the channel 

taken by the language” but also its “genre, or rhetorical mode”. While the two types of 

research paper differ in their review of the literature, the IMRD structure is present in 

both; therefore, in this respect Swales’ (1990) move-step analysis is applicable to them 

in identifying and comparing their rhetorical structures. Clearly, in this dissertation we 

do not have enough space for an in-depth discussion of the rhetorical structure of our 

two corpora; however, we will sometimes draw on the results of Swales’ (1990) 

analysis in the interpretation of the results in Chapters 6 to 9.  

 

4.5.2.4 Structure. The structure of the two sub-genres is essentially the same, the 

greatest difference being that the review of the literature in theses is much longer. 

Without the review the length of the rest of the papers is similar and a reasonable 

comparison can be drawn. Both include the presentation of method, main findings and 

conclusions. As Table 11 shows, MA theses are generally twice as long as RAs, 

however the two differ mainly in the length of their review of the literature. While RAs 

cite a similar number of references, thesis writers need to explain their resources in 

order to demonstrate understanding of the literature, and ability to apply the common 

terms and linguistic device characteristic of a field of study. RAs have a much denser 

review of the literature, requiring more skill from the writer to package the information 

in a way that it is still accessible for the reader. 

 As we have seen, thesis is not only similar to RA in structure, content and 

purpose, but is also a pedagogical genre in the sense that a successful thesis is usually a 

first step in genre acquisition for students hoping to enter a target discourse community. 

As differences also exist between the two genres, students are not expected to imitate 
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expert writers' RAs, but can and are indeed expected to borrow ideas, ways of 

structuring their thoughts, and lexico-grammatical and cohesive features used by 

experts. 

 

4.6 Expected Pedagogical Implications 

The pedagogical implications of this dissertation study (discussed in Chapter 10 

in detail) are manifold, but are concentrated around to two main areas: the teaching of 

EAP in general, and the teaching of certain significant aspects of cohesion in particular. 

Implications of the analytical procedure relate to skills development in writing 

instruction. Results of the comparative study of MA theses to expert papers will help 

EFL and EAP teachers design awareness-raising tasks and for which some sample tasks 

are also provided in Chapter 10. Suggestions concerning the structure of academic 

papers will be provided, and a checklist that learners can use for self-study or self-

assessment in writing up academic papers. University courses focusing on the theory 

and practice of written discourse analysis may also benefit from using a simplified 

version of the analytical tool in the introduction of the concept of reference and in 

encouraging students to discover structures of a variety of text types.  
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5 STAGE 1: HALLIDAY AND HASAN'S COHESION ANALYSIS:  
THE STARTING POINT 

 

5.1 Introduction 

Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy has been used by many researchers in 

the past decades, and it is still the basis of several recent pieces of research and provides 

a common ground for research in various fields related to discourse analysis.  

In the field of English Language Teaching (ELT), it has been used for analyzing 

the quality of texts produced by students, and in research related to reading 

comprehension. Using Halliday and Hasan’s taxonomy (1976), a recent piece of 

research shows, for example, that text cohesion positively affects text comprehension 

(Salmani-Nodoushan, 2007). The taxonomy has had its effect on teaching materials 

(Mahlberg, 2006), and has been used in the study of students’ writing proficiency (e.g. 

Neuner, 1987; Wahby, 2014) and in planning teaching second language writing 

(Ghasemi, 2013). Another study by Biesenbach-Lucas and Weasenforth (2001) based 

on cohesion analysis raises the question of whether electronic mail benefits students in 

terms of academic writing development, as they have found no significant differences 

between the cohesive characteristics of electronic mail texts and word-processed texts.  

 In the field of psycholinguistics, Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy has 

been used to compare normal and language-disordered people’s use of cohesion. To 

mention a few: a study examining the discourse cohesion in young normal, language 

impaired and autistic children (Baltaxe & D’Angiola, 1992) used Halliday and Hasan’s 

approach to identify the participants’ strategies to establish cohesion, while in another 

study (Mentis & Prutting, 1987) the cohesion in the discourse of normal adults and 

adults who have suffered head-injuries was compared in conversations and narratives.  
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 In addition, Cohesion Analysis (Halliday & Hasan, 1976, pp. 239-255) provides 

a common ground for computational linguistics. The taxonomy has been applied for 

reference-resolution (Williams, Harvey, & Preston, 1996), for the development of the 

computational linguistic tool, Coh-Metrix (e.g. Crossley, Salsbury, & McNamara, 

2009). In corpus annotation (UCREL Anaphoric Treebank) a wide range of anaphoric 

and cohesive features based on the typology of Halliday and Hasan (1976) have been 

applied to help encode items, including the type of relationship and the representation of 

lexical network density (McEnery, Tanaka, & Botley, 1997; Green, 2012). 

 This list of studies that have used Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy could 

be continued almost endlessly; however, it should be noted that none of the pieces of 

research above mention results concerning the validation of the instrument used. While 

browsing the articles related to the topic, I have found only Ting’s (2003) study that 

actually raised the question that this method may not be valid in all the contexts while 

other researchers took it for granted. Therefore, it was necessary to conduct a validation 

study of the part of Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) cohesion analysis method that deals 

with reference in particular, to find out if it is applicable for the comparative corpus-

based study in this dissertation. 

 
5.2 Focus: Testing the Validity and Reliability of Halliday and Hasan's Taxonomy 

The aim of this Chapter is to test the validity and reliability of Halliday and 

Hasan’s (1976) cohesion analysis method in a pilot study, which is Stage 1 in the 

process of developing an analytical tool for Referential Cohesion Analysis (see Chapter 

4, Table 10). With this aim in mind, we will briefly introduce Halliday and Hasan’s 

(1976) taxonomy, which has so far been commonly used to analyze cohesion in written 

discourse analysis research. This taxonomy was a ground-breaking work at the time. 
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Besides providing a comprehensive typology of markers of cohesion in texts, it 

suggested a “method for the analysis of cohesion in a text” (Halliday & Hasan, 1976, p. 

329); however, there is no data about the reliability of its application to texts of the 

length of a Research Article. The description of this method of analysis is thus followed 

by a study of 10 RA abstracts to test the validity and reliability of the part of this 

method of cohesion analysis that is relevant for our present purposes, the analysis of 

referential cohesion. Similar descriptions of reference (e.g. Biber et al., 1991) will help 

us to re-structure the taxonomy and to clarify dubious cases. Based on the results of this 

study, the last Section (5.7) of this Chapter discusses questions that emerged during the 

validation study and endeavors to find ways to overcome theoretical and 

methodological problems in order to devise a framework specifically for Referential 

Cohesion Analysis.  

 

5.3 The taxonomy: Halliday and Hasan's (1976) Taxonomy of Cohesion 

At this stage of the research we use those parts of Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) 

original taxonomy and cohesion analysis method that directly relate to reference as a 

form of cohesion. The main purpose of the investigation here is and to test the validity 

of the taxonomy and reliability of the cohesion analysis method, with the intent to 

explore its applicability in analyzing academic discourse.  

 

5.4 The corpus: abstracts of RAs 

In this study mini corpus consisted of ten abstracts of research articles from the 

field of discourse analysis. The authors of the articles, or at least one of the authors for 

multi-authored texts, were native speakers of English, as indicated by biographical data 

in their CVs found on the internet. Abstracts were chosen for our present purposes 
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because they are short, presumably cohesive units. Care was taken to choose texts from 

the same genre and the same topic: abstracts of research articles written in the field of 

applied linguistics, mainly in discourse analysis (see Appendix D). 

 

5.5 Methods of analysis 

Stage 1 of this dissertation research is a study aimed at check whether Halliday 

and Hasan's (1976) analysis provides a reliable measure for cohesive reference. The 

instrument was validated using both quantitative and qualitative methods on a set of ten 

abstracts of research articles written by native English speaker experts in the field of 

applied linguistics, in order to explore the language areas which may be successfully 

coded by the taxonomy, and those which are treated ambiguously or vaguely. 

The corpus of texts abstracts was sent to Krisztina Zsova, a fellow researcher, 

who was kind enough to spend time not only coding the texts twice with a 3-week 

period but she also added her comments to the analyses, whenever she felt uncertain 

about how to categorize referring items. As we both analyzed the ten abstracts twice, it 

provided enough data for checking both intra- and inter-coder reliability. The results of 

these four analyzes were first compared using the SPSS program to obtain statistical 

information on the reliability of the instrument. Second, the analyses were compared 

qualitatively in order to reveal the sources of differences between the analyses and to 

gain insight into the analytical problems.  
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This part of the study addressed the following questions: 

1. Is Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy a valid and reliable instrument 

for identifying cohesive ties of reference? In what ways – if any – could the 

taxonomy be improved in order to better describe long texts and capture 

cohesive reference patterns? 

2. What are the most frequent types of referential cohesive ties in the 

abstracts of English research articles and what are their characteristics as regards 

their use? 

 

The analysis of ten RA abstracts strictly followed the coding scheme suggested 

by Halliday and Hasan (1976). The scheme is based on the notion that cohesive 

elements need a presupposed item for their interpretation. Proceeding sentence by 

sentence, we first identified cohesive elements and their corresponding presupposed 

items, which together formed a cohesive tie. The ties were coded on the basis of the 

type of the referring element. The three main types, pronominals, demonstratives and 

comparatives are further subdivided in the taxonomy and receive codes. The full system 

is shown in Table 12.  
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Coding scheme: REFERENCE 
Type of cohesion Referring item Coding 
I. Pronominals  1 

(1) singular, masculine he, him, his 11 
(2) singular, feminine she, her, hers 12 
(3) singular, neuter it, its 13 
(4) plural they, them, their, theirs 14 

 I(1-4) functioning as:   
 (a) non-possessive, as Head he/him, she/her, it, they/them, I/me, 

we/us, you 
.6 

 (b) possessive, as Head his, hers, (its), theirs,  mine, ours, 
yours 

.7 

 (c) possessive, as Deictic his, her, its, their, my, our, your .8 
2.  Demonstratives and 

definite article 
 2 

(1) demonstrative,  near this/these, here 21 
(2) demonstrative,  far that/those, there, then 22 
(3) definite article the 23 

 2(1-3) functioning as:   
 (a) nominal, Deictic or 

Head 
this/these, that/those, the .6 

 (b) place adverbial here, there .7 
 (c) time adverbial then .8 
3. Comparatives (not 

complete list) 
 3 

(1) identity e.g.: same, identical 31 
(2) similarity e.g.: similar(ly), such 32 
(3) difference e.g.: different, other, else, 

additional 
33 

(4) comparison, quantity e.g.: more, less, as many; ordinals 34 
(5) comparison, quality e.g.: as+ adjective; comparatives 

and superlatives 
35 

 3(1-5) functioning as:   
 (a) Deictic  (1-3) .6 
 (b) Numerative (4) .7 
 (c) Epithet  (5) .8 
 (d) Adjunct or Submodifier (1-5) .9 

 
Table 12. Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) coding scheme for the analysis of  

cohesive reference 
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For example, in the first abstract in the corpus (see the example below), the pronoun it 

in the second sentence will be coded 13.6, which means that it is a singular, neuter 

pronominal functioning as a non-possessive Head in the sentence. It refers to the 

presupposed item Topical structure analysis (TSA) in the first sentence.  

1. Topical structure analysis (TSA), a text-based approach to the 
study of topic in discourse, has been useful in identifying text-based 
features of coherence.  
2. It has also been used to distinguish between essays written by 
groups of native English speakers with varying degrees of writing 
proficiency (Witte, 1983a, 1983b).  

(Abstract 1) 

Besides using the coding scheme in Table 12, we indicated for each cohesive 

item its direction and the distance separating it from the presupposed element. This is 

supposed to help the identification of longer chains of ties. As for the distances of ties, 

we can talk about immediate ties, where the presupposed item is in the immediately 

preceding sentence; remote ties, in which case there may be a number of intervening 

sentences separating the two items; and mediated ties, where a referent can be reached 

through a number of mediating items that refer to the same entity. In the latter case, it is 

not the mediating items but the number of intervening sentences, which is counted. In 

terms of the direction in which an item points in the text, they are either anaphoric 

(pointing to previous text parts) or cataphoric (pointing to subsequent text parts).  

Type of tie Coding 
IMMEDIATE 0 
Not immediate:  
MEDIATED [number of intervening sentences] M[n] 
REMOTE NON-MEDIATED [number of intervening sentences] N[n] 
CATAPHORIC [number of intervening sentences] K[n] 

Table 13. Direction and distance of cohesion (Halliday & Hasan, 1976, p. 339) 

In the coding scheme, the default value is the former; therefore, cataphoric ties 

will be marked ‘K’. Table 13 shows the coding of the direction and distance of ties. 
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The text for Table 14 is the abstract of the second RA from the corpus. A table 

like Table 14 below the text was used for each abstract. It is adapted from Halliday and 

Hasan’s (1976, p. 340) method with an additional column in which we took notes to 

indicate analytical problems and decisions for our present purposes, which include 

describing problems that surface during the analytical process. 

Text: Abstract 2. 
 
SMITH AND FRAWLEY:  
 

1. CONJUNCTIVE COHESION IN FOUR ENGLISH GENRES 
 

2. A major ingredient of textuality is cohesion.  
3. A text is not a text unless it coheres.  
4. But different text types do not cohere in the same way.  
5. In this paper, we focus on one type of cohesive tie, conjunction, and 
compare its use in four different American English genres – fiction, journalism, 
religion, and science.  
6. Our results show that methods of conjunction in these genres vary in a 
statistically significant way and that conjunctions, although few in number of 
types and tokens, play a major role in structuring these different text types.  

 
A/2        
 Sent. 

No. 
No. of 
Ties 

Cohesive Item Type Dist. Presupposed Item  Analytical 
Problems / Decisions 

 1 0 0     
 2 0 0     

 3 0 it    

presupposed item in the 
same sentence – not 
cohesive 

 4 0 the (same way)    

no presupposed item / 
are the and same 2 
items or 1?  

 5 1 this (paper) K? ? (the whole paper) 

cataphoric or refers to  
title? it refers to the 
full text 

 6 1 these (genres) 216 0 
four different 

American genres… 

one or two ties?    these (text types) 216 0 
four different 

American genres… 

Table 14. Sample analysis (Abstract 2) 
 

The sample analysis in Table 14 shows that this six-sentence abstract contains 2 

cohesive ties. The words in bold in the Abstract 2 may have a cohesive function here. In 
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sentence 3 it is not cohesive, because its presupposed item text is in the same sentence. 

In sentence 4, the and same probably function together as one lexical item: in this 

context, the same way can be paraphrased – with the same meaning – as identically, 

which shows that it is one unit. While the same way may point to more distant referents, 

identically usually refers to two items in the same sentence; in this case this supports the 

assumption that the same way refers to how text types… cohere which is in the same 

sentence, and which means that it does not establish a cohesive tie. What this does in 

sentence 4 is called extended reference; as Halliday and Hasan put it “the referent 

clearly is an extended passage of text” (1976, p. 67). Here, the reference is the full RA, 

but it is difficult to decide whether it refers cataphorically to the remaining text after the 

introduction or to the full text, in which case we may take the title as the representation 

of the whole text as its presupposed item. The other item in the same sentence, its, 

clearly points to conjunction and is not cohesive. In the last sentence, the two 

demonstratives have the same presupposed item; therefore, following Halliday and 

Hasan’s method (1976, p. 332), they count as one tie.  

 This sample analysis has already pointed to some of the analytical problems we 

encountered. The discussion of the results will describe more of the questions and 

decisions that an analytical tool for referential cohesion will need to tackle.  

 

5.6 Results and discussion 

5.6.1 Validity and reliability. Before discussing the validity of the instrument 

its reliability needs to be discussed to see if “the data collection procedure” – here, the 

analysis of reference – “is consistent and accurate” (Seliger & Shohamy, 1989, p. 185). 

Inter- and intra-coder reliability was used: Krisztina Zsova has also participated in a 

course on discourse analysis and had previous experience in various methods of text 
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analysis, including the instrument used here. The instructions she received included the 

coding scheme, the layout of the table (as in Table 14) to be filled in, a sample analysis 

and an outline of the instructions provided by Halliday and Hasan and of course, 

Abstracts 1-10 (1976, pp. 328-358: see Appendices A and B). Further instructions were 

not given for two main reasons; first, the coder was already familiar with the taxonomy; 

second, because the taxonomy should be usable without a full theoretical background if 

it is to be used as a pedagogical tool as well. In order to check intra-coder reliability, the 

other coder was asked to do the analysis twice, with a three-week break between the 

two analyses; I, on the other hand, compared the results of an earlier analysis conducted 

approximately three years earlier. This difference in the time elapsed might be one of 

the reasons why in the case of the other coder the intra-coder reliability was higher; 

between her two analyzes the time was shorter, thus she might have remembered the 

logic she had used previously. 

 The results of the four sets of data from the four analyses were compared using 

Cohen’s kappa with SPSS, which is widely used to measure the internal consistency of 

data collection instruments. When evaluating the result of the statistical analysis it 

should be considered that the texts used were very short, self-contained units, which 

allow only for short chains of reference, and little variability. Therefore, the coefficient 

should be very high here: at least 0.85, somewhat higher than the 0.70-0.80 suggested 

by Seliger and Shohamy (1989), in order for the instrument to be regarded reliable 

enough in its present form for the analysis of longer texts, which would presumably 

show lower reliability as a result of the presence of longer, more ambiguous chains of 

cohesive ties. 

Results from crosstabs show that intra-coder reliability was between 0.66-0.84, 

which is lower than what is acceptable, while inter-coder reliability is even below that: 



 

111 

 

0.48-0.67. As regards the distances of ties, it was immediately apparent that items where 

the coders’ opinion differed most were the cataphoric ties.  

 In order to give an overall impression, we see the results of all four analyses 

collected in Figure 4. It shows that for the majority of ties (46%) we can find 

differences not only between the two coders’ judgments, but also for the same coder. It 

was also frequently the case that the coders were consistent in their analysis, but did not 

agree on the types of ties (36%). A full match was found for only 18% of the total 

number of cohesive ties in our analyses.  

 

Figure 4. Percentages of agreement between the coders  
in the abstract analysis 

 
The percentages in Figure 4 indicate that there are considerable differences 

between the results, which means that the instrument probably cannot be regarded as 

reliable and that in its present form it is not suitable for the analysis of longer texts.  

In terms of validity, the framework proposed by Halliday and Hasan (1976) 

intends to “provide for a reasonably comprehensive picture of this aspect of texture” (p. 

328), namely “the cohesive patterns of a text”. They emphasize that this “framework for 

the analysis and notation of a text” (ibid., p. 332) is meant to provide a coding system 

for describing texts or genres in terms of “patterns of texture” created by their 

tendencies to use different kinds of cohesive ties. They claim that this analysis 

describes: 

18% 

36% 

46% 

intra- and intercoder
matches

consistent
differences between
coders
intra- and intercoder
mismatches
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 how many cohesive ties any sentence contains 

 for each tie, what type of cohesion is involved 

 for each tie, its cohesive distance and the elements that form links in the 

cohesive chain. 

In order for it to be a valid description of cohesion, both the taxonomy (the 

cohesive categories themselves) and the method – specifically, the process of the 

categorization of cohesive items – needs to be clear and unambiguous so that it 

“measures what it intends to measure” (Seliger & Shohamy, 1989, p. 188).  

 Narrowing down the concept of cohesion to reference, Halliday and Hasan 

(1976, p. 33) state that “what is essential to every instance of reference whether 

endophoric (textual) or exophoric (situational) is that there is a presupposition that must 

be satisfied; the thing referred to has to be identifiable somehow”. Then they go on to 

describe the importance of exophoric reference in distinguishing between registers and 

text types and suggest that an abundance of exophoric referential items indicates 

context-dependence, a feature characteristic of children’s language use (ibid., pp. 34-

36). I am emphasizing this because, while they acknowledge the fact that any given 

instance of reference may be exophoric, endophoric, or both, this is not reflected in their 

analysis of cohesion: “…where we identify types of reference and reference items in the 

language, we do so on the criterion of reference potential without regard to the 

endophoric/exophoric distinction” (ibid., p. 37). What poses a major difficulty for one 

who tries to analyze referential cohesion with this method is trying to, in their words, 

somehow identify the referent. Whenever it is not in the text but in the situational 

context or elsewhere, the lack of any categories for items that are not cohesive many 

times results in uncertainty about the status of the item.  
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The other aspect of reference similarly disregarded in Halliday and Hasan’s 

(1976) analysis is grammatical or structural reference, that is, when a reference item 

has a presupposed item in the same sentence and does not contribute to textual cohesion 

as they define it. As we shall see in Chapter 6, these are problems that need to be dealt 

with, as avoidance of coding exophoric or grammatical cohesion leads to 

inconsistencies in the analytical process. Considering the aims of cohesion analysis 

described above, the system itself becomes illogical, as it does not specify for each item 

what type of reference is involved when, for example, a structural tie leads to the full 

interpretation of a presupposed item in a preceding sentence. In the example from RA2 

below, the presupposed item of they could in theory be either a primary cohort or a 

secondary cohort. The reference is disambiguated by this cohort in the same sentence, 

which directs the reader to a primary cohort. 

143. Differences in attitude between the two studies could also relate to the 
fact that this study focused on a primary, as opposed to secondary, cohort. 
 
144. It may also be that the attitudes of this cohort reflect the fact that they 
come mainly from the London area and perhaps were also attracted by London 
South Bank University’s provision of a specific course on Equality, Inclusion and 
Citizenship. 
(RA2) 

Halliday and Hasan (1976) do not specify whether in this case only this cohort 

forms a cohesive tie, or they also establishes a separate tie pointing to the same item via 

referring to this cohort first, and if it is the latter, how it should be coded. This results in 

inconsistencies in the results concerning both the categories and the number of cohesive 

ties. 

It is difficult to say anything conclusive about construct validity on the basis of 

such a small sample; still we are able to see whether the components coded are really 

relevant to reference, and whether there are any types which could be ambiguous. The 
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identification of the most problematic items in the analysis should be very useful in this 

process; therefore, the analysis was complemented with a think-aloud-like process (in 

written form) including analytical problems and decisions. In the following paragraphs 

of this section, we shall see to what extent Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy 

allows us to draw conclusions from the results concerning the cohesion of the abstracts.  

  

5.6.2 Cohesive characteristics of abstracts. The frequency of the types of 

cohesive reference we found in the abstracts is shown in Table 15, where the 

percentages indicate average numbers for the four analyses (2 analyses by 2 coders) out 

of the total number of cohesive ties of reference.  

Type of cohesion Referring item Coding % 
I. Pronominals  1 T: 6.9 
 singular, neuter functioning as non-

possessive, as Head 
 it 13.6 6.5 

 plural functioning as possessive, as Deictic their 14.8 0.4 
2.  Demonstratives and definite article  2 T: 89.2 
(1) demonstrative,  near funct. as nominal, 

Deictic or Head 
this/these 21.6 34.6 

 demonstrative,  near funct. as place 
adverbial 

here 21.7 3.5 

(2) demonstrative,  far funct. as nominal, 
Deictic or Head 

that/those 22.6 0.4 

 demonstrative,  far funct. as place 
adverbial 

there 22.7 0.4 

 demonstrative,  far funct. as time adverbial then 22.8 2.7 
(3) definite article  the 23 47.6 
3. Comparatives (not complete list)  3 T: 3.9 
(2) similarity funct. as deictic e.g., similar(ly), such 32.6 0.8 
(3) difference funct. as deictic e.g., different, other, else 33.6 0.4 
(4) comparison, quantity funct. as numerative e.g., more, less, as many; 

ordinals 
34.7 2.7 

Table 15. Frequencies of referential ties 10 RA abstracts11 
 

The most frequent types of ties are demonstratives (89.2%), with the definite article 

establishing almost half of the cohesive ties. Only two types of pronouns are present in 

the text, it contributing 6.5% to the number of ties, their to only 0.4%. This lack of 
                                                           

11
 In Table 15: T = the total number for each main type, details under each; Coding is according to 

Halliday and Hasan’s (1976), summarized in Table 12. 
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pronouns is a characteristic of academic genres; therefore, this result is not surprising at 

all. Comparatives were mainly represented by quantifiers in the abstracts. 

  The 10 abstracts were, on average, 5.9 sentences long. The distances of ties are 

difficult to count as the method only allows us to list cohesive ties. Longer chains in this 

way are extremely difficult to follow; for it we need to count distances separately for 

each presupposed item, which is a messy and confusing procedure. In the abstracts there 

were on average 21 mediated (2.5/text) and 23 non-mediated (2.6/text) ties, but such 

analysis is obviously inapplicable in longer texts to reveal patterns of longer chains of 

reference.   

  

5.6.3 Analytical problems concerning the types of reference. The numbers in 

the previous Section (5.6.2) will make more sense if we observe each type of tie where 

coders’ opinions differed. In this part of the paper I intend to summarize for the 

problematic items the reasons why they might be problematic and also the analytical 

problems we had during the analyses. The problems are collected from the think-aloud 

procedure and the intra- and inter-coder differences.  

 

5.6.3.1 Titles. The analysis of cohesion starts with numbering the sentences 

successively, so the first question in our analysis is whether or not the title is part of the 

text. In our analysis we decided to number it as if it was a sentence, because later on in 

analyzing research articles we will have to handle section and subsection titles, which 

also form an inherent part of the text and need to be treated as such. 

 

5.6.3.2 The definite article. As it is usually the case, the majority of the referring 

items were nominals with a definite article. Differences between the two coders 
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sometimes occurred as a result of different interpretations of grammatical and textual 

cohesion. In Abstract 1 below, for example, in sentence 6, the essays obviously refers to 

the three groups of essays in sentence 5. But about the other two items? 

s. 5. The present study replicated the previous ESL study of two groups of essays 
written for the TOEFL Test of Written English with three groups of essays. 
 
s. 6. Findings indicate that two topical structure variables, proportions of 
sequential and parallel topics in the essays, differentiate the highest group from 
the two lower rated groups.  
(Abstract 1) 

Strictly following the instructions in the taxonomy, the original presupposed item (here: 

three groups of essays) is the presupposed item for all three definite NPs. Still, it is 

questionable, whether they point via the preceding item in the same sentence, or 

independently. The arrows in the two examples from Abstract 1 show these two 

interpretations. In the first interpretation, we only have one cohesive tie, whereas in the 

second, we have three ties.  

Sample analysis A Sample analysis B 

s.  5. The present study replicated the 
previous ESL study of two groups of essays 
written for the TOEFL Test of Written English 
with three groups of essays. 
 

s.  6. Findings indicate that two topical 

structure variables, proportions of sequential and 

parallel topics in the essays, differentiate the 

highest group from the two lower rated groups. 

s. 5. The present study replicated the previous 
ESL study of two groups of essays written for the 
TOEFL Test of Written English with three 
groups of essays. 
 
s.  6. Findings indicate that two topical 

structure variables, proportions of sequential 

and parallel topics in the essays, differentiate 

the highest group from the two lower rated 

groups.  

Text extract from Abstract 1 

Another example is Abstract 5, where one of the coders coded the conversations 

as forming a cohesive tie with conversations in the previous sentence, while the other 

coder did not count it, because the presupposed item could also be a conversation in the 

same sentence, which would not be considered an instance of a cohesive tie. 
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s. 2. This paper reports on how speakers of Kiswahili, native and non-native, close 
conversations.  
 
s. 3. In this paper I show that 1) closings in Kiswahili are quite elaborate and may 
extend to over five turns at talking, 2) an exchange of ’goodbyes’ does not usually 
signal the end of a conversation, 3) there is no strict ordering of features and 4) 
some closing features are linked to the opening part of the conversation.  
(Abstract 5) 

Sentence 3 is also a good example of a sentence where both markers had doubts 

about the sentence boundaries. 

 For the definite article, it is frequently difficult to decide whether it is 

cohesive or not, as its presence may be attributed to grammatical necessity. As in the 

following example, where the definite article was counted as a tie in only one of the 

analyses: 

s. 1. Title: Multivariate approaches to contrastive rhetoric 
s. 2. The purpose of this article is to describe applications of multivariate 
quantitative research approaches to contrastive rhetoric research. 
... 
s. 4. We will then present the rationale for the multivariate approach used here. 
(Abstract 3) 
 

While on the one hand, the noun is definite in sentence 4 because it is specified 

by the adjectival modifier that follows it, it is also definite because it points to the full 

form multivariate quantitative research approaches two sentences before it. This 

ambiguity has already been referred to in Section 3.2.2, where we mentioned an 

example of a fourfold reference. As regards the analysis, Halliday and Hasan (1976) do 

not give any practical guidance. This, and similar examples with modifiers caused many 

of the mismatches between the different analyses of abstracts.  

 

5.6.3.3 Comparatives and conjunctions. As discussed in Section 3.2.3, 

comparatives are in a sense the odd one out, as the members of this category do not 

form a closed set; moreover, they are not likely to form chains of more than two items. 
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In addition, the analysis of abstracts showed that we need to be careful with the 

ambiguous interpretation of items such as different. If it has an indefinite meaning of 

various, it is not cohesive, but was still categorized as such in one instance:  

s. 5. In this paper, we focus on one type of cohesive tie, conjunction, and compare 
its use in four different American English genres – fiction, journalism, religion, 
and science. 
s. 6. Our results show that methods of conjunction in these genres vary in a 
statistically significant way and that conjunctions, although few in number of 
types and tokens, play a major role in structuring these different text types.  
(Abstract 2) 

Another problem was that in this analysis of abstracts we followed the original 

Cohesion Analysis where the description of the method does not specify whether in 

phrases with multiple referring items we should code it as one tie or two, and if the 

former, which type has precedence over the other and why. Consequently, many inter-

coder mismatches were due to inconsistency in this respect as well.  

Although they are not to be regarded referential, in many cases it is difficult to 

show a difference between conjunctions and reference. One such example in the present 

analysis is more recently (from Abstract 1, example below) which was marked as 

conjunction by one coder, and as comparative reference by the other who regarded as 

the presupposed item the time frame of the previous sentence (i.e.: recent) which is 

linguistically only realized by the present perfect tense of the sentence. Still, this 

disagreement again points to the need to clarify that it is essentially in nominal types of 

phrases where more establishes comparative chains.  

s. 3. It has also been used to distinguish between essays written by groups of 
native English speakers with varying degrees of writing proficiency (Witte, 
1983a, 1983b).   
 
s. 4. More recently, TSA has distinguished between higher and lower rated 
ESL essays, but with different results from those found with native speakers of 
English (Connor & Schneider, 1988).  
(Abstract 1) 
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The comparative items higher and lower compare two sets to each other, and are 

not cohesive. The link between sentences 3 and 4 above is exemplified by a lexical tie 

(essays – ESL essays) which we are not dealing with in this analysis. The conclusion 

from such mistakes is that when observing one phenomenon in connection with texts, it 

is not enough to give a description of what it is, but it has to be explicitly stated what it 

is not, by defining other uses a certain item may have and why it is not cohesive in those 

senses. 

The taxonomy is not very clear about the difference between comparatives, 

demonstratives and conjunctions concerning items such as then or the second. These 

may establish referential links between sentences (demonstrative: then; comparative: 

ordinal second), or may also be conjunctions that establish temporal, sequential 

relations (Halliday & Hasan, 1976, p. 266).  

 In the following example from our data the markers did not agree on the 

categories of the items in bold (in the example below) on the basis of the taxonomy.  

s. 5. Two separate studies using a multivariate approach will then be described.  
s. 6. One examines patterns of variation in English and Brazilian Portuguese 
newspaper editorials (Dantas-Whitney and Grabe to appear); the second 
examines the variations in writing among Ecuadorian Spanish and Anglo-
American English university students (Lux 1991).  
(Abstract 3) 

 

 While one is a pro-form here (substituting one study) and as such, it is an 

instance of ellipsis, one and the second together point back to two separate studies. 

While we have already settled the question (in Chapter 3) that ellipsis will not be 

counted as an instance of reference  in this sentence, the analysis of second part of 

sentence 6 is quite confusing. Both the definite article and the ordinal suggest reference; 

however, without one reference to the full NP in sentence 5 would not be established. In 

any case, this example shows on the one hand, that in the description of the analytical 
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method we need to emphasize the difference between ellipsis and reference, and on the 

other hand, that in academic writing, it is a constantly recurring question whether or not 

to include nominal ellipsis in our analysis.  

 

5.6.3.4 Cataphoric reference. The direction of reference was mainly a problem 

with the items that made reference to the whole paper (the (present) study, this/the 

paper, this/the article, here, this work). One of the coders interprets them as 

anaphorically referring to the title – she considered the title as the representation of the 

whole paper. The other did not include them as they are in a sense exophoric, pointing 

to the actual printed text. At this point, we can see the importance of the treatment of the 

title as different interpretations may lead to substantial differences in the analyses. 

Resolving this issue here, we decided that while we accept that the reference of items 

referring to the paper itself are partly exophoric, these items also co-refer with each 

other and can in this way establish chains of reference pointing to a single entity. For 

our present analysis it is reasonable to regard them as ties of reference. Additional 

arguments for this approach will come in Chapter 6 of this dissertation, where, in the 

analysis of longer texts with a number of subsections, the orientation of the reader to 

various text segments in the co-text (that is, the surrounding textual context) will turn 

out to be an important aspect of texture.  

 

5.6.3.5 Other errors. As cohesion is largely dependent on reader interpretation 

and the amount of effort put into the interpretation process, some mistakes are 

inevitable. In many cases, the “depth” of our understanding of the text changes from the 

first reading to the second reading, as a result, our accuracy in noticing cohesive items 

may change.  
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 One such example is the following: 

 s. 4. More recently, TSA has distinguished between higher and lower rated ESL 
essays, but with different results from those found with native speakers of English 
(Connor & Schneider, 1988).  
 s. 5. The present study replicated the previous ESL study of two groups of 
essays written for the TOEFL Test of Written English with three groups of essays. 
(Abstract 1) 

 

 The definite article in bold in the second sentence was identified as 

referring to the study described in the previous sentence only in one analysis. It is also 

ambiguous (between being referential and exophoric) and is easily overlooked, as the 

definite article may also be necessary for grammatical reasons (because of the 

possessive construction).  

 Another source of ambiguity is that one item may point to various 

directions at the same time. A typical example from our data is the results (3 instances 

in the Abstracts) which points both anaphorically to the summarized data in the abstract, 

and the results detailed in the article.  

 

5.6.3.6 Reference by determiners versus lexical cohesion. We have already 

pointed to the overlap between the categories of reference and lexical cohesion. In 

Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) definition the difference between reiteration (a form of 

lexical cohesion) and reference as a type of grammatical cohesion is not at all 

straightforward. Reiteration in their definition is  

“…the fact that one lexical item refers back to another, to which it is 

related by having a common referent. [...] A reiterated item may be a 

repetition, a synonym or near-synonym, a superordinate, or a general word; 

and in most cases it is accompanied by a reference item, typically 

the.”(ibid., p. 278). 
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They discuss this issue from the perspective of lexical cohesion, only 

mentioning the reference item as if it could establish a cohesive reference tie on its own. 

Looking at it from the perspective of analyzing reference, we cannot assume that the 

definite article in itself (having the property of definiteness, but no meaning on its own) 

could point to another noun. Obviously, the reference item (for pointing elsewhere in 

the text), whether it is a determiner or a comparative and the lexical item (for specifying 

the item pointed to) are both necessary for us to be able to identify a cohesive tie. Hasan 

later also admits that “the separation of lexical and grammatical cohesive chains quite 

clearly did violence to certain aspects of the text’s semantic organization” (1984, p. 

200). For example, “pronouns continue as subsequent mentions of an introducing noun 

phrase until there is a shift to a new discourse segment, when the full noun phrase 

surfaces again” (McCarthy, 1994, p. 270) in other words, that is when the full noun 

phrase re-enters the discourse. As reference to the same entity is maintained with this 

noun phrase, an analysis of reference will also have to take them into consideration.  

Concerning the relationships between lexical items we will build on Károly’s (2002) 

and Hasan’s (1984) categories of lexical repetition, with the limitation that we will only 

refer to noun phrases, and not to other word classes. (The invented examples in Table 

16 are slightly shortened sentences from our RA corpus). Károly’s (2002) study of 

lexical repetition in text (building on Halliday and Hasan’s (1976), Hoey’s (1991) and 

Biber et al.’s (1991, p. 265)) describes anaphoric referential relationships where the 

lexical item is not a synonym or an exact repetition as indirect anaphoric reference (e.g.: 

the car ← the handbrake, the windscreen).  
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LEXICAL RELATIONS 
Categories Examples 
I. Same unit repetition Simple Derived 

The participants were 40 
undergraduate students attending 
Florida Atlantic University. These 
participants had been identified…  

The oral readings were 
transcribed verbatim. The 
transcription was completed… 

 

 1. repetition 
 
II. Different unit 
repetition 

 
The students with LD showed 
weaknesses in… The subjects had all 
participated in the program. 

 
Students who initially fail must 
take the test the following 
semester. There is no remediation 
requirement prior to the second 
attempt. 

 2. synonymy 

 3. opposites Interaction was promoted by providing feedback in the form of hints about 
incorrect answers.  Students were   randomly selected to receive Correct 
Response feedback, which supplies the correct answers. 

 4. hyponymy 
(type-of relationship) 

This article reports on a small-scale study that investigates the attitudes of a 
cohort of students in primary teacher training towards SEN and Inclusion 
specifically at entry to their course. Students entering such courses bring 
with them a variety of values and attitudes about issues in education. 

 5. meronymy 
(part-of relationship) 

….at the University of Windsor in Southwestern Ontario, Canada, who 
participated in the study without compensation. Our current challenge then 
is to smoothly automate the conversion and publishing process, which 
would give the faculty a tool  …  

TEXT-BOUND RELATIONS   
 6. instantial 

relations 
We presently introduce the Virtual Lecture Hall (VLH), an instructional 
computer-based platform for delivering Microsoft PowerPoint slides 
threaded with audio clips for later review. Beyond introducing this 
educational platform, we present an empirical study to evaluate whether…  

Table 16.  Types of lexical relations with referential determiners  
(based on Károly’s taxonomy of lexical repetition (2002, p. 104)) 

 

The identification and application of the lexical relations listed in Table 16 is necessary 

for the systematic analysis of reference. Analytical problems related to lexical 

relationships between referring and presupposed items can be resolved in most cases by 

identifying whether they can be categorized as a form repetition or text-bound relation 

as well. If so, a referential tie is also established.   

 

5.6.4 Problems in the analytical process. Halliday and Hasan's (1976) 

taxonomy is frequently applied for cohesion analysis. It can be used for almost any text 

type of any length. Experience shows, however, that with longer texts, the analysis 

easily becomes very complicated, as cohesive chains become more and more difficult to 
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follow with each sentence. Besides this difficulty of applying the taxonomy, it has a 

number of weaknesses as regards its validity and reliability. 

Our analysis assumes, to some extent, the phoricity of cohesive reference ties. 

This is inherent in the notion of reference, where one linguistic items points to another 

for reference resolution. Halliday and Hasan (1976) suggest that “cohesion occurs, 

where the interpretation of some element in the discourse is dependent on that of 

another” (p. 4). Consequently, a cohesive tie is established where one element of the tie 

presupposes the other, and cohesion is provided by the resolution of this presupposition 

(see Appendix A for categories of cohesive reference and the original analytical 

instrument by Halliday and Hasan (1976)). Table 2 summarizes cohesive ties in English 

according to their directionality (phoric or non-phoric nature). In Halliday and Hasan's 

(1976) view a tie is not only a relational, but also a directional concept: when the 

presupposed element can be found in the preceding text, it is anaphoric, or, when the 

presupposed element follows, it is cataphoric.  

PHORIC  
COHESIVE TIES 

NON-PHORIC  
COHESIVE TIES 

grammatical grammatical 
and lexical lexical 

Ellipsis Substitution Reference Conjunction Lexical cohesion 
 
reference 
resolution by 
recovering the 
content of the 
deleted text 
part 

 
reference 
resolution by 
recovering 
the reference 
of a replaced 
item 

 
reference 
resolution 
by 
recovering 
the full 
form of an 
item 

 
indicates 
logical or 
temporal 
relationships 
between 
clauses or 
larger text 
parts 

 
mutual 
connection 
between lexical 
items based on 
some semantic 
relationship 

Table 17. Phoricity of cohesive ties in English 
 

Lexical cohesion entails a mutual connection between lexical items. 

Conjunctions also stand out, as they might have an organizing function between larger 
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segments of text. It is also emphasized that cohesion is basically a semantic relation 

expressed through either the lexical or the grammatical system (Halliday & Hasan, 

1976). As the two systems are not easily divided, the guiding principle is that “the more 

general meanings are expressed through the grammar and the more specific meanings 

through the vocabulary” (Halliday & Hasan, 1976, p. 5). This statement is particularly 

true for reference, where the existence of a referential relationship is expressed by a 

grammatical element (e.g. a demonstrative), and the identity of the presupposed item is 

specified by the meaning of the noun that follows. Consequently, a valid description of 

a referential chain needs to include a straightforward description of such lexical 

relationships. As a number of revised and current approaches have been developed for 

lexical analysis, the original 1976 taxonomy of lexical relationships is no more valid, 

and needs to be replaced by one of the current taxonomies for the present paper, which 

is Károly’s (2002) taxonomy summarized in Table 16 above. 

Besides describing the use of cohesive devices in a text, identifying the non-

cohesive use of the observed elements might indeed prove as relevant to the 

interpretability of the text as their cohesive use, which is supported by McNamara et 

al.’s (1996) study cited earlier. Therefore a full description of cohesion realized by a 

particular cohesive device will also include the ratio of cohesive and non-cohesive use 

of those items.  

Another methodological weakness of Halliday and Hasan's (1976) approach is 

its failure to account for cohesive chains that display patterns other than a linear 

referent-referring item sequence. Cohesive chains often divide into two or more chains, 

or might unite into one chain, which considerably affects the complexity and 

accessibility of texts.  
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A further methodological problem is the treatment of cohesive errors. 

Inappropriately used or ambiguous cohesive ties may occur both in NS and NNS 

writing. For this reason, Ting (2003) suggests that any application of Halliday and 

Hasan's (1976) taxonomy needs to be complemented with a qualitative analysis to deal 

with cohesive errors in order to be valid. In this study, besides a qualitative analysis a 

visual representation of cohesive ties will be used. This representation not only allows 

the inclusion of cohesive errors in the analysis, but also defines them, by indicating a 

missing item for referring items that need a presupposed element for their decoding. 

As the revision of the original taxonomy seems inevitable, Chapter 6, 7 and 8 

describe the steps to its revision to create a more reliable instrument for analyzing 

reference in texts for a more valid representation of cohesive chains in our corpora.  

 
5.7 Conclusions 

The results of this validation study suggested that the instrument is not reliable 

for the analysis of reference. The qualitative data revealed that the taxonomy is not 

always explicit enough about the boundaries of categories and the types of antecedents 

particular cohesive items may have. Furthermore, it was suggested that the several uses 

of the definite article could be distinguished; where exophoric or grammatical types 

need to be specified and cohesive types need to be supplemented with the consideration 

of the lexical aspect. The status of full noun phrases in reference chains was also 

questioned, however, while carrying out lexical cohesion analysis and reference 

analysis with a single analytical tool might be tangible, this would lead much beyond 

the scope of the present study. It was also pointed out, that for a valid analysis of 

cohesion, a qualitative analysis is necessary. As a consequence of all this, the taxonomy 

could be revised in such a way as to allow for more options: to be able to show multiple 
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presupposed items; to involve grammatical cohesion, which does take part in longer 

chains of ties; and to incorporate findings of recent models of text interpretation.  

Our data is limited in various ways, it only contains texts from one particular 

genre, thus not all types of ties occurred in a number that would allow conclusions 

concerning its use; moreover, our texts were too short in the sense that phenomena 

related to longer chains of reference could not be observed. In order to get to know 

more about the validity of the construct of reference we are proposing here, a larger 

corpus of various other genres needs to be analyzed.  
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6 STAGE 2: DEVELOPING A NOVEL APPROACH 

TO THE STUDY OF COHESIVE REFERENCE 
 

6.1 Introduction 

This part of the paper describes three stages of the five-stage process (Chapter 4, 

Table 10: Stages 2-3-4) that lead to the final form of the proposed analytical tool for the 

study of the text-organizing role of reference in academic writing. These three stages 

correspond to three empirical research projects carried out during the PhD program.  

The first stage (Chapter 6) is an attempt to overcome the problems pointed out in 

Chapter 5 that undermine the use of Halliday and Hasan's (1976) taxonomy as an 

analytical tool. Although Chapter 5 raised a number of questions as regards the 

analytical process, all of them cannot be handled in one single attempt if were are to 

ensure that the analysis remains consistent. This first step only intends to apply the 

categories of reference items we arrived at in Chapter 3 (Table 8) and reshape the layout 

of the analysis. Ideas were borrowed from other models for the analysis of patterns in 

text (e.g.: Hasan, 1984; Lautamatti, 1987; Thompson, 1994; Károly, 2002) to transform 

the taxonomy into a visual representation of cohesive chains, and make it a reliable 

analytical tool. An analysis of 10 research articles (RAs) was carried out in order to 

check the feasibility and reliability of the analytical tool. While this empirical study 

proved that the tool is reliable, a number of practical and theoretical problems were 

raised during the analysis, which resulted in a second version of the analytical tool.  

The second version (Chapter 7) of the tool includes the analysis of not only 

cohesive, but also the non-cohesive referring items. Both co-coders and myself had 

problems deciding about the cohesive or non-cohesive status of certain referring items 

in the research articles; therefore, non-cohesive categories were specified to account for 

all instances of grammatical or exophoric lexical items that need a referent somewhere 
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in the text, the context in which the text was produced. As it was hypothesized that the 

cohesive or non-cohesive types of ties both contribute to how we may characterize texts 

in terms of reference, the corpus for the second empirical study included not only a new 

set of 10 RAs research articles but MA theses as well, to see whether the analysis of 

non-cohesive categories proves to be meaningful in the description of the two genres.  

The aim of the third stage (Chapter 8) is to explore the problem areas that 

students have using reference as a cohesive device. As a result of the previous analysis 

of RAs and MA theses in Stage 2 it was found that in order to account for all reference 

items in student writing we also need to take learner errors in the use of reference into 

consideration. For this reason, this part of the paper intends to collect and categorize 

typical learner errors found in a corpus of 10 MA theses.  

The outcome of these three stages of research is a Referential Cohesion Analysis 

tool that encompasses all the relevant aspects of reference for us to be able to analyze 

both expert and student papers in a reliable way and will be tested in the fifth stage 

(Chapter 9). 
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6.2 Focus: Testing the First Version of the Analytical Tool 

In recent years there has been a large increase in building up corpora for various 

purposes, and at the same time, a number of tools have been developed for their 

annotation and exploration. These tools are usually designed for tracking lexical and 

grammatical features (e.g. WordNet: Teich & Fankhauser, 2005; Coh-Metrix: Dufty, 

McNamara, Louwerse, Cai, & Graesser, 2004; TOPIC system: Benbrahim & Ahmad, 

1994). Textual features that require background knowledge for interpretation, such as 

referential cohesion, are presently not possible to analyze automatically, as the 

antecedents of referring items can be of any length anywhere in the preceding text. 

Besides, the representation of cohesive reference is the reflection of one person’s – the 

analyst’s – interpretation of a text. While manual discourse analysis is extremely time-

consuming, it can be supported by automatizing some parts of such an analysis. 

This first study intends to contribute to the analysis of referential cohesion by 

revising part of Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) slightly outdated, but still frequently cited 

and used theory-based taxonomy of cohesion. This Chapter describes the process of 

developing and piloting a new analytical tool for Referential Cohesion Analysis. 

Modifications were made with the intention to improve its applicability for the analysis 

of larger corpora of texts in a more reliable way. The process is supported by an 

exploratory analysis of a corpus of 10 research articles (RAs) to reveal what information 

about cohesive referential patterns in research articles Referential Cohesion Analysis 

yields – especially as compared to Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) approach – and to 

summarize the emergent hypotheses and further research questions that have been 

raised throughout the analytical process. Results from the analysis of the 10 RAs show 

that the analytical tool can capture patterns in referential cohesion that have not been 

accounted for by Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy, for example, chains of 
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referential cohesive ties. As a result of the clear visual representation of cohesive 

chains, referential links become easily searchable; furthermore, some calculations can 

be automatized even in a large corpus, which hopefully enhances the reliability of the 

analysis.  

 

6.3 The taxonomy: Referential Cohesion Analysis 

The present analytical tool, Referential Cohesion Analysis (RCA) had Halliday 

and Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy and method as a starting point. The taxonomy is a strong 

theoretical background to any cohesion analysis; however, their method for analysis, as 

we saw in Chapter 5, is limited in a number of ways (see Section 5.3.5). Briefly, 

concerning any analyzed text, the result of their analysis yields the following data: for 

each sentence, we can identify the number of cohesive ties and the types of ties in them. 

In addition, for each cohesive item, we have a number that indicates its distance from 

the last presupposed item alongside with a number that indicates how many 

presupposed items lead us to the original one. By the end of the analysis we are able to 

tell the frequency of the various (lexical, grammatical, conjunctive etc.) kinds of 

cohesive ties in the text, and we can find the longest chains by looking at the numbers 

for the longest distances; however, enumerating all the referential chains, following 

through the actual elements that a chain contains, is virtually impossible. As regards the 

structure of the text, the distribution of the cohesive chains and their actual content, 

Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) method says very little. The analysis is slow, and overlaps 

between categories result in inconsistencies in the analysis. Overall, the method cannot 

handle errors encountered in texts effectively. Any ambiguity or vagueness undermines 

the results of the whole analysis (the cohesive chains breaks), moreover, it cannot 

display cohesive ties between multiple or missing presupposed items.  
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In an attempt to overcome these limitations, I tried to visualize the referential 

relationships that occur within a text, and similarly to Hasan’s (1984) “grammatical 

cohesive chains” (p. 196) or “identity chains” (p. 205) I used the concept that for each 

chain whose members are co-referential there is “an ultimate referent”. In Hasan’s 

(1984) model of cohesion, not only ambiguity, but, conjunctions and disjunctions in 

chains can also be captured (ibid., p. 196). Such chain interactions (functional 

connections of lexical items) form an important element of cohesive harmony, which in 

turn correlates with readers’ perceptions of the coherence of texts. This idea will also be 

taken up in our analysis of reference, but to distinguish between the two (Hasan’s 

cohesive harmony and our reference analysis) we will describe chains of reference as 

splitting and merging, as we are using slightly different criteria for chain formation.  

The revised analytical tool in this study is in many ways analogous to the 

representation of Topical Structure in texts (TSA) proposed by Lautamatti (1987). Her 

concept of topic continuity, or extended parallel progression, is very similar to the 

linearity of referential chains assumed here. Additionally, Lautamatti’s sequential 

progression is close to the way newly introduced referential items are treated in this 

paper. TSA represents the relations of sentential and discourse topics by placing 

sentence topics with parallel progression exactly below each other, while sequential 

topics are indented progressively (a sample analysis can be found in Appendix C). A 

topic with extended parallel progression is again entered into the chart under the topic to 

which it refers. This way, progressive indenting is an indicator of topical depth. 

 

6.4 The corpus: research articles  

A 66,277 word corpus of ten research articles was collected for this pilot study. 

It was hoped that even though this corpus is relatively small, it would be enough to 
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predict most of the major analytical problems and decisions that would occur in RAs in 

general. The research articles were collected on the basis of the selection criteria 

detailed in Chapter 4, Section 4.4. (A full list of journals from which we used articles is 

listed in Appendix G) 

 

6.5 Methods of analysis  

The main purposes of this study were the following: 

 to check the validity and reliability of the tool for Referential Cohesion Analysis 

through inter-rater analysis; 

 to explore what data can be obtained about referential cohesion in research 

articles,  

 to see how this data is similar to or different from the results that can be 

obtained about referential cohesive ties using the original taxonomy (Halliday & 

Hasan, 1976), 

 to describe analytical problems and decisions; 

 and finally, to collect those hypotheses and further research questions that 

occurred during the analysis.  

This part of the research was quantitative in the sense that the data obtained 

about the cohesive patterns in the analyzed texts were quantified. Presenting the results 

of a cohesion analysis in this way was useful to allow several texts from various genres 

to be compared. Nevertheless, qualitative interpretation of data obtained from the 

analysis of the ten research articles was inevitable. In its procedures, the study relied as 

much on a bottom-up approach to text analysis (working from corpus data) as on top-

down approaches (in observing research articles as a whole, looking for characteristics 

within the units into which they are divided, as well as seeking emergent patterns in the 
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chains of reference). This being a pilot study of the proposed analytical tool, it we 

expected that probably more questions would be raised during its first implementation 

than can be answered at this stage. Indeed, these questions were seen by the author as 

highly relevant findings in guiding the gradual process of the development of the tool.  

The two main research questions that guided the investigation in this 

exploratory study can be formulated as follows: 

1. In what ways is the modified application of Halliday and Hasan’s 

(1976) taxonomy for a corpus of 10 research articles similar to or different 

from the originally proposed application (Halliday & Hasan, 1976)? More 

specifically: How does this modification of the analytical procedures affect 

the construct of referential cohesion? 

2. What genre characteristics of research articles can be identified on the 

basis of the proposed (quantitative and qualitative) analysis of this corpus as 

regards the types of referring items, the cohesive ties they typically 

establish, and the patterns and distribution of cohesive chains of reference? 

While we did expect to obtain results concerning the characteristics of RAs 

(Question 2), this Chapter focuses on the results that relate directly to the analytical 

procedure itself. Findings concerning the description of RAs as a genre will be 

described in Chapter 7.  

The discussion of the theoretical background to the specific categories of items 

that we are focusing on here is contained in Chapter 3, Table 8. The main types of 

cohesive reference are repeated here for ease of reference:  
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1. Personal reference: a) 3rd person pronouns (e.g. she, him, theirs); b) 

possessive determiners (e.g. his, her + NP) 

2. Demonstrative reference: a) determiners of place and time (here, there, 

then); b) central determiners (e.g. the, this, those + NP) 

3. Comparative reference: a) pre- and postdeterminers (quantifiers: all, 

both, many, several, either, etc. + NP; semi-determiners: same, certain, 

such, etc. + NP); b) adjectives and adverbs of comparison (e.g. different(ly), 

so + NP) 

Again, the analysis starts with numbering the sentences, including the title. After 

identifying the sentence boundaries, the procedure slightly deviates from Halliday and 

Hasan’s (1976): instead of looking only for elements that are cohesive, all the items that 

may have the property of reference are highlighted by a simple computer search and 

replace function (the items from Table 8): this way, no referring items are overlooked. 

Comparatives or other phrases, which contain more than one such item (e.g. the same, 

this difference), were counted as one item and was categorized according to the first 

item appearing in the sequence.  

The next step in the analysis is the first reading of the text – here, the research 

article – to identify and cross out all those referring items that are used non-cohesively. 

These are mainly of two types; first, items that have their referent within the same 

sentence are not cohesive as they do not contribute to the structure of the text, but link 

the parts of their sentence or clause, the constituents of which ‘obviously “cohere” with 

each other, by virtue of the structure’ (Halliday & Hasan, 1976, p. 6). Second, there are 

exophoric items, which point to a referent not found in the text. Reference is established 

by those referring items that can only be interpreted by using information from outside 

the sentence. Only those referring items will be regarded cohesive that refer to a 

presupposed element, or referent outside their containing sentence (which may be of 

any length from a word to various sentences).  
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After eliminating non-cohesive items, a new Excel worksheet was created for each of 

the analyzed RAs. In the worksheet, each row represents one sentence in the text. Thus 

a text of 256 sentences occupies exactly 256 rows, the title being the first. The analysis 

proceeds sentence-by-sentence. Each column in the worksheet (A, B, C ... AA, AB, AC 

... etc.) represents one cohesive chain, that is, a referent (blue in the table) and all the 

referring items that point to it. A sample analysis of sentences 85 to 91 from RA9 is 

shown in Figure 5 with the relevant text extract. The words in bold are the ones that 

need a referent somewhere in the text, but if their reference is specified within the same 

sentence or is exophoric, they are crossed out. The remaining referring items appear in 

the chart under their relevant presupposed item. These presupposed items are underlined 

in the RA extract. The referring items in this text are the pronouns it and its, the definite 

article, and the demonstrative these. 

The two chains of cohesive ties in Figure 5 are linear. The first chain (AG) 

contains four cohesive ties, and the first tie of the second chain (AH) appears in this 

table. An advantage of this representation of cohesive items is that it can capture the 

concept put forth by Halliday and Hasan (1976, p. 332) that it “does not much matter 

for cohesive purposes (however interesting it might turn out to be in other respects) 

whether she occurs one or half a dozen times within the sentence”, because in the 

cohesion analysis table, one slot can be filled with “half a dozen” items referring to the 

same entity. Still, it will appear as one cohesive tie in a chain and we still do not lose 

(leave out) any items in the analysis. (With some imagination, a slot could be extended 

into a third dimension in the table, so that synonyms and pronouns appear behind the 

reference item – which would result in a table too complex to be meaningful. Still, the 

idea might help to give an understanding of how we distill the whole text into a simple 

reference-structure skeleton.) 
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Cohesive chains 

 
 

 

 
 AG 

AH Presupposed 
items 

Sentences  
from the  
research  
article 

85 Coh-Metrix    
86 its    
87      
88 the system    

 89 it    
 
 
 

Referring  
 items 

90 

it 

several metrics of word 
and language 
characteristics such as 
word frequency, parts of 
speech, concreteness, 
polysemy, density of noun 
phrases, and familiarity 
measures  

 
The 

relationship 
between these 

measures in 
AH91 and the 

sentence 
fragment in 

AH90 is a 
cohesive tie 

 91   these measures  
 
  

85. Coh-Metrix is a computational tool that measures cohesion and text difficulty at various 
levels of language, discourse, and conceptual analysis. 
86. The goal of its designers was to improve reading comprehension in classrooms by 
providing a means to write better textbooks and to match textbooks to the intended students more 
appropriately (Graesser et al., 2004; Louwerse, 2004; McNamara et al., 2002). 
87. Coh-Metrix is an improvement over conventional readability measures because it provides 
a detailed analysis of language and cohesion features and eventually matches this textual 
information to the background knowledge of the reader (McNamara et al., 2002). 
88. The system integrates lexicons, pattern classifiers, part-of-speech taggers, syntactic 
parsers, shallow semantic interpreters, and other components that have been developed in the field 
of computational linguistics (Jurafsky & Martin, 2000). 
89. It analyzes text cohesion in several ways, including coreferential cohesion, causal 
cohesion, density of connectives, latent semantic analysis metrics, and syntactic complexity. 
90. For the purposes of comparison, it also includes standard readability measures such as 
Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level and several metrics of word and language characteristics such as word 
frequency, parts of speech, concreteness, polysemy, density of noun phrases, and familiarity 
measures (Graesser et al., 2004). 
91. Many of these measures parallel the linguistic features used to support arguments for both 
sides in the debate over using authentic or simplified texts for L2 reading. 

       (RA9) 
 

Figure 5. Referential Cohesion Analysis: Sample analysis 1. 
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A weakness of Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) original taxonomy is that it assumes 

that chains of reference always display linearity in the cohesive chains of reference, 

which seems to be insufficient to capture the complexity of referential relationships. 

This is also recognized in Hasan’s (1984) analysis of cohesive harmony, where – as we 

mentioned earlier – she describes other patterns, such as the disjunctions and 

conjunctions of chains. One of the most relevant advantages of our proposed analysis is 

that it can account for patterns of reference that have posed serious problems and 

sources of inconsistencies in the analysis for the researcher intending to apply Halliday 

and Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy. The patterns of cohesive relationships of more than two 

ties (that is, chains) in the corpus can be described by three main patterns: linear, 

splitting, merging. While more complex patterns can be observed, they are basically 

built up of the same basic patterns, and are relatively rare in this corpus.  

A linear chain can be described as one in which the presupposed item and all the 

items that refer to it occupy one single column. This happens when the meaning of the 

referring item covers the same entity or phenomenon (has the same real-world referent) 

as the presupposed item. In Figure 5 there are two linear chains, AG and AH. Figure 6 

shows a splitting chain. In a splitting chain, two different items together cover the 

reference of the same presupposed item. In other words, the meaning of each referring 

item in such a chain only refer partially to the presupposed item, but their referents are 

not the same. Figure 6 shows two columns from the analysis of RA4. In line 57 the 

presupposed item 3189 native English-speaking children refers to the whole group of 

participants in the research discussed in the article. In the next row, the children refers 

to this same group, however, in rows 60 and 68 the chain splits into two subsections to 

differentiate between two parts of the same group. Therefore, the referent is depicted in 

Figure 6 in the first row as occupying two columns.  
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 Y Z 
57 3189 native English-speaking children 
58 the children 
60 the low working memory 

group 
 

68  the average working memory 
group 

 
Figure 6. A splitting reference chain 

The opposite of splitting is merging. This happens when one referring item points to 

two different presupposed items. This is shown in Figure 8 (from the analysis of RA9), 

where both text types refer to the simplified text types and the authentic text types as 

well.  

 F G 
12 simplified texts authentic texts 
13 the simplified text types the authentic text types 
16 both text types 
17 the texts 

 
Figure 7. A merging reference chain 

After the merge in line 16, the chain continues as a linear chain, which splits into two 

again later in RA9. Merges and splits will therefore be summarized in the results as 

phenomena (the number of times they happen), and not as different types of chains. 

Those in Figure 6 and 7 would each count as one occurrence.  

 The analytical procedure, as explained in Chapter 4 (Section 4.3), also takes into 

consideration the lexical categories of nominals (see Table 16 for the lexical aspect of 

cohesive reference). The summary of the analytical procedure is also in Appendix H.  

 

6.6. Results and discussion  
 
 

6.6.1 The reliability of RCA at Stage 2. Perhaps the most exciting part of this 

stage of our investigation of reference in RAs is checking the reliability of the analysis. 
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The reason why it is so interesting is that comparison of the results of reference in 

longer texts has been nearly impossible up to this point. As we have pointed out in 

Chapter 5 of this paper, Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) analysis was not possible to work 

with when it came to longer texts, comparing several analyses was even more 

complicated. In the present shape of the analytical tool for Referential Cohesion 

Analysis, chains of reference were represented by columns in an Excel table. This 

representation made the comparison of several analyzes of the same text easily 

comparable. A fellow researcher from the PhD program, Ildikó Szendrői, was kind 

enough to devote a great amount of time to analyzing RA3 in my RA corpus, which 

made it possible to check inter-coder reliability. The text of RA3, is 153 sentences long; 

one of us identified 205, the other 236 cohesive ties organized in altogether 39 reference 

chains of which 26 were exactly the same in our analyses. In the remaining 13 chains 

there were a number of differences. The two analyses were copied into one table with 

identical or similar chains in parallel, thus we could count the ratio of identical ties, the 

result of which is an 85.2% match. This result is much more convincing than what we 

had at Stage 1 with the abstracts, where only 54% of the ties were identified by both 

raters and only 18% of the ties were analyzed consistently in the same way.   

Differences might be due to that fact that we are both humans, we have different 

interpretations of ambiguous items and different pieces of information will be important 

for us from texts even in different circumstances or periods of our lives. However, this 

factor should not account for more than 2-3% of the deviations in the analysis; hence, 

we looked more closely at the chains of reference. What we found was a partial 

reappearance of some of the problems we have discussed earlier, but with fewer 

instances here. Specifically, the case of ellipted phrases and the interpretation of lexical 

relations are described here.  
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Ellipsis in a presupposed item in the same sentence: in one analysis the referring 

items their and they had the full referent 839 male and female university students as 

their presupposed item, but in the other, it was understood as pointing to the ellipted 

nouns in the same sentence and were not listed in the RCA table. (In the examples: 

s=sentence, underlined=presupposed item, boldface=referring item from the particular 

sentence) 

s. 4. There were 839 male and female university students enrolled in an 
introductory psychology class who had access to review class lectures via the 
VLH. 
s. 6. Approximately 20% (ellipted: of the students) used the resource, and 18% 
(ellipted: of the students) completed a five-item survey tapping their perceptions 
of whether the VLH enhanced learning or increased grades; and whether they 
wanted the resource in other courses 
 

Lexical relations were again problematic, especially when it came to part-whole 

relationships. In the list of examples below, the referring items in one analysis were 

considered cohesive, and in the other, they were not: 

 students ← the student number 

 the course ← the course conclusion 

 slides ← the slide titles 

 the lecture ← the lecture content 

 this university ← the faculty 

Besides the above differences, items with determiners were occasionally missing 

from one analysis: most enrolled students, each student. A new problem that arose here 

was the status of proper names with a definite article: one analysis identified a proper 

name with a definite article as a cohesive tie with its previous mention, the other did 

not. Another issue is whether or not items such as the present study refer to the 

manuscript in the same way as this paper or this study.  
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Finally, two splitting chains were not identified as such in one analysis; 

nevertheless, the cohesive ties all appeared, but under the same presupposed item. 

Figure 8 shows one of these instances, with the two different chains from the two 

analyses in parallel:  

Chain 1 Chain 2 

the Winter 2003 semester the Winter 2003 semester 
the semester the semester 

the first midterm the first midterm  
the first midterm the first midterm  

the second midterm, 
 the end of semester 

 the second midterm 

Figure 8. Sample from the reliability analysis at Stage 2. 

Occasional differences occurred with items like the computer which was ambiguous 

between exophoric and cohesive.  

 

6.6.2 The distribution of referring items, cohesive ties and cohesive chains. 

The 10 RAs analyzed contained 232.4 sentences on average, and 188 cohesive ties. This 

means that almost every sentence was connected to another by a referring expression. 

Out of the total number of referring expressions 35% were used cohesively, which 

means that the remaining 65% had their referent within the same sentence. The high 

ratio of specification of the referent within the same sentence probably helps in 

decreasing the cognitive workload for the reader when processing the text: 

understanding the highly informative research article is easier if the short-term memory 

is not loaded with an unnecessary number of referents carried on for comprehension.  
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Cohesive ties and chains in 10 RAs 

Total number of 
sentences: 2324 Total number of cohesive 

chains (average/RA) 69 

Total number of words: 66277 Total number of cohesive 
ties (average/RA) 188 

The percentage of 
cohesively used referring 

items in the corpus: 
35% 

Total number of cohesive 
chains containing more 
than two cohesive ties  

40% of total 
chains 

Table 18. The distribution of referring items, cohesive ties and cohesive chains 
 
Table 18 also shows that 40% of the cohesive chains consisted of more than two 

cohesive ties, meaning that they contributed to the global cohesion of the text; while the 

remaining 60% established local, inter-sentential relationships. Again, this high ratio of 

short-distance references may be genre-specific: long-distance references are more 

difficult to track, and might make the RA less comprehensible.  

Interestingly, the definite article – which made up 56% of the total number of 

cohesive items – was the only referring item that was used for long-distance reference 

(where the presupposed item is not in the immediately preceding sentence, but forms a 

non-mediated tie with an item earlier in the text). The definite article was also unique 

among demonstratives in taking part in cataphoric (forward pointing) reference. The 

demonstrative this, second in frequency in the corpus, was only used for referring to 

something in the immediately preceding sentence (this is also true of its plural form), 

the only exception being this study, this research. Figure 9 shows the frequency of the 

occurrences of the cohesive items. The most interesting finding shown in Figure 9 is 

that out of the personal pronouns only the plural (they, their) and the neutral (it, its) 

were used cohesively.  
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Figure 9. Frequencies of cohesively used referring items in the 10 analyzed RAs 
 

Other pronominals, even those non-cohesively used were rare in the corpus. The 

demonstratives that do not appear in Figure 9, that, those, there, were often used in the 

RAs, but almost always non-cohesively. Comparatives were rare, and they were only 

used for short distance reference. 

 

6.6.3 Patterns of chains within the subsections of RAs. This part of the paper 

describes how cohesive chains of reference are typically organized in the ten RAs. The 

research articles in the corpus were very similar in their organization. Independently of 

the length of the article, the following sections could be identified: 

 Abstract 

 Introduction (Sometimes the introduction appeared as part of the 

Background section) 

 Background / Context 

 Methodology or Method 

 Findings / Results / Discussion 

 Summary / Conclusions 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

its

here

their

comparatives

it

they

these

this

the

% of cohesive out of total no. of ties
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The boundaries of these Sections were indicated in the Excel worksheets used for 

analysis by highlighting the first row of each Section. Furthermore, a dividing vertical 

line was drawn in front of the first referring item in each Section. This way, the new and 

extended cohesive chains became visible and the number of merges and splits in the 

chains could be counted for each section.  

 

6.6.4 New and extended chains. When dividing the RA into subsections, two 

main types of referential chains can be identified: extended (which have their referent 

in some previous Section) and new. The ratio of new and extended chains in each 

Section shows the ratio of new referents introduced. Figure 10 shows the outcome of 

this analysis. In Figure 10 the rightmost two columns represent the ratio of the total 

number of new and extended chains in the RAs, as compared to Biber et al.’s (1998) 

results for given versus new referring expressions in academic prose. The similarity of 

the two columns hopefully provides some evidence to the validity of this part of the 

present study.  

 

Figure 10. The ratio of new and extended chains per section in 10 RAs 
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As regards the sections in the papers, the Abstract cannot contain any extended 

chains, but it is closely related to the Introduction, as shown by the relatively high 

percentage of extended chains in the Introduction. The Background again contains more 

new chains, thus probably more new information, which is then referred to by various 

elements in the Method and Findings sections. This high ratio of extended chains in the 

Method section of RAs supports the observation by Swales (1990, p. 169) that in “soft” 

sciences, the Method is very explicit, and contains a detailed description supported by a 

high number of anaphoric references and lexical repetition. As can be expected, the 

Summary and Conclusions section carry low new information, as shown by the lowest 

percentage of new chains, but has the highest portion of extended chains as compared to 

the other sections. 

 

6.6.5 Chain complexity: merging and splitting. Merging and splitting of 

chains add to the complexity of the referential chain. When a chain splits, the 

information content of the referent is usually carried on in two or more chains, while the 

reader has to keep the original referent in mind for the comprehension of the text. 

Merging is even more complex in that it requires the reader either to produce a 

summary of the previous text, or to select the relevant referents from various preceding 

text segments. These processes are much more complex than a simple recall of a 

previous item. This complexity is expected to be reflected in a greater number of errors 

in student writing.  

In Figure 11, we can see a high number of merges and splits for the Introduction 

of the RA. This was expected as Introductions generally contain diverse information 

about previous research and the study presented in the RA, establishes connections and 

relationships between these two topics.  
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Figure 11. Chain complexity in the subsections of 10 RAs 
 
The other section that is dense in splitting and merging chains is the presentation 

of the Findings of the paper. This is not surprising. This section is where new 

information is related to previous findings, to the background, to the methods used to 

arrive at those findings, and also, how the various outcomes are related to each other.  

 
6.6.6 The density of ties and the abstract. Let me mention here an initial 

outcome of the comparison of the density of cohesive chains in RAs. An emergent 

research question during the analysis was whether the referents of the chains with the 

highest number of cohesive references carry any information about the main message of 

the text. In order to test this hypothesis, the referents of the six highest density chains in 

each RA were compared to the abstracts of the corresponding paper. All the abstracts 

contained at least five of these referents; therefore, it can be concluded that the density 

of chains is probably relevant for the identification of the main message of the text. This 

again proves that our analysis provides a valid description of cohesive reference, as it 

can select the main referents that are also perceived as such by expert writers.  
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6.6.7 Some unexpected inconsistencies in the references in the corpus. Here, 

I only intend to highlight some outcomes concerning the difficulty of using clear 

references even for native-speaker expert authors. On average, the RAs in my corpus 

contained six vague items or ambiguities each. The most frequent referring items with 

vague referents were the results and the data. Many times the antecedent (referent) was 

not clear when groups of participants were referred to: sometimes it was unclear which 

group or subgroup was being described. (Once the original published layout had to be 

checked: for the identification of the referent of these passages). Vague references 

included items as: in the ways described above, in the initial stages. Once, the referent 

of an abbreviation with a definite article was missing. These ambiguous and vague 

references support the position that the usage of referring items in a way that all 

references are clear and the text is easy to follow is not only difficult for non-native 

writers, but for expert writers as well. 

 

6.7 Conclusions: practical and theoretical implications.  

The application of Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy can provide 

descriptive data about the frequency and length of cohesive ties that was obtained using 

the original taxonomy. In comparison with our new tool, the only detail about reference 

that was lost here concerns the specific grammatical categories of the items; however 

the main types remain. Therefore, little is lost in comparison to what is gained in 

describing the cohesive functions they serve. In addition, the new tool can meaningfully 

describe not only local but also global patterns (new and extended chains, linear, 

merging and splitting chains) of referential cohesion, both within subsections of the text 

and concerning the whole RA. As regards the length of chains preliminary results of the 
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study support the hypothesis that the longest cohesive referential chains carry the main 

messages of RAs. On the basis of a corpus of ten research articles, this exploratory 

study has shown that even RAs written by native English authors contain ambiguous 

referring items.  

On the whole, this pilot study has managed to add more “discipline” (Mosenthal 

& Tierney, p. 240) to the subjectivity inherent in text analysis. Additionally, it has been 

successful in identifying areas in which the proposed analytical tool needs to be refined 

and revised. Through the procedures of the analysis in this section, we have identified 

an area where our reliability results could be improved – that is, disambiguation of 

cohesive and non-cohesive reference.  
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7 STAGE 3: IMPROVING THE ANALYTICAL TOOL:  

NON-COHESIVE REFERENCE TAXONOMY FOR ACADEMIC WRITING 

 
7.1 Introduction 

The first analysis of 10 RAs (RA1-10) revealed that in order to have a more 

valid tool for the analysis of cohesive reference, we need to account for the workings of 

all those lexical items in the text that are easily mistaken for referential items unless 

otherwise specified. It is not enough if the researcher tries to identify cohesive 

relationships, because without seeing the full picture, several items may be overlooked 

or ambiguity may lead to different analyses. Therefore, after a brief explanation of 

method, I will first describe the problem areas encountered in the cohesion analysis of 

the first 10 RAs, and then it will propose a taxonomy to account for non-cohesive uses 

of reference items.  

 

7.2 Focus: Designing a complementary analysis to RCA 

 This part of the paper summarizes the emerging category labels for non-cohesive 

items from the previous analysis at Stage 2. Throughout the analysis both me and the 

co-coder found it very useful to settle in the case of problematic items whether we opt 

for analyzing a given reference item as cohesive or non-cohesive. Therefore, as this 

approach proved to be beneficial for some items, I decided that it can only add to the 

reliability of the analysis if we collect all the emerging labels for all the non-cohesive 

reference items and based on the categories obtained from the academic corpus 

designed a taxonomy of non-cohesive reference items. At this stage we focus on what 

exactly these categories cover and how the use of this taxonomy alongside the cohesion 

analysis improves the reliability of the new analytical tool.  
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7.3 A taxonomy of non-cohesive reference in academic writing.  

So far we have been working with the assumption that referring items may be 

non-cohesive for two main reasons: their referent can be found within the same sentence 

or they refer exophorically to something outside of the text. In the results of Stage 2 we 

have already pointed to the fact that further specification of non-cohesive uses of 

referring items might improve the reliability of the analysis. Although the focus of 

Stage 2 was the representation of cohesive chains, in the course of the analysis I found it 

useful to label the items that were not cohesive with explanatory notes on why they did 

not establish a cohesive tie. For this Stage 3 of the research, we have collected these 

notes from the previous analysis and, based on their similarities, derived the five main 

headings below:  

A: Sentence-internal 

B: Specified by pre- or post-modifier 

C: Exophoric 

D: Non-referential 

E: Non-integral 

These five main categories reflect the functions that non-cohesive items have, or 

they indicate where the presupposed item is to be found if not in the surrounding text 

outside of the containing sentence. In this section, we will discuss the content of these 

categories according to the order in which they appear in Table 19.  

(In Table 19 the list is not exhaustive, the listed phenomena are ordered neither 

according to the importance nor frequency of occurrence in the corpus; nevertheless, all 

the types of items listed occur in the corpus and would have been problematic if only 

relying on the sample analysis and procedures provided by Halliday and Hasan (1976). 

In the examples in Table 19, presupposed items are underlined, referring items are in 

bold.) 
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As noun phrases tend to be very complex, particulary in academic writing, it is 

not surprising to find several layers of embedding. “The complexity of phrases in 

academic prose and news reportage reflects the higher lexical density in these registers 

(2.2.9), which is associated with a greater potential for the formation of complex 

phrases (usually built up around lexical words; 2.7)” (Biber et al., 1991, p. 117).  In the 

analysis of these complex noun phrases the referring item that needs to be specified is 

analyzed as one that is specified by the closest phrase that immediately follows or 

precedes it (i.e. usually the complement that will be under the same node in a phrase 

structure tree).  
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Table 19. A taxonomy of non-cohesive reference items 
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(A) SENTENCE-INTERNAL: In this first category in Table 19 we listed (A1-

A3) all those items that appear in the Referential Cohesion Analysis (i.e. personal, 

demonstrative, comparative reference), but whose presupposed items are in the same 

sentence. 

Presupposed 
items:  

Swales the participants 

 he   

sentence 2 the author the students   

  they    their replies 

sentence 3 he the students  

Figure 12. Sentence-internal reference 

In Figure 12 rows represent sentences (from RA12); blue arrows represent 

cohesive ties between referring expressions and presupposed items. Expressions with 

grey arrows show items that are less specific according to Biber et al.’s (1991, p. 234) 

degrees of reference (see Table 3), and point to a more specific item in the same 

sentence. In deciding whether or not an item has a presupposed item in the same 

sentence, we can generally assume that any item that contains a lexically related NP is 

higher up the scale than the pronouns in the same sentence.  

s. 121 The class was not streamed for English and included learners of all 
abilities, but not learners with special educational needs . 
 
s. 122 The participants were in their fourth year of studying English (3 50 
minutes per week) and in their second year of another foreign language . 
(RA10) 

Only in the lack of such an NP (that is, without the participants), will pronouns 

establish cohesive ties, as in:  

s. 137 The stories did not favour girls’ or boys’ preferred narrative styles… 
s. 138 They were written to… (RA10) 
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The remaining categories (A4-6) are also similar in that the specification for an 

item is in the same sentence. Reflexive pronouns “mark identity with a preceding noun 

phrase” (Biber et al., 1991, p. 70), and usually refer to an entity in the same sentence; 

that is, they are only grammatically cohesive:  e.g. s. 56 […] only a portion of the 

graphic material itself (RA9). Specification of the presupposed item sometimes occurs 

in brackets in the same sentence; e.g. s. 160 […] when they [students] go onto the 

following unit (RA15) or immediately after the definite NP e.g.: s. 301 It also revealed 

a dual meaning of the term human (RA15). 

(B) SPECIFIED BY PRE- OR POST-MODIFIER: The meaning of the 

referring item in this category (most commonly a definite article, occasionally a 

pronoun or a determiner) is specified by a pre- or post-modifier, or a combination of 

post-modifiers. Although a prepositional phrase following a noun may be its 

complement or an adverbial, if it is a complement, it usually specifies the reference of 

the referring item. In possessive constructions (B1) the definite article is almost never 

cohesive (e.g. the predictions below), only the definite possessor NP (the SBF) 

establishes a cohesive tie with its full form in sentence 4:   

s. 4 Studies based on Gernsbacher’s Structure Building Framework (SBF) show 
that reading comprehension draws on general, modal cognitive processes. 
s. 7 Results corresponded to the predictions of the SBF. 
(RA10) 

 
If the first definite is cohesive in a construction, it is usually also indicated by a 

modifier. It is very rare, that the possessed refers, but it happens: 

s. 32 From 1998 until 2002 a similar framework of occupational standards was 
developed; however, these differed […] 
… 
s. 34 Nor did the re-structuring of the profession in Scotland based on the report 
of the McCrone Committee (SEED, 2001) introduce performance related pay. 
(RA5) 

Likewise, the possessed is usually cohesive with a demonstrative pronoun: 
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s. 138 The narratives were written to the lexical and syntactic level of the 
LowInt group.  
s. 139 The French versions maintained this simple level of lexis and syntax. 

 
(The examples above are based on RA10, but some sentences slightly altered to 

illustrate the phenomena discussed.) 

The meaning of a definite noun phrase can be specified by prepositional 

phrases (B1) other than the possessive, but it will remain non-cohesive:  

e.g. s. 63 In contrast to the clear separation between LI and typically developing 
children on NWR, there was significant overlap … (RA5) 

 

Adjectival pre-modifiers and participial adjectives as pre-modifiers (B2) 

function similarly to relative clauses in describing or classifying the entity denoted by 

the head noun (Biber et al., 1991, p. 97). If the noun phrase contains a pre-modifier, it is 

usually helpful to paraphrase it to see that it is not cohesive:  

(vii) ... the analyzed corpus ...  the corpus that was analyzed 

Participial adjectives (e.g. interesting, lasting) as pre-modifiers can often be 

paraphrased by “a relative clause of the form ‘who/which be + verb-ing’ or ‘who/which 

verb(s/ed)’” (Biber et al., 1991, p. 68). This test shows two important things: one is that 

these participial adjectives are not to be confused with nominal pre-modifiers, the other 

is that they have the property of being able to specify the reference of the subsequent 

noun phrase – as would be the case if they were presented in the form of a relative 

clause. For these reasons, nouns specified by a pre-modifying participial adjective are 

very likely to be non-cohesive.  

If the meaning of the definite noun phrase is specified within the same sentence 

by a relative clause (B3) then neither the definite article, nor the relative are cohesive.  
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s.131 The materials that participants would read were versions of the same 
narratives in English and French, with most containing different sorts of 
anomalies. 
(RA10) 

A relative clause is “characteristically a post-modifier in a noun phrase” (Biber, 

et al., 1991, p. 195). The “relativizer” (a wh-word, or that) points back to the head of the 

noun phrase to establish the reference of the noun phrase, instead of giving only 

additional information as in non-restrictive (or non-defining) relative clauses. For this 

reason, definite nouns followed by a restrictive relative clause will usually be non-

referential. In the same way as nouns, pronouns may also refer forward to relative 

clauses, as in, for example: He who must not be named.  

Besides the that-clauses functioning as complements the head noun can also be 

followed by infinitive clauses which complete the meaning of the noun (Biber et al., 

1991, p. 97).  

s. 144 Due to multiple analyzes of variance and the need to control for Type I 
error, the alpha level selected for testing was set at .01. (RA1) 

Such infinitive clauses with possessive pronouns specify the meaning of the 

noun only, while retaining cohesive reference to the person/people referred to, as in:  

s. 11…their inability to accurately and fluently identify printed words… (RA1) 

(C) EXOPHORIC REFERENCE in RAs occurred when the referring item 

was used with a noun or noun phrase that referred some general entity, or the item 

pointed to some entity that was not explicitly mentioned earlier in the text because it 

was unnecessary for some reason. We have already seen exophoric reference is where 

most ambiguities in reference occur and it is not easy to decide whether a presupposed 

element in the text is necessary for the identification of the real world referent or not. 

On the basis of the analysis of the 10 research articles, we have come to the following 

decisions about such dubious items. There is a great number of definite nouns that have 
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a general meaning (C1-2), but to be more specific, we can distinguish between two 

main types.  

First, if the noun has generic reference (C1) “it refers to a whole class rather 

than to an individual person or thing” (Biber et al., 1991, p. 265), and in this case, the 

definite article is not cohesive. While with an uncountable noun there are a variety of 

ways to express generic reference, with countable nouns there a fewer options. Either 

the plural form with zero article may be used (e.g. Dolphins are intelligent animals.) or 

the singular form with an indefinite or a definite article is used: e.g.: The / A good 

language learner has efficient learning strategies (Biber et al., 1991). A simple test to 

check whether a singular countable noun has generic reference is to replace the article 

preceding it with any. If it does not change the meaning or the reference of the noun, 

most probably it has generic reference. Note that the definite article with the plural form 

is only used for generic reference with nationality words (e.g. the Americans) (Biber et 

al., 1991, p. 266). 

However, not all definite nouns with a generic reference are so easy to identify. 

Sometimes the full meaning of an item is clear, but not from any specific presupposed 

item, nor is it general. Our second type of general reference includes those items that get 

their full interpretations from the textual context (C2). It is illustrated in s. 121 from 

RA7 where the secondary sector in itself would not tell us if it is the secondary sector of 

the economy or industrial sector or something else. It is not generic, it does not mean 

any sector, but we do not need a specific presupposed item either.  

s. 121 There were 18 teachers from the secondary sector (three specialists in 
SEN) and 16 teachers from primary schools. (RA7) 
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It is from both the immediate textual context teachers, primary schools and the topic of 

the paper that we know that it is the secondary sector of education that is referred to. 

Therefore, this item does not need a cohesive link to be interpreted. 

Proper names (C3), - such as organizations, countries, tests, examinations, etc. 

- containing a definite article – are only cohesive it they are abbreviated as in the 

example from RA 10 above: Structure Building Framework ← the SBF; but not when 

the full form is repeated.  

Time or place adverbs (C4) are also exophoric if they point to the 

circumstances outside the text; for example: s. 111 In the 2005-6 academic year, 407 

students (15 classes) were assigned to one of four bands … (RA6) 

The last type of exophoric items that we have found include items that do not 

need a presupposed item, because they have one unique referent (C5), and their 

meaning will be understood without any explicit antecedent, for example: the sun, the 

world, the Queen of the United Kingdom.  

(D) NON-REFERENTIAL: Some items in our analysis are not cohesive simply 

because they are not referential either. Their presence is due to either grammatical 

constraints (for examples, see: D3-5) or to the fact that they are part of a multi-word 

lexical item or an idiomatic expression (D1). Examples for the latter are: out of the 

blue, all over the place, etc. 

Linking words (D2) frequently contain demonstratives or the definite article, 

and but they are not always referential (e.g.: subordinator: that; complex subordinators: 

such that, supposing (that), in that, given (that), etc.). Special structures, such as 

comparatives with the definite article also belong here (e.g.: The longer you keep this 

wine, the better it tastes.)Those conjunctions that contain a referring item were regarded 

cohesive if the answer for the question concerning its reference was found in the text:  
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s. 113 The alternate hypothesis is that performance on these tasks is influenced by 
experience in another language. In this case, performance on the two 
experimental tasks will separate the typical EO group from both the BI and LI 
groups. (In what case? If we consider the alternate hypothesis is true that 
performance ...) (RA5) 

Endophorics (Hyland, 2000, p. 113) are also regarded referential here (e.g. this 

study, this paper, here, in this research), as they refer to textual features and not to 

abstract logical relationships. Endophorics are part of the “metatext” (Swales, 2004, p. 

121; “textual metadiscourse” in Hyland, 2000, p. 116) which contains text segments that 

refer to the organization of the whole paper. When speaking about the metatext, the 

scope of its reference can be the whole paper, a chapter, a section, a paragraph, or a 

sentence in it.  

The dummy it (D3) as subject, or object is non-referential, as it is semantically 

empty. In everyday language use it is frequently used in subject position when speaking 

about the weather, the time, or about distance (Biber et al., 1991, p. 125). In academic 

writing the dummy subject it is frequent in cleft sentences or as an anticipatory subject. 

Extraposition or anticipatory it: the dummy it is frequently used in to 

anticipate a finite or non-finite clause, for example:  

 in subject position: It was hard to believe [that he had become this 
savage with the bare knife.] 

 in object position: We leave it to the reader [to appreciate what this will 
mean in due course]. 

(Examples from: Biber et al., 1991, p. 155) 

Clefting: it-clefts “are used to bring particular elements of the structure into 

focus” (Biber et al., 1991, p. 155), for example: It was a new stool that I was trying to 

get, but I bought an armchair.  

Besides the dummy it, the existential there (D4) is also a frequent non-

referential item. Biber et al. (1991, p. 154) use the term “anticipatory subject” for the 
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“existential there in subject position”. They describe the function of this construction as 

one that can postpone the introduction of new information in order to “prepare the 

addressee” (ibid., p. 154) for it, without using a structure other than the normal subject-

verb sequence.  

NON-INTEGRAL (E) reference items represent a very practical category 

necessitated by the actual application of the analytical tool. When we count the total 

number of items, it is inevitable that we account for items that just happen to be there, 

but do not form an integral part of the text (hence the name). These may take the form 

of examples (E1), such as quotations from other texts, or examples from the data (such 

as most of the sentences in italics in this paper). While these items may be referred to, 

they do not point to anywhere in the text, they are merely illustrations. The same can be 

said about tables, figures and diagrams (E2); when these illustrations are referred to in 

the text, their titles will represent them as presupposed elements in the analysis.  

 

7.4 The Corpus: RAs and MA theses 

Besides the aim of piloting Referential Cohesion Analysis with the 

supplementary taxonomy of non-cohesive items on a new set of 10 RAs, Stage 3 of the 

research also aimed at exploring the possibility of using this tool to compare two sets of 

texts. For this purpose, a corpus of 10 MA theses was assembled from the Hungarian 

Corpus of Learner English (Károly & Tankó, 2009). The criteria for selecting research 

papers for our purposes are detailed in Sections 2.5 and 4.4 in this dissertation.  

 

7.5 Methods of analysis  

First, the same referential cohesion analysis was carried out on the new corpus 

of RAs (RA11-20) and MA theses (TH1-10) as for the first set of RAs (see Section 
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6.2.4). For the RA corpus, we had a parallel table with the non-cohesive items listed 

under the headings we described above in detail. As this proved to be fairly inefficient 

and cumbersome, for the MA theses we decided to label the non-cohesive items in the 

analyzed text itself. Therefore, in the analysis of the MA corpus, the subcategories for 

the categories appeared as tags in block capitals (e.g. EXO for exophoric, NOREF for 

no presupposed item in the surrounding text, etc.) next to relevant items in the sentence.  

The sentence-by-sentence analysis of the two corpora was again also carried out 

by another researcher, Ildikó Szendrői. Inter-coder reliability was counted on the basis 

of her analysis compared to mine, while intra-coder reliability measures were obtained 

as a result of the re-analysis of an RA from the RA corpus – using tags, instead of the 

parallel table for the second round. Between the two analyses of mine a whole year 

elapsed.  

Testing whether the reliability of the analytical tool is higher with the addition of 

this taxonomy will be carried out on a new set of 10 RAs (RA11-RA20) and 10 MA 

theses. Besides aiming at testing the validity of the improved analytical tool, this part of 

the research also tries to explore areas of meaningful comparison between RAs and MA 

theses. Therefore, at this third stage of our research, we seek answers to the following 

research questions:  

1. Does the addition of the taxonomy of non-cohesive items improve the 

validity and reliability of Referential Cohesion Analysis?  

2. What similarities and differences are there between the two corpora of 

10 RAs and 10 MA theses in terms of their use of referring items? 

The comparative study proceeded along the lines of the previous study (Stage 2). 

First, we shall summarize descriptive data about the frequency and length of cohesive 
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ties. Then we will compare local and global patterns (new and extended chains, linear, 

merging and splitting chains) of referential cohesion. In the comparison of the two sets 

of texts we are working with the hypothesis that in terms of cohesion they will be very 

similar due to the structural and organizational correspondences between them. We 

expect that as a result of the greater length of MA theses, they will contain longer, 

perhaps mostly linear cohesive chains of ties, while RAs will probably be denser in their 

informational structure, and this will be reflected in the complexity of the cohesive 

chains in them.  

 

 

7.6 Results and discussion 

7.6.1 Reliability at Stage 3. Referential Cohesion Analysis with the 

supplementary non-cohesive taxonomy was used here for the analysis of two corpora. 

Reliability of the analysis was ensured by the analysis of one RA by two coders 

(reliability was measured the same way as in Stage 2, Section 6.2.5.1), with a higher 

percentage of inter-coder agreement (89%) than at the earlier stage of the analysis 

(85.2%), which means that this analysis supports the assumption that considering non-

cohesive items enhances the reliability of the analysis. The overlap between my two 

analyses of the same text was 96%. Differences the intra-coder analyses were mainly 

due to ambiguities (the majority of the differences appearing in the categorization of 

exophoric items), and to assigning different presupposed elements to a few items in the 

cohesive table. The other coder also reported difficulty in identifying the subcategories 

of non-cohesive items. In fact, the specific sub-categories are useful in identifying 

where specific items belong, for pedagogical purposes – or otherwise, more efficient 

Referential Cohesion Analysis – we suggest that the use of the five main categories – 
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keeping the subcategories and examples for clarity - is probably enough. Problematic 

items were marked in the analyses and we will return to them in the discussion of the 

errors found in the MA papers (Section 7.6.5). 

 

7.6.2 Results of the cohesion analysis. Considering the average length of the 

texts, RAs (232 sentences on average) were usually about half as long as MA theses 

(568 sentences), and contained fewer cohesive referring items (426 in the theses, 188 in 

the RAs). In both corpora we have found that independently of the length of the text, on 

average it contained 10-15 reference chains that consisted of more than 10 cohesive ties.  

It is interesting that while MA theses are much longer than RAs, the ratio of the 

total number of ties that contributed to text-level cohesion is much lower (25%) in MA 

theses than in these RAs (35%). In addition, the ratio of cohesive chains containing 

more than two cohesive ties was lower (32%) in theses than in RAs (40%). These 

results support our hypothesis that thesis writers probably rely more on shorter cohesive 

chains within different sections of the paper and use fewer items that refer to a 

presupposed item across long text segments. It is a question whether this is due to 

novice writers’ lack of experience in perceiving a larger text as a whole or the fewer 

number of cohesive chains is a general characteristic of longer texts.  

 

7.6.3 Types of cohesive ties. The preliminary results of the comparison of 

expert and novice writing on the basis of the two 10-paper corpora is show in Figure 13. 

The figure shows the three main types of cohesive ties with the definite article as a 

separate category due to the high frequency of its cohesive use in the texts. The diagram 

represents data counted on the basis of the normalized number of items (the total 

number for each text was divided by the number of sentences in the given text).  
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Figure 13. Frequency of types of cohesive reference ties  
in 10 RAs and 10 MA theses 

 

The diagram in Figure 13 shows that there were no major differences between 

the two corpora in the use of demonstratives and the definite article. As regards the 

individual items (not represented in the diagram), in RAs we found more 

demonstratives used cohesively than in MA theses, and out of the three adverbials 

(here, there, then) only here was used for cohesive reference, with about the same 

frequency in the corpora. The greatest difference – as shown in Figure 13 – is in the use 

of personal pronouns. Thesis writers used more than twice as many third person 

singular pronouns than expert writers, while the neutral and plural pronouns were 

slightly more frequently used in the RAs. Looking for an explanation for this 

phenomenon, we have found that while RAs tend to refer to other studies using 

demonstratives e.g. this research, the study), novice writers are more likely to refer to 

the person who carried out the study (e.g. her research, his results, etc.).  As for 

comparative reference, it was relatively scarce, compared to the other types of items, 

and no noteworthy differences could be observed here.   
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7.6.4 Cohesive chains. All the analyzed texts in our corpora were divided into 6 

subsections (Abstract, Introduction, etc.), as listed in Figure 14. New chains are those 

that have a presupposed item in the relevant text segment, extended chains point back to 

a previous section.  

 

Figure 14. New and extended chains in 10 RAs and 10 MA theses 

 

Figure 14 shows the ratio of new and extended chains within the particular 

sections in percentages, 100% being the total number of chains in the given section. As 

the figure shows, there is no difference between the two corpora in the Abstract, 

Introduction and Results section. In the description of the methods, MA theses are more 

detailed, which explains the slightly higher proportion of new chains in the Methods 

section. The greatest difference between the two sets of papers in this respect is in the 

Summary or Conclusions. This section has a much higher ratio of new chains than MA 

theses. Closer observation of the texts revealed that the reason behind this is that authors 

of RAs do not necessarily restrict their conclusions to the actual findings based on the 
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empirical study in their article but they also lay heavy emphasis on advertising their 

study by placing it in the context of similar research in the given field. While placing 

their study in context is also expected from MA thesis writers, in the thesis requirements 

at ELTE it is only emphasized for the Review of the Literature section of the papers. On 

the whole, the Summary of RAs is more of a self-contained unit than that of MA theses; 

it is easier to interpret it on its own, without reading the full text of the article.   

The distribution of merging and splitting in chains in the various text sections 

supports the idea that these phenomena are alike in reflecting the complexity of chains; 

the frequency of their occurrences (shown in Figure 15) is very similar in both corpora. 

Comparing the two corpora, we will find that the Introduction and Summary sections 

differ most, while the remaining sections are similar in the number of merges and splits 

they contain.  

 

Figure 15. Chain complexity in the subsections of 10 RAs and 10 MA theses 

The introduction in research articles is relatively short, and it contains a very 

dense summary of the examined problems, questions and hypotheses, information about 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

Abstract

Introduction

Background, Context, Review of
the Literature

Methodology, Method

Findings, Results and Discussion

Summary, Conclusions

RAs: Chain merges

RAs: Chain splits

MA theses: Chain merges

MA theses: Chain splits



 

168 

 

the participants, in addition to some of the expected results. This is reflected in the 

highly complex chains used by RA writers. In contrast, MA theses have a very general 

introductory section which often focuses more on how the rest of the paper is organized 

than on the details of the study itself. Thesis introductions frequently contain a 

description of what personal experience motivated the thesis writer to choose the 

particular topic they are writing about. Occasionally, they also define some of the terms 

used in the paper in this section. On the whole, we can see that the introduction sections 

of RAs and MA theses differ in a number of ways. 

The reason that RA Conclusions contain a lower number of splitting and 

merging chains is again that while RAs state their results, they also attach them to 

general statements and logical conclusions. When stating their results, they do so in 

sentences that can be interpreted without reference to the previous text. As opposed to 

this, MA theses rely more on the rest of the paper in the reiteration of their results and 

state them less explicitly – the thesis conclusion usually cannot be interpreted without 

reading the papers from beginning to end.  

 

7.6.5 Errors in reference. As we have seen, the proposed analytical tool yields 

meaningful comparison of the two corpora; in addition, it has proved to be more reliable 

than previous analyses of cohesive reference. However, what we have not mentioned so 

far is that inconsistencies were sometimes due to various kinds of reference errors in the 

research papers, especially in the MA theses. While problematic items were marked by 

the coders, some of them were actually left out or categorized as belonging to the 

category intended by the writer. The type of error and the instances these occur were 

noted during the analysis. The question of how to deal with these problematic items to 
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describe reference in student writing is explored in detail at Stage 4 (in Section 6.4), 

which will lead us to the final analytical tool as the last stage of our empirical studies.  

 
7.7 Conclusions and implications  

On the basis of this study of 10 RAs and 10 MA theses we can conclude that the 

addition of non-cohesive categories did increase the reliability of the analysis, but we 

also have to add that for the application of the analytical tool it may be enough to rely 

on the five main types (A: sentence-internal, B: specified by pre- or post-modifier, C: 

exophoric, D: non-referential, E: non-integral). In the course of the analysis, we 

encountered a number of errors, especially in student texts, and as one of the 

implications of this study, this issue will be an input to the next stage of this dissertation 

research.  

As regards the similarities and differences between genres, we have found that 

the analysis provides a valid representation of cohesive reference. Our different 

measures showed similar results where the two corpora were expected to be alike, while 

results concerning differences between them matched the observations of the qualitative 

analysis. The two corpora displayed similarities in the patterns of cohesive chains in 

their Methodology and Results sections. Considering the types of referring items, apart 

from personal reference, the two sets of texts use the same amount of items of the other 

types (demonstrative and comparative reference). We also found that independently of 

the length of the texts, the papers in both corpora contained about 10-15 long reference 

chains.  

On the whole, in MA theses a lower ratio of reference items and chains 

contributed to the cohesion of the text. We have also seen that in describing previous 

research novice writers tend to use more third person singular pronouns while expert 
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writers tend to use demonstratives pointing to the research itself or its results.  In their 

Introductions MA thesis writers use more linear chains, while chains in RA 

Introductions tend to be more complex. The other major difference was found in the 

Conclusion section, which expert writers compose as a separate unit, while thesis 

writers rely more on the preceding text.  

  



 

171 

 

8 STAGE 4: THE REPRESENTATION OF ERRORS IN THE COHESIVE 

REFERENCE ANALYSIS OF STUDENT ACADEMIC WRITING 

 
8.1 Introduction 

On our way to develop an analytical tool for Referential Cohesion Analysis, we 

have encountered many problems that appeared as side-tracks, but which have led to a 

more reliable Referential Cohesion Analysis. First, we came up with the list of reference 

items we need in our analysis, then we added the lexical aspect to clarify the reference 

of items with determiners and the definite article. Then we broadened this picture with 

an account of non-cohesive items to avoid as much of the ambiguity inherent in the 

analysis as possible. And now we have come to the final detour we need to make to be 

able to analyze reference in student writing: the exploration of errors in student papers.  

 

8.2 Focus: an exploration of error types in novice academic writing 

Returning for a moment to Stage 3 of this research, we mentioned in the 

discussion of the results that in the process of the analysis we found it difficult to deal 

with errors in a consistent way. When one deals with student writing, the analysis of 

reference is encumbered with all sorts of problems: referring items without presupposed 

items, or more referents than necessary; there are items in intended ties that are 

supposed to match according to the context but do not, and so on. Ting (2003), who 

used Halliday and Hasan’s taxonomy, warns that the topic of cohesive errors has not 

received enough attention in the study of cohesion – as inappropriately used cohesive 

ties are counter-productive in making a piece of writing cohesive, a qualitative analysis 

is necessary for any study using this taxonomy to be valid. To achieve this purpose, this 
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stage of our study intends to systematize the analysis of student errors based on corpus 

data.  

 

8.3 Taxonomy: Reference Errors in Academic Writing 

Analyzing a thesis for mistakes or errors is clearly not straightforward. Of 

course, partly, it is a simple accuracy or well-formedness check on the level of 

sentences. However, there is much more to it: analyzing referential ties and chains 

involves building up a mental image of the whole text, which means keeping track of 

the referential ties and chains that are present in the text. Sometimes there is an obvious 

break in the chain, which is very easy to notice. At other times, there might be several 

interpretations to a particular item. Sometimes errors go unnoticed until the analysis of 

reference is carried out, because readers tend to fill in missing information with their 

own ideas – often unconsciously and not always correctly – and do not notice where 

exactly something went wrong in the text.  An analysis of reference cannot be carried 

out by a computer because it needs text interpretation using information involving 

background knowledge and experience. One must also notice relationships between sets 

of items or the likelihood of co-occurrence patterns. This also means that the analysis of 

reference largely depends on the reader, and so does the interpretation of some of the 

mistakes. Besides clear cases, there are ambiguities that needed to be resolved one way 

or another, and this resolution may differ person-by-person, because we all bring 

different experience and background knowledge to the understanding of a text – as 

readers, we construe cohesion and coherence differently. 

Here, in Sections 8.3.1-8.3.4, I describe the main types of mistakes found that 

relate to reference in one way or another; either concerning the structure of the text or 

its cohesive characteristics. We will use the traditional distinction in Teaching English 
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as a Foreign Language (TEFL) between errors and mistakes, which is described by 

Brown (2000; see also: Lee (1991) on “notions of error” (p. 57)) as a difference 

between problems in learners’ competence and performance. While an error is a sign of 

the lack of language competence and cannot be self-corrected, a mistake may just be a 

slip, or an accidental “failure to utilize a known system” (Brown, 2000, p. 217). As 

writing is an edited genre, mistakes are less likely to occur, nevertheless, the few that 

occur are either assumed correct and are included in the analysis or are labelled 

uninterpretable (Type 4, see Figure 16).  

Errors of reference in student writing may occur on different levels of discourse, 

with equal likelihood of blocking or impeding the interpretation of the text. Starting 

from the sentence level, errors – such as subject-verb concord or badly formed 

possessive structures – may affect one sentence only. These kinds of errors are 

structural, following Halliday and Hasan’s terminology (1976), as they only have an 

effect on the interpretation of the structure of one sentence only. When more than one 

sentence is affected or when there is a presupposition in the sentence that is not or 

cannot be fulfilled, the error is cohesive. Going beyond the level of the surface text 

strictly speaking, some errors appear on the discourse level, such as inappropriate or 

misleading organization of paragraphs or sections, unusual vocabulary (e.g. sometimes 

using subjects for participants was felt inappropriate), or stylistic problems. These 

aspects of errors all relate to understanding what academic writing as a genre entails, 

and what is or is not acceptable for the target discourse community.  



 

174 

 

In the present research, a referring item will be categorized as cohesive 

reference error if it meets the following 3 criteria: 

1. its referent is not specified or cannot be identified in the sentence in 

which it occurs, it does not have a referent in the textual context, and its 

reference is not specified by a pre- or post-modifier; 

2.  if it has a general meaning, it is not semantically related to the 

topic/semantic field of the thesis (for example, if the topic of the thesis is stated 

as: This thesis describes an empirical research aiming at investigating the usage 

of games in teaching English as a foreign language. (TH4, s. 1)12, related items 

in this thesis are: the student/students, the classroom, the learner, the game, the 

teacher, while non-related items would be: the structure, the comparison, the 

monkey); 

3. it is not exophoric (does not have a clearly identifiable referent in the 

world outside the reality of the text. Exophoric items are, for example: in the 

1920s, the UK). 

The categories of learner errors that emerged from the sentence-by-sentence 

cohesive and non-cohesive reference analysis of the MA thesis corpus are summarized 

in Figure 16 below. The labels represent types of errors for which we found at least 20 

instances in the corpus of 20 MA theses (frequencies are shown in Figure 17). 

                                                           
12 Sentence 1 in MA thesis 4 (out of the 20 analyzed theses) 
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Figure 16. A taxonomy of errors in the use of cohesive reference in MA theses 

The following four subsections explain the concepts covered by the labels in 

Figure 16 and illustrate the types of errors with examples from the MA thesis corpus.  

 

8.3.1 No referent in the textual context. 

 

Typical learner errors 

found in the corpus of MA 

theses 

 1. No referent in the textual context 

3. Problematic tracking 

of reference 

4. Non-existing forms 

2. Vague reference 

the definite article with an 

indefinite (first mention) item 

 

reference is too broad

  

two or more possible 

referents  

lexical relationship choice / place of 

demonstratives  
agreement  

non-cohesive: possessive of uninterpretable items 

unintended generic 

reference 

Arguably, one of the most difficult 

tasks in writing is to see the written text from an outsiders' point of view and anticipate 

the appropriate amount of background knowledge on the part of the reader to be able to 

supply enough information to make the text comprehensible without it becoming boring 

and repetitive. As a result of deep involvement in a research topic, not only the topic 

itself but also many recurring problems and logical connections may appear too obvious 
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for the novice writer to mention, as in example the below, where the reader is left 

without a specification of which field the writer intends to make a contribution to. 

s. 19 As a modest contribution to the field, this paper compares presumably high-
quality and low-quality texts […] (TH6) 

A slightly different problem is illustrated in example s. 360 where the definite 

article is used with the first occurrence of an item (here the 114 Moves) in the text. 

Sentence (b) is from the Discussion part of a thesis, and the item in bold is the first 

constituent of a long chain of reference. Therefore, the reader might expect this item to 

be more specific, for example, the 114 Moves found in the corpus of ... (see: Swales & 

Feak, 1994, p. 224 on the definite article used with the first mention).  

s. 360 Furthermore, out of the 114 Moves, Move 3 is only the second most 
frequent element... (TH3) 

Another frequent problem in student theses is the use of the definite article with 

a plural NP for an intended general meaning (see: Swales & Feak, 1994, p. 231). 

Biber et al. (1991, p. 265) list three possible forms in English to express generic 

reference, (1) zero article with an uncountable noun, (2) zero article with a plural 

countable noun, and a less common form, mainly used in fiction is (3) the use of an 

indefinite or definite article with a singular countable noun. However, the interference 

of Hungarian, where the definite article with a plural NP is frequently used with a 

generic meaning, results in errors like: 

s. 174 […] strategies with the help of which we can teach the students how to […] 
(TH9) 

The definite article with the plural NP students will prompt the reader to search 

for an antecedent in the text, instead of readily interpreting the NP as having an 

exophoric, generic reference to any group of students.  
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8.3.2 Vague reference. A cohesive item was analyzed vague if its referent was 

somewhere in the text, but its exact location could not be determined either because its 

meaning was too broad or because there were two or more possible anaphors in the 

preceding text. Consider sentences 113-116 below, where the referent of the meaning in 

is too broad; in order to make this part of the text more reader-friendly, the reference of 

the meaning could be specified: whether it is the meaning conveyed by particular 

structures or phrasings or the meaning intended by some character in the story, for 

example. 

s. 113 Authors have a wide choice of possibilities when presenting the speech and 
thoughts of their characters. 
s. 114 These possibilities range from the verbatim rendering of.... 
s. 115 Through the conscious use of these different structures and phrasings, the 
author can make the Readers feel sympathy towards one character or contempt 
for another. 
s. 116 The variety of speech modes also affect the meaning and [...]. 
(TH14) 

 

An item can also be vague when the text actually contains possible referents, but 

it is difficult to point to the referent intended by the writer. The extract below (from 

TH12) contains vague items with two or more possible referents. 

s. 122 Language games can be grouped according to several aspects.  
s. 123 They can be differentiated on the basis of their form or the material they 
make use of (Bartha, 1994).  
s. 124 According to Bartha, there are card-games, board games, [...], cooperative 
games and communicative games of which he notes [...].  
s. 125 These have two types: cooperative games and competitive games.  
s. 126 Hadfield (1990) makes approximately the same grouping but she refers to 
this (this differentiation? the two types?) as the technique the students use and she 
lists role play and even simulations under this heading (communicative games? 
the technique?).  
(TH12)  

 

First, in s. 125 these is a problematic item, as it probably refers to 

communicative games in s. 125, though the identity of the referent is not clear, as one of 

the types of communicative games in s. 125 is identical with the categories listed in s. 
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124. The reader might read on for clarification, but finds an even more confusing 

sentence s. 126, where a number of items are vague. For example, the same grouping 

and this in s. 126 might refer to the two types of communicative games in s. 125, or to 

the differentiation on the basis of their form or the material in s. 123. Also in s. 126 it is 

not obvious whether this heading refers to communicative games in s. 124 or the 

technique in the same sentence, or to something else in the text.  

 

8.3.3 Problematic tracking of reference. In the course of the analysis, I found 

it useful to distinguish between two types of problems in following chains of reference. 

First, items that are vague, where the question is which previous item the referent is, 

and second, chains that are problematic to track in the preceding text, because the chain 

of reference contains misleading items. 

Longer chains of reference might be difficult to follow due to lexical problems. 

Presumably, as a result of the influence of the teaching of writing in Hungarian, 

students try to avoid lexical repetition, and use synonyms instead. In some cases, these 

synonyms might be misleading in English, as illustrated by some examples below. In 

example 3 we can see an example of the misuse of a lexical item, which is probably 

only a mistake, but is a representative of similar problematic items that occur in an 

analysis of cohesion. 

1. the papers refers to questionnaires for teachers (TH9, s. 484) in an 
earlier sentence,  
2. this type refers to one of three aspects listed earlier in the text (TH14, s. 
235), 
3. the examiner as a referring item when it is clear from the meaning of the 
text that the intended referent is the examinee: ...neither IH EURO nor ELC 
issue certificates unless the examiner has achieved the pass rates in all the 
exam parts (TH5, s. 440) 
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Demonstrative determiners this and these are frequent in academic writing, as 

they "mark immediate textual reference" (Biber et al., 1999, p. 349; practice tasks: 

Swales & Feak, 1994, p. 25). In MA theses, students sometimes use that for the same 

intended meaning, as a result of which it is difficult for the reader to identify the 

referent.  

s. 18 My aim is to have a more or less full picture of what kinds of games are 
used [...].  
s. 19 For that reason my research questions are the following: […]  
(TH4) 

 
A similar problem in the use of determiners is the place in which they occur in 

the text. It is not uncommon in student writing that a determiner is used in the first 

sentence of  a subsection; that is, the intended reference holds across section boundaries, 

which is not an immediate textual context.  

s. 277 3.2 Modification of Research Questions 
s. 278 Because of these difficulties I had to modify my field of research to some 
extent. (TH8, s. 278) 

 
In relative clauses Dóczi and Prievara (2002, p. 8) recommend the use of the 

definite article in instead of determiners. However, Biber et al.'s (1991) corpus-based 

grammar suggests that it is indeed possible to use that/those for sentence-internal 

cataphoric reference, with the restriction that the reference of the demonstrative should 

be specified within the same sentence. Problematic uses of that/those in the corpus are 

those items where the anaphor of the referring demonstrative is not found within the 

same sentence, but points to a distant entity in the text, as in: 

s. 278 Those steps that are included in the first theory are described in much 
more detail in the first six stages of the second one, clearly indicating that... 
(TH9)  

A referring expression and its presupposed item should normally agree in gender 

and number. In the thesis corpus, problems in agreement occurred sometimes with 

other problematic areas: irregular plurals (e.g. stimuli referred to by it (TH12, s. 77-
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78)), the possessive 's (e.g. one of the student's (TH12, s. 501) where the noun should 

be plural instead of singular). It also happened that two elements in a cohesive chain 

simply did not match in number, as in s. 382-384 below, where the lesson in s. 384 

refers to the plural classes in s. 382.  

s. 382 First of all, several English classes were observed ... 
s. 383 The observation was guided and based on an observation sheet... 
s. 384 Therefore, she decided to take field notes (Freeman, 1998) during the 
lesson on the basis of the categories of the observation sheet [...]. 
 (TH12) 

 

8.3.4 Non-existent forms. The majority of non-existent forms occurred in 

intended s-genitives and of-phrases. According to Biber et al. (1991, p. 300) of-phrases 

have the highest frequency in academic prose while s-genitives are surprisingly rare.  

They explain this characteristic feature of the academic register partly by its subject 

matter, which rarely focuses as much on human beings and their relationships as the 

other registers they studied (i.e., conversation, fiction and news). Another explanation 

for the excessive use of of-phrases is its capacity to provide additional clarity to a 

structure by producing “a less dense and more transparent means of expression” (ibid., 

p. 302). The possibilities of clarification opened up by using an of-phrase instead of a 

genitive are: 1. using coordination (e.g. the execution of a senior officer and two dogs), 

2. an appositional construction (e.g. the celebration of the birth of a famous writer, Jack 

Kerouac.), 3. a post-modifying prepositional phrase (e.g. the withdrawal of US military 

forces from Iraq) or 4. a relative clause (e.g. contemporaries of John, who would 

certainly have…). In addition, of-phrases were found to be about three times as likely 

to present new, rather than given information and introduce new entities into the 

discourse (Biber et al., 1991, p. 305), while s-genitives tended to maintain reference to 

previously mentioned entities.   
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Learners of English trying to mimic the characteristics of academic writing seem 

to notice this high frequency of of-phrases, but go too far and overuse them. Possessive 

of constructions with a person or pronoun as head are not used in English according to 

Biber et al. (1991), but were found in the corpus, for example: the final goal of it, the 

characteristics of them, in the opinion of Ágnes. 

Other uninterpretable items included examples such as: the how it will happen 

(TH14, s. 249), in the one chapter of (TH14, s. 108), organized along the following the 

lines (TH3, s. 20), the there is (TH5, s. 361), the filling in the questionnaires (TH10, s. 

306). 

The remaining sentence-internal problems – those which could be identified as 

any of the error types above, but occurred within sentence boundaries – were listed 

under non-cohesive errors.  

 

8.4 The corpus: MA theses  

This exploratory study focuses on the emerging errors in an analysis of 10 higher 

and 10 lower rated MA theses (from an expansion of the previous 10-paper corpus). The 

corpus consists of approximately 300.000 words. The two subcorpora compared in the 

present paper are differentiated on the basis of marks and language scores:  

 low-rated = mark + language score  7  

 high-rated = mark + language score  9 
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8.5 Methods of analysis: error analysis.  

The research questions that guided Stage 4 are the following:  

1. What main error types emerge in the Referential Cohesion Analysis 

of 10 higher and 10 lower rated MA theses?  

2. In what ways do these errors affect the comprehensibility of the 

texts?  

3. What are the most typical errors in the use of cohesive items in high- 

and low-rated theses?  

4. What are the most problematic text parts (e.g. Introduction, 

Methods) for novice writers?  

 

 At this point we will not focus on the different reference item types or patterns, 

but will only try to identify the typical error types and the ways in which they may be 

categorized. The density of errors in the different text parts will be used as a measure to 

identify the most problematic text parts for novice writers. 

 

8.6 Results and Discussion  

 In Section 8.3 we have discussed the kinds of errors that were found in the two 

analyzed corpora. In the first part of this section I will compare the 2 corpora (high- and 

low-rated) along each type of error, then I will discuss error types as they are distributed 

in the various MA thesis sections in the corpora. 

 On average, theses in the high-rated corpus contained 39 errors each, while texts 

in the low-rated corpus contained 63 errors. As can be observed in Figure 17, in most 

cases (except for non-cohesive items), low-rated theses contained the same or higher 

number of errors than high-rated theses. Furthermore, in low-rated theses, twice as 
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many items lacked a referent in the text. Additionally, about three times as many 

intended generic items were realized by a definite article and a plural noun phrase, also 

adding to the number of items without a referent.  

 

 

Figure 17. Types of errors of reference in high and low-rated MA theses 

 

These types of errors are rooted in a variety of sources, one of them being the 

pedagogical nature of the thesis genre, which resulted in over-dependence on the 

reader’s background knowledge and reliance on the reader's (thesis supervisor's) 

familiarity with the writers' topic and research project. Students tend to assume that 

even if their texts are not perfectly clear, their peers and instructors just understand what 

they mean (Benson & Heidish, 1995, p. 324) Examples for this from the high-rated 

corpus are the following items without a referent in the text: the other components of 

communicative competence, the tools, the intervention. Another typical problem was the 

long distance cataphoric reference to one of many groups of participants in the research 
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project described in the thesis (e.g.: the students, the participants – where it was 

impossible to identify which specific group was being described). In addition, thesis 

writers sometimes referred to the researchers without a specific antecedent, as if they 

were a specific group of people holding particular opinions.  

As regards vague items, differences between the two corpora were observed 

where items had two or more possible referents. In such cases (for example, two or 

more questionnaires, analyzed texts, groups of students or target languages) students 

often failed to make the reference to one of these groups clear. Items with a broad 

reference were equal in frequency in the two corpora; although it should be noted that 

there were slightly different items. In high-rated theses, the referent is not specific 

enough in: the previous sections (meaning: the referent is somewhere in the previous 

sections), the results, the theory, the findings, the tables. In low-rated theses, errors 

included the above mentioned authors, the whole process (referring to some part of the 

research project), the aim.  

Problems with lexical relationships, demonstratives and agreement have already 

been discussed in the previous section. Figure 17 shows that they occur slightly more 

frequently in low-rated theses. 

Uninterpretable items, especially in low-rated MA theses included items 

reflecting the misinterpretation of academic style: it was decided to include (meaning: I 

decided to include) or it was intended to compare (meaning: I intended to compare). 

These items block the reading process, as it might be interpreted as referential, 

especially in the latter example. Other uninterpretable items included non-defining 

relative clauses that occurred in the place of an intended defining clause, leaving the 

noun without specification: the topics, which occurred or the mistakes, which occur. 

Distant referents were relatively infrequent in both corpora.  
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The category of non-cohesive errors was the only one where high-rated theses 

scored higher. This category includes all the error types, but it contains problems in 

sentence-internal cohesion. The majority of the errors were due to the lack of agreement 

between the referent and the referring item. Possessive of with a person as head (e.g. the 

opinion of Seliger and Shohamy; the number of them) was one of the most frequent 

sources of error.  

 The distribution of errors in text parts differ considerably in the high- and low-

rated thesis corpora. Figure 18 shows the distribution of errors in the five typical thesis 

sections (Introduction, Review of the Literature, Research Method, etc.) that were found 

in all the theses in the corpus, although the titles of these sections vary (e.g. Method, 

Methods, Research Methods, Research Design and Method). Figure 18 shows that for 

writers of high-rated theses the Review of the Literature is the most problematic. The 

majority of the errors in both corpora were due to the lack of referent of cohesive items 

in the textual context. Surprisingly, high-rated theses writers used more plurals with the 

definite article for generic reference, and had more vague items. Vague items found in 

high-rated corpus such as: the theory, these perspectives, the purposes, the authors, 

show that writers of high-rated theses may have found it especially difficult to 

summarize the relevant theories and approaches in the literature in a way that their 

readers also see the connections between the concepts, theories and approaches that the 

writers found.  This may be the result of the higher density of information in their 

review than in the low-rated corpus. 

 In the Method section the low-rated corpus contained almost three times as 

many errors as the high-rated corpus. The most frequent problems here included items 

with no reference, or vague reference (often between two or more possible referents); 

additionally, lexical problems and the choice of demonstratives were also problematic. 
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Typically, the description of the analytical tools was vague, and it was difficult to 

identify which group of participants or which research tools were referred to by 

particular referring items. Additionally, research results were sometimes referred to 

quite randomly within the Methods section, without any clear explanation of what those 

results are and where they originate from. 

 

Figure 18. Reference errors in MA thesis sections 

 

In the Results (and Discussion) section Figure 18 shows that there are about 

twice as many errors in the low-rated corpus. In this thesis section, vague, non-

interpretable items and items without a referent (including problems with generic uses) 

were the most frequent. Apparently, writers of high-rated theses were better at making 

clear the relationships between research tools, groups of participants and results easy to 

follow. Observable strategies for this in the high-rated corpus included consistency in 

terminology for research tools, providing labels for (groups of) participants and using 

these labels when describing the results of the research.  
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The last section, Summary (and Conclusions), was again more problematic in 

low-rated theses. The majority of the errors resulted from using the definite article and a 

plural noun for generic reference and also from a range of uninterpretable items (e.g. the 

reliability of the results, the first finding, the above mentioned without specific 

presupposed items).  

 

8.6.1 Analytical problems and decisions. In this part of the research I 

compared 10 high- and 10 low-rated theses with the intention to reveal typical learner 

errors in terms of reference. Though RCA (as described at Stages 2 and 3) was not 

directly in the center of our attention for the discussion of error types here, it was of 

course an inevitable part of the procedure of collecting reference errors. Unfortunately, 

this RCA revealed two major issues that lead to the modification of the thesis corpus we 

used subsequent parts of this dissertation. On the one hand, some of the thesis papers 

were assumed to the empirical nature of on the basis of their abstracts, but it turned out 

to be a false assumption. An interesting outcome of the method of RCA introduced here 

is that it shows a markedly different structure for empirical and theoretical research 

papers (we will return to this in Chapter 7). On the other hand, out of the empirical 

research papers, case studies also had a structure that both resembled theoretical papers 

and had extensive samples of interview data, which would have distorted the 

comparative data concerning empirical papers. As a consequence, I replaced 5 papers (3 

theory-oriented papers and 2 cases studies) in the MA thesis corpus. For this reason, 

while I will keep referring to the corpus of 20 MA thesis papers, in Stage 7 the reader 

will find data and citations pertinent to MA thesis papers that replaced the original ones. 

This also means that errors discussed in Chapter 7 will be similar to, but not identical 

with the results presented here, in Chapter 6.  
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8.7 Summary: Stages 2-4 

The three studies described in this chapter embrace areas of RCA that need to be 

considered in the discourse analysis of student writing. We first showed RCA is an 

analytical tool that can be applied to extensive texts with relative ease and little loss of 

theoretical detail as compared to Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy. We hopefully 

managed to open a new window on how to approach the overall patterns of reference in 

a systematic way and represent them in a visually appreciable and easily quantifiable 

manner that is both clear and allows for flexible handling of the data. An additional 

non-cohesive taxonomy was also developed to provide a complementary analysis to 

increase the reliability of RCA. A qualitative discourse analysis was also carried out to 

map the types of errors that emerge in an analysis of student texts, which was also the 

last step in these series of studies to overcome the major limitations we identified at 

Stage 1 concerning Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) cohesion analysis.  
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 9 STAGE 5: TESTIING THE NEW ANALYTICAL TOOL: 

REFERENTIAL COHESION IN RESEARCH ARTICLES AND MA THESES 

9.1 Introduction 

This chapter describes the last stage (5) of this research. We started out from the 

general theory and method of cohesion analysis proposed by Halliday and Hasan 

(1976), and through four stages of in-depth corpus analysis described above, we have 

arrived at the Referential Cohesion Analysis tool to be proposed here, which 

encompasses several aspects of referential cohesion in academic writing and whose 

reliability has been tested at every step of the developmental process.  

 

9.2 Focus: Testing the new analytical tool 

In this final stage we have two main goals: one is to put to test the analytical tool 

in its final form to obtain validity and reliability data and the other is to implement it to 

reveal the referential characteristics of research papers produced by novice and expert 

writers. Throughout this chapter we will start by describing each aspect of reference 

analyzed by the quantitative data, and we will cite actual examples from the papers to 

illustrate phenomena regarding reference that we have discovered, and finally we will 

highlight problem areas that have significant pedagogical relevance. (Abbreviations in 

this chapter: RA = Research Article, HTH = high-rated MA thesis, LTH = low-rated 

MA thesis, s. = sentence,).  

 

9.3 The taxonomy: Referential Cohesion Analysis 

 The taxonomy used in here (in Stage 5) contains all the approaches to cohesion 

analysis accumulated in the previous stages (2-4). Briefly, cohesive reference items 

were identified and I created a cohesion analysis table for each text to analyze cohesive 
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ties and chains (see: Stage 2, Chapter 6).  The categories of non-cohesive reference 

items were entered as tags in the documents (see Stage 3, Chapter 7). To account for all 

instances of reference items, errors were highlighted in both the corpora and the 

cohesion analysis tables, with the appropriate error types from the taxonomy of errors 

(see Stage 4, Chapter 8).  

 

9.4 The Corpus: Research Papers 

I will compare two main sets of 40 texts: 20 Research Articles (RAs) and 20 

Master’s theses (MA theses). The MA thesis corpus is further subdivided into two sets 

of 10 higher rated and 10 lower rated texts, based on the final mark they received. The 

corpus was accumulated gradually through the previous stages (2-4 described in 

Sections 6 to 8), yet, as the analysis at each stage focused on different aspects, a full 

analysis of the corpus has not been carried out yet. The selection criteria for research 

papers to be included in the corpus has been described at the earlier stages; briefly, both 

RAs and MA theses were empirical papers from the field of applied linguistics written 

after the year 2000. The whole RA corpus is 143 083 words long, the full MA corpus is 

315 578 words. For this part of our empirical study we started from scratch, and 

analyzed the whole corpus from beginning to end using a uniform method (described in 

Section 9.3).  

 

9.5 Methods of analysis 

Referential Cohesion Analysis was conducted using the total corpus of 40 

research papers. The main steps (as described in detail in Chapters 6 to 8) are the 

following:  
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a) Preparation of texts for analysis: numbering sentences: Practically, we 

replace all “full stop + space” sequences to “full stop + paragraph”, so that sentences all 

start in new lines and we can number them automatically. While most of the work is 

done, we need to check that Tables and Figures get numbered as one sentence and also 

that abbreviations (as a result of the dot in them) do not divide single sentences into 

several.  

b) Identifying cohesive and non-cohesive elements: Based on the types of 

referring items we intend to explore (personal, demonstrative and comparative 

reference; see: Table 8, p. 69 in Chapter 3) we highlight all the items. Then we read the 

texts and tag all the items that are not cohesive (based on the non-cohesive categories 

we discussed in Chapter 7; see Table 19), using either the 5 broader categories, or the 

more specific subcategories, depending on our particular research purposes. We can 

also tag errors, as some of them will be immediately obvious (see Figure 16 for the four 

main types). The method of tagging these items will obviously depend on the kind of 

software we are using (e.g. WordSmith, CLARK system) or we can simply enter them 

in the document itself (even Microsoft Word can perform many search functions). 

c) Creating a table to represent cohesive reference items. While the previous 

two steps could be carried out by any software, at present, cohesive chains of reference 

can only be carried out but by human analysis. In addition, the analysis will inevitably 

reflect our interpretation of the given text and our background knowledge. Ideally, this 

is at least our second reading of the analyzed text, so we are already familiar with it. For 

each paper analyzed we will need a table to represent relationships between sentences 

(e.g. an Excel table) where presupposed items will be entered in successive columns in 

the row representing the sentence (with the same number) in which it is found, and all 

referring items pointing to it will be entered under it, thus forming a chain (see: Chapter 
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6 for details and Figure 5 for a sample analysis). We can fix the first (top) row and enter 

all the presupposed items there as well, which will make it much easier to find 

presupposed items from previous text parts. Color coding helps not only to distinguish 

between different types of items, but also in counting referring items. When in doubt 

about lexical relationships we can refer to the lexical relations we have discussed in 

Chapter 5 (see: 5.4.3.6, esp. Table 16). Cohesive errors are indicated in the cohesion 

analysis table using green background color and are tagged in the analyzed text.   

d) Data collection. For each text, all the information above was entered into a data 

collection sheet (see Appendix H), which included the formulae for normalizing the 

data as it was entered. The same sheet contained qualitative information and notes for 

each text. As the study is partly exploratory in nature, I also collected general 

observations, hypotheses emerging from the analysis of the given text, and a list of 

errors.  

e) Error analysis. Errors are collected both in the RCA table and in the non-

cohesive analysis of the texts. In the RCA table errors are highlighted (in green) and 

notes are added to the box where the problematic item is entered. Non-cohesive errors 

are entered in the text as tags. After the analysis of each text all these errors are 

collected in a single table with the sentence number, the problematic item, the type of 

error and the section where it appeared. This provides easier access to information about 

errors and can also be copied quickly in one table at the end for the summary of all the 

data from the various texts.  
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Next, we intend to answer the research questions for Stage 5:  

1. Is the proposed tool for Referential Cohesion Analysis a valid and 

reliable instrument for describing the text-organizing role of referential 

cohesion in academic discourse? 

2. What particular referential characteristics of texts is it capable of 

describing?  

3. What writing strategies or patterns of reference do expert writers 

employ to overcome problems in the use of reference encountered in 

students’ MA theses?  

 

To answer the first research questions we used inter-coder reliability test and we 

compared the method with Cohesion Analysis (Halliday & Hasan, 1976). The 

discussion of the results for the second and third research questions will consist of a 

detailed description of the various aspects of discourse we can assess with the tool.  

First, we will describe the overall patterns we can observe in the corpora, such as the 

ratio of cohesive ties, long chains, and the patterns of cohesive ties and chains. Then we 

will focus on the three main types of cohesion and the errors found in the corpus, 

alongside the results of the in-depth analysis of the texts to show what writing strategies 

or which cohesive devices expert writers use and how to overcome problems 

encountered in both the low and high-rated theses written by students.  
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9.6 Results: Patterns of Referential Cohesion 

9.6.1 Reliability and validity results. Reliability of the analytical process is 

partly ensured by the procedure itself. Having two approaches, hence two analyses to 

each text (a non-cohesive and a cohesive analysis, supplemented with a list of errors) 

we can make sure that we have accounted for all the items in the text in one way or 

another. Still, we cannot be sure that everyone would categorize non-cohesive items or 

cohesive chains in the same way. While we acknowledge that some errors are inherent 

in the analysis, based on previous reliability checks we assume that there should be at 

least a 90% overlap between two analyzes of the same coder or between the results of 

the analyses of two coders. For this reliability analysis I asked an advanced-level 

English speaker friend of mine, Judit Andruskó, to analyze an RA based on the 

guidelines I had sent her. For it to be a pedagogical tool besides being an analytical tool, 

Referential Cohesion Analysis should be such that it can be carried out by anyone with 

sufficient English language knowledge to understand the particular text. The analysis 

should be simple enough to be performed by students without extensive training. Judit 

received a five-page description of the instructions (see: Appendix A) and was asked to 

inform me about any difficulties or problems during the analysis. She reported that she 

had found the task quite enjoyable, though it took her a bit more than an hour to finish 

the analysis of 15-20 sentences, depending on the length of the sentences and the 

number of items in them. With some practice the analysis gets much easier, and it is 

actually possible to reach 50-60 sentences per hour (which still means that it takes about 

12 hours to analyze an MA thesis, which is not really the efficiency one would dream 

of). She learned the method very quickly and her analysis was very helpful, and her 

feedback on the tool was informative.   
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The reliability test of the instrument was carried out using two analyses of RA5 

(by a trained co-coder and the author of this research). The article was 318 sentences 

long, we both found 70 cohesive chains in the text. The only difference was the position 

of two chains in the analysis, where the author had the presupposed items in the 

abstract, the other coder put them in the introduction. This is a much better result than at 

Stage 2 (that is, 26 identical 13 and different chains in the inter-coder comparison of the 

analysis of RA3). Still, considering the actual ties within the chains of reference there 

were a number of differences, specifically that the co-coder’s analysis gave 286 

cohesive ties while the author found 320. What is surprising is that there were no ties 

that appeared in one chain in one analysis and somewhere else in the other, but the only 

difference was the presence of a certain item in one analysis which did not appear at all 

in the other. That is, there were 34 items more in one analysis that in the other, while the 

other 286 were identical , that is, 89.44% of the total items in the author’s analysis. 

While this is not exactly the 90% we were aiming at, the result is still acceptable, 

especially if we look at how the two analyses differed.  

The four most frequent items that were missing from the co-coder’s analysis of 

RA5 are each, here, such, then and (from most to least frequent); out of the pronouns, 

only their was missing twice. Actually, these differences are probably due to either the 

lack of experience in using the analytical tool or are items that were overlooked, (an 

occurrence which is unavoidable to some extent). In connection with the other items, 

mainly determiners, that were missing, we may assume that they disappeared as a result 

of the coder’s lack of experience in the register used in research articles, especially in 

the field of linguistics or applied linguistics. This will also be true for the some 

university students taking up academic skills or advanced writing courses, which makes 

the following findings pedagogically relevant. In the previous reliability analysis it was 
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part-whole relationships that caused differences, but here, pairs of items such as the 

following were not recognized by the advanced English speaker coder:   

 strings of phonemes← these nonwords 

 basic linguistic information ← the stimuli  

 a subsequent study ← the most significant finding 

 Rodekohr & Haynes (2001) investigated ← this study 

 581 school-age children ← their NWR performance 

 As we can see, all these items (and the others not listed here) contain some academic 

vocabulary that may have led to uncertainty on the part of the coder, and to the 

exclusion of the items from the analysis. What we need to consider here is how much of 

the academic vocabulary university students are familiar with and whether or not it 

causes problems in discourse production and processing.  

As a first approach to the data, the total number of referring items was counted 

for both RAs and MA theses. As texts in the corpora were markedly different in length, 

the articles ranging from 2040 to 10425 words and the theses from 10140 to 20883 

words, comparability was ensured by using normalized data: results for each text were 

divided by the number of words in the given text and multiplied by 1000 for easier 

counting. It would have been possible to use the number of sentences as a basis for 

normalizing the data, as cohesion concerns relationships between sentence boundaries. 

However, the differences between the lengths of the sentences (see Table 20 below) and 

the sometimes arbitrary nature of the identification of sentence boundaries might have 

blurred the results as compared to the word-based method. The average sentence length 

did not differ greatly, though in general we can state the lower the proficiency the 

shorter the sentences are in the three corpora.  
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Table 20 below shows the three sub-corpora we have been working with. The 

corpus of 20 RAs contains approximately the same number of words as the high and 

low rated MA thesis corpora of 10 texts each. The total number of items in the table 

refers to all those reference items that were listed among the types of reference (see 

Table 8), that is, both cohesive and non-cohesive items whose status we needed to 

consider in the course of the analysis. All three corpora were submitted to a lexical 

analysis carried out by Cobb’s (2002) Vocabulary Profiler. This analysis was used to 

confirm that besides receiving different grades at the university, the differences between 

the language proficiency of the three groups of texts are reflected in their vocabulary 

choices. The percentages for the vocabulary profile indicate the ratio of K1 words (most 

frequent 1000 words), K2 (most frequent 1001-2000 words) and AWL words (from the 

Academic Word List) used. The higher the K1 percentage, the simpler vocabulary is 

used in the text, which indicates lower proficiency; likewise, a higher ratio of AWL 

words will indicate a greater reliance on academic vocabulary. The percentages in the 

table for each corpus indeed show that low rated theses do contain the highest ratio of 

K1 words and the lowest ratio of AWL words. In general, we can observe a high ratio of 

lexical density which is in line with Halliday’s (2004) observation of the same 

phenomenon academic discourse. 

  



 

198 

 

Corpus: Research Articles  
(20 texts) 

High Rated  
MA theses 
(10 texts) 

Low Rated  
MA theses 
(10 texts) 

Total no. of words  
124 290  145 372  157 249 

Total no. of sentences 
in the corpus  4 802  5 899 6 792 

Avg. sentence length 
(=words/sentence) 26  25 23 

Total no. of items 
(normalized*100) 

15 541 
(12.7) 

25 512  
(17.5) 

20 233  
(12.8) 

Vocabulary profile13 
(K1 / K2 / AWL) 73.4% / 4.4% / 11.1% 84.2% / 4.5% / 10.4% 86% / 4.6% /  

9.4% 
Lexical density (content 

words / total) 0.61 0.58 0.60 

% of non-cohesive items  
71% 63% 58% 

% of cohesive items 
29% 37% 42% 

Avg. total of cohesive 
ties (average / text) 

260 
(43.1) 

539 
(36) 

602 
(38.1) 

Average no. of cohesive 
chains  (average / text) 

67.3 
(11.2) 

190 
(13.1) 

202 
(12.7) 

Av. no. of long cohesive 
chains  (average / text) 

25.9 
(4.4) 

64 
(4.4) 

69 
(4.5) 

 
Table 20. Summary table of corpus data 

 

The second part of Table 20 gives general information about the cohesive ties 

and chains found in the corpora. Percentages of cohesive and non-cohesive items out of 

the total number of items searched were counted, which produced rather unexpected 

results. Apparently, the highest ratio of cohesive items characterized low rated theses, 

and not RAs, with high-rated theses in between these results. While this phenomenon is 

very interesting, there might be a wide range of possible reasons behind it. We might 

hypothesize that a higher ratio of cohesive items is related to text length, but it could 

also be proficiency-related or even accidental. What suggests that it is more of an 
                                                           
13 Cobb,T. Web Vocabprofile [accessed  10 July 2012 from http://www.lextutor.ca/vp/ ], an 

adaptation of Heatley, A., Nation, I.S.P. & Coxhead, A. (2002). RANGE and FREQUENCY programs. 
Available at http://www.victoria.ac.nz/lals/staff/paul-nation.aspx  
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expert-novice difference (and will be detailed in Section 7.6) is that a comparison 

between the specific types of cohesive referring items shows systematic differences 

item frequencies. For example, the pronoun she as part of a cohesive tie appears on 

average once in RAs, 7.9 times in High rated and 21.7 times in low rated papers; in 

addition, all the other pronouns display a similar frequency pattern.  

  

9.6.2 Cohesive ties and chains. The total number of cohesive chains in each 

text was counted on the basis of the Referential Cohesion Analysis table (see e.g. 

Appendix I – RCA Table) constructed for each text. The number of chains was counted 

on the basis of the number of columns, which is identical with the total number of main 

referents in the text, represented by the presupposed items (indicated in blue in the 

tables). The total number of ties was counted by subtracting the number of presupposed 

items from total number of items in the table. Briefly, we can see that the ratio of 

cohesively used reference items is lowest RAs. This is in line with Myers’ observation 

(as cited in Károly, 2007, p. 86) that academic papers are more likely (than popular 

scientific articles) to use lexical repetition instead of pronouns or demonstratives with 

synonyms for reference. The frequency and distribution of types of cohesive ties will be 

discussed in detail in Section 9.6.7.. 

  
9.6.3 Long chains. It was hypothesized (based on Hasan’s (1984) analysis) that 

some chains have a more relevant role in the text than others. Before knowing whether 

such a distinction can be made or is relevant, it is difficult to determine the exact 

number of ties in a chain that would distinguish between long and short chains. For our 

present exploratory intent, it seemed appropriate to approach the question from two 

angles: from the shortest and longest chains. First, it was observed that a very high 
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proportion of chains consist of no more than two ties (the presupposed item with one or 

two items pointing to it). Secondly, chains consisting of more than two ties appeared to 

encompass text segments beyond paragraph boundaries. For this reason, in the 

examination of long chains we eliminated chains consisting of fewer than two ties and 

established that for our present purposes long chains are all those chains of cohesive 

reference where two or more cohesive referring items make reference to the same 

presupposed item, and therefore consist of at least two cohesive ties. From the other 

perspective – that is, the longest chains in texts – we found that they play a special role 

in the construction of the text. An in-depth analysis of the presupposed items (or main 

referents) of the 10 longest chains in RAs, showed that out of the referents of the 8 

longest chains in each RA, on average, 6 were already present in the abstract. However, 

it is not immediately obvious from the RCA table, as the first item of these long chains 

may not appear in the rows representing the abstract, but may come later in the text as a 

result of lexical repetition, which we did not analyze here. This phenomenon indeed 

shows that it may be logical to analyze some types of repetition as a form of co-

reference within reference analysis. Whether or how it might be achieved though, points 

far beyond the scope of this paper.  

 

9.6.4 New and extended chains. This part of the analysis compares the 

organization of given and new referents by exploring the distribution of cohesive chains 

of reference in the main sections of the texts in the corpora. At Stage 2 of this research 

we already looked at the new and extended chains in the corpus of 20 RAs. Here we are 

comparing the full RA corpus of 20 texts to our total MA corpus. As we shall see, the 

result of the analysis in this larger corpus is slightly different from the preliminary 

results.  
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Identification of extended chains necessitated marking the section boundaries in 

the texts. For better comparability of the results we divided the texts into five main 

sections (Abstract, Introduction and Review of the Literature, Methods, Results and 

Discussion, Summary and Conclusions), which were almost always present in the 

analyzed texts in both the RA and the MA thesis corpora, though sometimes under 

different titles. In the majority of the RAs the Introduction and the Theoretical 

background (in theses: Review of the literature) were one and the same section, in the 

Figures below they will appear as one section. Having identified the section boundaries, 

new chains for each section were counted from the column of the first new presupposed 

item which appeared in it to the last one (the number of columns thus counted are the 

new chains), whereas chains whose presupposed items were found in a preceding 

section were counted as extended.  

Figure 19 shows the normalized proportions of new and extended chains in 

parallel according to the main sections in the two corpora of 20 RAs and 20 MA theses. 

Apparently, RAs introduce a greater number of chains in the abstract compared to MA 

theses. This means that RA abstracts contain more presupposed items of what will 

become reference chains as the text proceeds. What makes this result less meaningful is 

that – as we shall see in further discussions in this section related to abstracts – this 

difference is probably due to the fact that MA abstracts are not connected by referential 

but by lexical cohesion to the subsequent introduction. That is, they tend to stand more 

apart from the rest of the paper than they do in RAs. If we compare the high and low 

rated corpus we find the same difference: high rated theses contain twice as many new 

chains in the abstract than low rated ones.  
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Figure 19. New and extended chains in RAs and MA theses 

Note. See Appendix F for the same information in 2 tables. 

Quite obviously there is nothing surprising in that in MA theses the theoretical 

background in general contains more new chains than an RA, although it should be 

observed that while the length of the text segment itself differs greatly (the Introduction 

and background is on average 8.7 sentences in RAs and 43.3 sentences in MA theses), 

the proportion of new chains does not. This indicates a relatively greater density of 

cohesive chains in the Introduction and background of RAs (on average 25 chains in 

RAs, 76 in MA theses).  

The first pedagogically relevant difference that we can observe here concerns the 

Methods section. Despite the fact that MA theses have double the space to explain their  

Methods of analysis, and that they had about five times as much space to establish a 

theoretical background, they do not rely on that background so much in describing the 

methods. The lack of extended chains (on average there are only 5 extended chains in a 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Abstract

Introduction and background

Methodology or method

Findings, Results, or Discussion

Summary, Conclusions

normalized average number of chains / subsection 

New chains (RA) New chains (MA thesis)

Extended chains (RA) Extended chains (MA thesis)
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thesis) points to fewer links in between the methodology and the theoretical 

background. There may be many reasons behind this. One is that the theory cited in the 

paper is not directly relevant to the research methods of the paper. Another is that the 

theoretical foundations of the paper followed a chronological description of the 

development of a certain field, which needs a proportionately greater number of new 

chains, and extended links will mainly relate to the final sections before the 

methodology section. When a literature review centres around the main concepts 

directly relevant for understanding the discussion in the paper or cites theory closely 

related to the particular methodology applied in the paper (as is the case in RAs), there 

will be more extended chains. Interestingly, high rated thesis contained more extended 

chains (5.9 on average) than low rated ones (4.6).  

The Findings section is approximately twice as long in theses as in RAs; 

nevertheless, our table shows that even the normalized data reflects a major difference 

between the two corpora here in terms of new chains. The comparatively high 

proportion of new chains in MA theses is quite unexpected, and is largely due to the 

high number of new chains in the low rated corpus. This has two relatively 

straightforward explanations if we study the RCA tables in detail, both contributing to 

the final results. First, RAs introduce the main referents (with the first presupposed 

items of long cohesive chains) as early as in the Introduction, or in the Methodology 

section. These main referents include a detailed introduction of the participants of the 

research, the research methodology (instruments, key questions and concepts), the 

setting and the research procedures. As Jacoby, Leech and Holten (1995) also write, 

expert writers link results to hypotheses and research questions posed in the 

introductions, they compare results with previously cited research and draw general 

conclusions from details discussed. The early introduction of these main referents and 
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consistent reference to them establishes long chains of reference with a steadily 

increasing number of extended chains. MA theses, especially low rated theses lack a 

specific introduction of these referents; for example, if the participants are students, we 

do not find out the exact number, age, gender, class, groups, etc., of students up until the 

Findings section. As a result, the specific presupposed items for participants surface 

first only in the discussion of the findings. Secondly, it is observable that the Findings 

sections of RAs have a plain, distilled structure: they consist of a logically related list of 

several conclusive statements, each supported by results from the research process. In 

contrast, MA theses have a more extensive discussion section preceding each of the 

findings. These discussions involve an abundance of cohesive ties that do not 

encompass text segments longer than three sentences, which is the other explanation for 

the high density of new cohesive ties.  

The last section examined in the corpuses is the Summary (or Conclusions) 

section. Here, the MA theses contain fewer chains whether extended or new. In research 

articles we can observe a steady increase in the amount of extended chains towards the 

end of the article, and as we have already observed (in 6.2 in this dissertation), the 

greatest proportion of extended chains is found in the Summary or Conclusions section. 

This is not surprising, the Conclusion has to be grounded in the previous sections; new 

chains usually contain reference to future directions of research or reference to practical 

implications. Indeed, the scarcity of new chains in MA theses as compared to RAs is the 

result of much briefer discussion of such information in theses.  

On the whole, we have found that RAs contain a steadily increasing proportion 

of extended chains section by section, building up a firm structure by introducing 

referents with fully detailed presupposed items as early as possible. MA theses display a 

slightly different pattern, which is due to a number of factors. We have already 



 

205 

 

mentioned the introduction of presupposed items with some delay. In addition, we may 

also observe the presence of more short ties in theses (in RAs, 39% of the total number 

of chains are long, while – despite the greater length of MA theses, long chains make up 

34.5% of the total). Arguably, the arbitrary distinction between long and short chains 

has an effect on these results; if the minimum criterion for a long chain was shifted to 4 

or 5 ties, we would get slightly different results. Nevertheless, the tendencies observed 

in the frequencies of new and extended chains already suggest that it is the Methods and 

Results sections that need a more in-depth investigation.  

  

9.6.5 Central reference: the lexical content of the longest ties. It is very 

interesting to see the contents of the longest cohesive chains in the corpora. What was 

common in RAs and MA theses is that the eight longest chains (that we already studied 

in detail for their comparison with the contents of the abstracts) always contained the 

following referred entities: the participants of the study, the main research aim or topic, 

the research tool used. However, the two sets of research papers differed in that 

referents in long cohesive chains in  RAs contained the method of analysis (e.g. working 

memory assessment) besides the specific research tool (e.g. questionnaire),  and they 

(RAs) also contained the main theories and concepts the study uses as a background. 

Instead of reference to the main concepts and theories that serve as a background to the 

study, MA theses had various sets of participants or sets of research tools in the longer 

cohesive chains, with particularly high frequency of ties in the Methods section.  

 

9.6.6 General observations relating to the structure and layout of the 

papers. In the course of the analytical procedures several problems surfaced that did not 
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directly relate to cohesive reference, but have an influence on the results. These will be 

discussed here briefly.  

There were quite a number of unexpected problems in MA theses that relate to 

how the paper is structured. The organization of the text is especially important in 

academic genres, where the great number of section and subsection titles either support 

or interrupt the continuity of the text, depending on whether the paper is or is not a well-

written one. Thesis writers tend to treat these titles much more as parts of the text than 

RA writers do. There are two main problems that were observed in the corpus of MA 

theses: reference to section titles and reference across section boundaries. In addition, 

we also discuss here the order of appearance of general and specific items, thesis 

writers’ application of guidelines for structuring their texts and their tendencies to use 

vague signposting. 

 

9.6.6.1 Reference to section title content. In the total corpus of RAs the authors 

did not refer to content in section titles. The titles rather functioned as a summary of the 

topic of the subsequent paragraph(s). In contrast to this, MA thesis writers often referred 

to the title as if it were part of the text (in the whole corpus: 23 instances: 13 in low 

rated 10 in high rated theses), generally, using the demonstrative this, twice with the 

plural these . Below, there are 2 examples for this from LTH3. The writer uses this in s. 

50 and these in s. 52 to refer to the section titles preceding them (in addition, the 

inconsistent section numbers are also disturbing). 

s. 49. 4 1.2 Cognitive approach  

s. 50. The REL theories belonging to this tradition also accept that 
HOGY rewards play a significant role but try to find the POSS 
origin of motivation in other factors and emphasize the POSS 
importance of self-reward. 
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s. 51. 1.2.1 Need and goal theories  

s. 52. One of the POSS earliest of these is Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy 
of needs theory.  

(LTH3) 
 

Another example comes from HTH6: strangely enough, s. 653 (a full research 

question) is one of the subsection titles of the Conclusion section; the demonstrative this 

in s. 654 refers to the title, which is the first research question in the thesis.  

s. 653 4.1. Research Question 1: How and to what extent do EFL teachers in 
grammar schools teach the components of communicative competence?     
s. 654 This question can be best answered if we draw the conclusions based on 
the first category of the discussion in 3.2., that is, teachers’ preference towards 
CLT or the Traditional Approach. 
(HTH6) 

  

9.6.6.2 Reference across section boundaries. RAs as well as MA theses are 

papers that consist of various sections and subsections that we might expect to be 

interdependent, but, at the same time, self-contained units of discourse. In RAs any of 

the subsections can be taken out of the paper and will remain mostly interpretable in 

itself. The corpus of 20 RAs confirmed our assumption that neither demonstratives nor 

unspecified pronouns would start any section. The same was not observed in MA 

theses.   

A problem in MA theses is that a new section with a new heading is not treated 

as a separate unit. In RAs titles were clear boundaries between paragraphs or sections 

that centered around one main idea, in accordance with Tankó’s (2011) description of a 

“good paragraph”, which is one that “as a whole will be unified, coherent, organised 

and complete” (p. 36). What stands for paragraphs should also be true for coherent 

sections and subsections of an academic paper; they should form “a clearly constructed 

logical whole in which coherence is established with invisible (the logical sequence of 
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ideas) and visible devices such as transition words (therefore, consequently, however) 

and phrases (to begin with, as a consequence)” (ibid., pp. 36-37). Thesis writers violate 

these criteria for a good paragraph in the most unexpected ways; and as a result, parts of 

their text becomes unintelligible, as the examples below illustrate it. The demonstratives 

this and these in MA theses were sometimes used to refer to presupposed items even 

across section boundaries (8 instances in the thesis corpus). The example from LTH4 

below shows an instance of referring across the boundary established by the section 

title: these in s. 278 refers to the difficulties described in s. 276 in the previous section.  

s. 276. However, none of these teachers were available for co-operation, so 

I ended up choosing other research subjects. 

s. 277. 3.2 Modification of Research Question 
s. 278. Because of these difficulties I had to modify my field of research to 

some extent. (LTH4) 
  

Such reference across section boundaries is not always an error. Hofmann 

(1989) observes that pronouns are only used to refer to an entity in a previous paragraph 

when the antecedent is the paragraph topic in the preceding paragraph. In our RA 

corpus we found only one type of referring expression that can establish long-distance 

ties, i.e., one that involves the definite article, but with all the other types of reference, 

such examples are rare. Though the same cross-section boundary reference may take 

place with the definite article as in LTH3 s. 121 below (where the question above refers 

to a question in the previous section), with the definite article it is less disturbing, as it is 

more likely to trigger long-distance reference than any of the demonstratives.   

s. 120 4. Motivational strategies in the foreign language classroom  
s. 121 In the final point about motivation I would like to present some answers to 
the question above. 

(LTH3) 
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While it is not directly related to reference, to illustrate the prevalence of the 

phenomena of violating the criteria for an efficient paragraph, the example from LTH4 

shows the inappropriate use of conjunctions or “transition words and phrases” (Tankó, 

2011, p. 37). In s. 609 below the conjunction expects a contrasting element from the 

previous section for its interpretation.  

  ?           
 
608. 5.2 Different Views and Interpretations 
609. On the other hand, the lack of culture teaching cannot be merely blamed 

on the language teachers. 
(LTH4) 

 
Such errors obviously make papers more difficult to interpret as they temporarily 

block the interpretation process while reading.  

 

9.6.6.3 Precedence of general items. In the course of the analysis, it was 

observed that in the RA corpus more specific referents come first, and they are followed 

by their less specific referents. However, in MA theses, when a setting (school, group, 

etc.) is described, it frequently occurs that the least specific item comes first (e.g. 

school) and refers cataphorically to more and more specific items in the text (the 

secondary school - Radnóti). This latter sequence of presenting new items is more 

characteristic of literature. 

 

9.6.6.4 Stating the obvious. MA thesis is a pedagogical genre, and as such, it has 

its typical characteristics that reflect the explicit teaching of its structure. One such 

feature that strikes the reader (especially one who is looking for referential features) is 

stating the purpose of a particular section in general, instead of applying the guidelines 
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for the particular paper. There are 1-2 such examples in every single thesis in our MA 

thesis corpus, the sentences below come from a high rated one:  

9. The Results and Discussion part presents the findings of the data 
analysis and also evaluates the results in a summary of findings. 
10. The Conclusion part gives answers to the research questions and draws 
the final conclusions. 
(HTH6) 

 
Reference-wise we distinguish between general (extended) and cohesive reference. The 

problem is that while it is highly likely that the intention of the author of HTH6 is to 

provide guidance to the reader as to where certain areas of discussion are located in the 

particular thesis. Instead, sentences 9 and 10 above can also be interpreted as general 

statements concerning the expected structure of a thesis paper. This feature is thesis-

specific; articles did not have such statements about the structure of the paper. The RA 

sentences (from RA3 and RA16 below) come from their abstracts, the sentences 

correspond to those used HTH6 above, but the RA examples show how specific expert 

writers are when they put the above guidelines into practice to present findings, 

summarize and interpret them, and specify what the conclusion will involve. Note that 

RAs use fewer definite pronouns and if they do, their reference is specified by a 

subsequent prepositional phrase or (relative) clause. 

Results: 
s. 9-s.10 
 
Conclusion: 
s. 11 

9. After accounting for initial midterm test score differences, 
results showed that students who used the VLH for 100 minutes 
or more scored, on average, 15% higher in their second midterm. 

10. The student perceptions of the VLH were also highly favourable. 
11. Directions for future research in resource development and 

implications for educators are also discussed. 
(RA3) 

Results:  
s. 7 
 
Conclusion: 
s. 8 

7. An analysis of the data shows that students tend to use SASC 
resources more autonomously as a result of having a web-based 
database. 

8. The survey results suggest that SASC managers can encourage 
more autonomous use of center materials by providing a website 
and database to help students find appropriate materials to use to 
learn English. 

   (RA16) 
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9.6.6.5 Vague reference to co-text. Writing an MA thesis is in some ways more 

demanding than writing an RA, by virtue of the fact that it is longer. Experienced 

writers will know that having more space to deliver some message does have its 

benefits, nevertheless, with more space the difficulty of signposting, that is, keeping the 

reader informed about where the discussion is heading becomes more cumbersome. 

Familiarity with RAs does not help the novice writer in this respect. RAs contain fewer 

sections than MA theses; the phrases used to point to the co-text will cause no 

interpretative difficulty (e.g. this section, the previous / next / following section: 

altogether 44 instances in the RA corpus). In MA theses novice writers tend to refer to 

sections as chapter (50 instances), part (23), section (207), subsection (3) with similar 

modifiers to what RA writers use. Often, due to the length of the text, in MA theses 

these modifiers are not specific enough to determine what the referred text part is 

(whether the next part means the next section or several of the sections, for example). In 

LTH4 we can see an attempt to orient the reader. The six successive sentences from the 

introduction of the thesis seem to add more confusion than guidance to the text (only 

sentence extracts are shown to illustrate this point):  

24. The last section will be dedicated to the implementation of my research. 
25. The third part of the thesis will reveal my findings about the classes I 

visited. 
26. In the first section the findings about teachers will be categorised […] 
27. Afterwards, similarly to the previous section, students will be […] 
28. In the next part the factual knowledge of students will be described […] 
29. In the last part of this section I am going to discuss whether  […] 
 (LTH4) 

  

More successful thesis writers clarified the text part referred to by either 

providing the section title (e.g. in the Review of the literature section) or by indicating 

the number of the section (either without the definite article in section 6.1, or in 
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brackets: in the next section (3.1) – of course, these latter instances did not appear in the 

RCA table, because they are not cohesive).  

 

9.6.7 The distribution of types of cohesive reference in MA theses and RAs. 

In this section we will discuss the results of the comparison of the corpora of RAs and 

MA theses on the basis of the types of reference. First we will focus on demonstratives 

and pronouns, and then in 7.6.3 we discuss the main types of comparative reference 

relevant to describing the characteristics of academic discourse. Throughout this section 

we present quantitative data based on their Referential Cohesion Analysis (the method 

gradually arrived at in stages 1-4 of this research) and support our interpretations of 

observed phenomena with examples from the texts. The presentation of the comparison 

of the corpora will be combined with practical advice and writing strategies that thesis 

writers may use to avoid the emerging problems.  

 In this section, error(s) will be used as a general term for reference errors, 

especially in the thesis corpus to indicate that something went wrong. Throughout this 

description of the structure of texts from the whole corpus, I am trying to refrain from 

using terms that relate to correctness or grammaticality. Instead, my intention is to 

compare MA theses to RAs so as to show what is or is not observable in these corpora. 

When it comes to structural problems or writing strategies, I will look for corresponding 

patterns in the two corpora to show what problems occur in theses that experts have 

already found solutions to. 

 
9.6.7.1 Demonstrative and pronoun reference in MA theses and research 

articles. Before we jump into the discussion of the characteristics of the two corpora in 

detail, let us look at the whole set of data. For ease of reference, the reference items for 
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the item types are repeated here from Figure 7 (we will return to comparatives later). 

The lexical items in Figure 7 were the ones searched (see p.71 in this paper). 

Figure 20 shows the total number of times these items occurred in each corpus, 

with the averages of normalized frequency counts. The greatest difference between MA 

theses and RAs appears to be in the frequency of the definite article, which in the RA 

corpus is lower than in either category of theses. Contrary to this, other kinds of 

demonstratives, which lend the opportunity for more specific reference, appear more 

often in RAs. As for adverbials, there is no notable difference. What is again interesting 

is that RA writers use much fewer pronouns than thesis writers. This is especially 

obvious looking at the category of singular pronouns (he, him, his, she, her, hers) with 

less than half as many pronouns used in RAs as in either lower or higher rated theses.  

Interestingly, the parallelism of MA theses in contrast with RAs remains with 

the cohesively used items counted, as we can see in Figure 21. While we can see almost 

the same pattern, the high rated thesis corpus stands somewhat closer to RAs in terms of 

their frequently used types of cohesive ties than the low rated one.  

 

Figure 20. Total number of demonstratives and pronouns in  
MA theses and Research Articles 
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Figure 21. Cohesive items in MA theses and Research Articles 
 

In Figures 20 the normalized data is multiplied by 100 for each type of item, and in Figure 21 by 

1000 for easier comparison.  

According to Biber et al.’s (1991, p. 91) corpus findings, pronouns are relatively 

rare in academic prose, which is supported by our preliminary RA analysis results as 

well. In fact the actual numbers of pronouns for each corpus were the following: 1839 

in 20 RAs, 3769 in the 10 high rated and 4366 in 10 low rated theses. For each corpus, 

the neutral pronoun it made up one third of the instances. In order to compare the 

corpora we used normalized data again. In this analysis we are interested in cohesive 

reference in particular; therefore, Figure 22 shows the detailed results for the cohesive 

use of each type of item. Possessive determiners (his, hers, theirs) are missing; virtually 

no items were found.  

The most frequent items in all three corpora were the nominal pronouns, 

followed by possessives. In all three corpora, they, their, it, she and he are the pronouns 
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that have the greatest role in establishing cohesive ties. Apparently, as you can see it 

Table 23 for most of these pronouns it is true that they are slightly more frequent in MA 

theses than in RAs, but low rated theses differed greatly with much lower frequency 

items in the case of all the pronouns, except for its and their.  

Besides the quantities of different types of ties, another feature that adds to the 

overall picture of pronoun use in these corpora is the proportion of cohesively used 

items out of the total amount of each type of item. Table 21 shows a summary of these 

proportions. We can see that the highest proportion of items that establish cohesive ties 

with other sentences is found (for almost all of the items) in low rated MA theses. 

Apparently, Research articles contain a larger amount of pronouns used for non-

cohesive, sentence-internal (grammatical reference) than MA theses. Besides 

grammatical reference, the neutral pronoun has a multitude of non-cohesive functions, 

which explains its low proportion of cohesive ties. 

 

 

Figure 22. Cohesive personal reference 
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But what is the explanation for the differences between the corpus of theses and 

RAs? What functions do personal pronouns fulfill in academic writing? There were 

three such functions identified in our corpora: 

 reference to authors of previous research 
 reference to research participants 
 reference to research tools, tasks, procedures. 

 
Therefore, the rest of this section deals with these three functions fulfilled by 

cohesive pronoun reference.  

 

Table 21. Ratio of cohesively used pronoun reference items14 
 

9.6.7.1.1 Reference to authors. We have already seen in the preliminary 

comparison of RAs and theses in Stage 3 (Section 6.3.5.4 in this dissertation) that thesis 

writers are more likely to use pronoun reference to refer to cited authors (or to 

themselves as the authors of the thesis – which involves first person pronouns, and will 

not be discussed here in more detail). This difference between handling research results 

in discussing the theoretical background actually brings us to one of the most exciting 

outcomes of this study. Comparing the literature review sections in the RCA tables 

revealed that the majority of thesis writers used pronominal reference to refer to 

previous studies, as in:  

                                                           
14 Note: in Table 21 the most frequent, nominative pronouns are in bold. 
 

 

Pronouns: he him his she her it its they them their
Low rated MA theses 49% 41% 22% 62% 42% 19% 17% 40% 35% 24%
High rated MA theses 50% 39% 27% 49% 26% 14% 7% 29% 32% 28%
Research Articles 37% 0% 10% 50% 7% 10% 13% 25% 19% 12%
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91 Dunnett, Dubin & Lezberg

92 they

93 they

94 their, they

91. Dunnett, Dubin & Lezberg (Valdes (ed.) 1986, Ch 15) says that the 
teachers’ own attitudes to the students’ backgrounds […] 
92. They emphasise the importance of basic understanding of language and 
[…] 
93. They say that their cultural awareness can “foster an intercultural point 
of view” (p. 148). 
94. In their article they define the most important elements of cultural 
awareness and the target language as the following: 
(LTH10) 

This same extract from the RCA table of LTH10 looks like this (where numbers 

indicate the sentence number in which the item occurred; blue indicates the presupposed 

item, black the referring elements), as in: 

 

 

In fact we could cite many other extracts from RCA tables of MA theses, such as these 

in Table 22, from which we can assume that novice writers tend to focus on researchers 

and not their products or results.  

Another example from 
LTH10 with singular 
pronouns: 

From HTH6 (repeated 
presupposed item appears 
in brackets) 

Or for the feminine 
pronoun, from LTH9: 

s. 110 Damen 
s. 111 he 
s. 112 

 s. 113 he 
s. 114 

 s. 115 he 
 

s. 38 Chomsky 

s. 39 
his 
interpretation 

… 
 s. 42 (Chomsky) 

s. 43 he 
s. 44 (Chomsky) 
s. 45 his ideas 
s. 46 he 

 

s. 287 Shamim 
s. 288 she 

… 
 s. 292 (Shamim) 

s. 293 
she, her 
innovations 

s. 294 
she, her 
expectations 

s. 295 she 
  

 

 
Table 22. Cohesive pronoun reference in MA thesis literature reviews 
 

In contrast, expert writers rarely use pronoun reference to refer to studies. Most 

often the authors of cited papers do not appear in the RCA table, either because the 

sentence is contains the presupposed item, usually in brackets, or because the 
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subsequent sentence already talks about the relevant results of the study, the concepts 

applied from it or, in other words, its content. RAs generally cite more authors to 

support a specific notion or argument relevant to the research presented; therefore, it is 

more appropriate to refer to previous studies with a demonstrative or the definite article. 

The examples below in Table 23 from the RCA tables from three RAs illustrate this.  

 

Extract from the RCA tables of 

RA8 RA13 
 

RA14 

s. 24 
two recent 
studies 

s. 25 
these 
studies 

s. 26 
 s. 27 the studies 

 

s. 61 

(Bondi, 2001; 
Connor, Precht, 
& Upton, 2002; 
Gledhill, 2000; 
Henry & 
Roseberry, 
2001; Marco, 
2000; 
Thompson, 
2000; Upton, 
2002; Upton & 
Connor, 2001)  

s. 62 

these studies, 
these corpus 
linguists 

… 
 

s. 81 
the studies 
cited above 

s. 82 
the studies 
reviewed above 

 

s. 28 

(e.g. Dinham 1995, 
Vandenberghe & 
Huberman 1999, 
Ramsay 2000, 
Dworkin 2001, 
Schuck, Deer, 
Barnsley, Brady & 
Griffin 2002, Ewing 
& Smith 2002, Pillay, 
Goddard, & Wills 
2005, Buchanan 
2006) 

s. 29 these studies 
s. 30 their findings 
s. 31 some of these studies 

 

 
Table 23. Reference to previous studies in RAs 

 

This exploration of reference to authors accounts for some of the differences 

between RAs and MA theses concerning the personal pronouns used. However, more of 

this difference can be put down to the depth of the discussion of the results in MA 

theses. This is what we shall discuss next.  
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 9.6.7.1.2 Reference to research participants. Comparability of all texts in our 

corpora was ensured by selecting research papers that describe a piece of research, 

which means that they all involve a certain number of participants or groups of 

participants. The section where this becomes most relevant for our study of reference is 

the Results or Results and discussion section(s). Participants in both RAs and MA 

theses were referred to by pronouns, or with the use of demonstratives. Nevertheless, 

RAs again tended to use somewhat more demonstratives with an exact repetition of the 

accompanying noun, but these differences are not less considerable between high- and 

low-rated MA theses. 

Extract from the RCA table of  

RA8 a high rated MA thesis 
(HTH6) 

a low rated MA thesis 
(LTH3) 

s. 154 
20 teachers and 14 
English teachers 

 …     
s. 161 the teachers 
s. 162 the teachers 
s. 163 the teachers 
s. 164 they 

s. 165 

the Open 
University 
tutors 

the 
UOC 
teachers 

 …     
s. 170 the teachers 
 …     
s. 180 they, them, they 
s. 181 the tutors 
s. 182 they, their, their 

 

s. 225 
the EFL 
teachers 

… 
 s. 259 the teachers 

s. 260 
the teachers, 
their 

s. 261 

the teachers' 
answers, their, 
their 

s. 262 the teachers 

s. 263 
the teachers, 
they, their 

s. 264 the teachers 

s. 265 
the teachers, 
their, their 

 

s. 577 
the observed 
group 

s. 578 
this group, 
these students 

s. 579 
 

s. 580 
the ten students, 
the group 

s. 581 they 
s. 582 they 

s. 583 

the ten students, 
they, them, their 
fault 

s. 584 

their comments, 
they, their own 
responsibility 

s. 585 they 
 

Table 24. Reference to research participants in an RA and in two MA theses 

While in Table 24 we can see that participants are generally referred to by plural 

pronouns (which explains their density in our corpora), singular pronouns were also 

more frequent in MA theses. This is because several thesis writers described the results 
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of their interviews with several research participants quite extensively. Most of the time, 

singular pronouns were used to refer to these participants as in the extract from LTH5.  

s. 172 The third teacher I am going to refer to found it problematic […] 
s. 173 She argues that the word „adequate” is very broad and subjective […] 
s. 174 When deciding how many points to give for task achievement, she was 
influenced by her language exam rater. 
(LTH5) 
 

Clearly, the fact that MA theses have more space to report interviews or explain 

classroom observations in such detail does not mean that it is a characteristic of novice 

writers that they use more pronouns than experts. This difference in the number of 

pronouns is great, but it is due to the difference between the lengths of the two 

subgenres.  

 

9.6.7.1.3 Non-human referents. The high frequency of the plurals they and their 

is explained by the fact that they are commonly used to refer to non-human referents: 

research tools, questionnaires, methods or studies. In this respect, rated theses differed 

considerably from research articles. When it came to non-human referents, RAs were 

more likely to use demonstratives, determiners or exact repetition, while MA theses 

maintained the identity of the referent with plural pronouns (see Table 25).  

RA4 HTH6 LTH3 LTH1 

79 

two 
arbitrary 
shapes 

80 
the shape, 
the shape 

81 the shape  
82 the shape 

 

99 games  
100 they 
101 

 102 they 
103 games 
104 they 

 

305 field notes 

306 they, their 

307 

their 
disadvantages 
they, them, they 

 

478 matching 
exercises 

479 these 
exercises 

480 they 
481 these 

exercises, 
they 

482 them, they 
483 they 

 

 
Table 25. Cohesive reference to research tools 
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This is particularly true for low rated theses, where the outstanding proportion of 

plural pronouns is not due to reference to participants, as it was hypothesized by the 

author, but to reference to research tools.  

Last, but not least, nothing has been said about the singular neutral pronoun (it), 

even though it is the second most frequent pronoun in the corpus after the plural 

nominative they, as shown in Figure 23. In total, while this is the most frequent pronoun 

in the academic corpus; only 10-19% of its occurrences participated in a cohesive tie. 

The three non-cohesive functions that cover the rest of the occurrences are sentence-

internal (or grammatical) reference, functioning as a dummy subject, or being the 

subject in an anticipatory clause. As for the cohesive functions, unsurprisingly it was 

used to refer to singular objects, events, ideas, that is, a wide range of singular, non-

human entities. 

Concerning demonstratives and adverbs, in all the corpora the highest 

frequency item is the definite article. In Figure 23, the total number in the normalized 

table (i.e. for the comparability of the data, total numbers were divided by the number 

of words in the corpus) was further divided by 10 for the data to appear in this table 

together with the other demonstratives. On the whole, Figure 23 shows that while RAs 

use fewer pronouns than theses, the opposite is true for demonstrative reference. This 

supports the observation that where thesis writers use pronouns, RA writers tend to 

replace them by demonstratives, especially with demonstratives expressing proximity. 

The three adverbials here, there and then were equally rare in all three corpora.  
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Figure 23. Cohesive demonstrative reference 

It is beyond doubt that in academic writing the main source of cohesive 

reference is demonstrative reference. Out of the demonstratives, the definite article 

stands out with its most versatile capacity to establish ties over short or longer distances, 

and between two or several items, often specified by determiners or modifiers. As the 

definite article only establishes identity of reference, it is this item where lexical 

relationships are crucial.  

 
 

Table 26. Percentage of cohesively used demonstrative reference items 
 

Nevertheless, as Table 26 shows, only 29-30% of noun phrases with a definite 

article contributed to the referential cohesion of the corpora. The items that were most 

likely to establish a referential tie were this, these and here, that is, the ones that indicate 

Demonstrative referencethe this these that those here there then

High rated MA theses 29% 71% 63% 1% 13% 54% 1% 13%

Low rated MA theses 29% 67% 70% 1% 17% 65% 2% 12%

Research Articles 30% 77% 61% 2% 20% 72% 0% 15%
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proximity of the presupposed item, and as such, they always had a presupposed item 

within a maximum of two intervening sentences. This presupposed item might have 

been a definite lexical element from a longer chain with a lexical repetition of the 

original presupposed item. The item that was highly frequent in all corpora, but almost 

always appeared as part of a defining relative clause. Similarly, there was rarely a 

cohesive item, but was part of an existential clause.  

 

9.6.7.2 Comparative reference. Comparative reference is the third (and last) of 

the types of reference analyzed here. Again, see the relevant part of Table for the list of 

the types of items falling under the two main categories of pre- and postmodifiers and 

adjectives and adverbs of comparison.  

What is characteristic of the reference items of the comparative type is that they 

occur most often with a demonstrative – specifying or slightly modifying its meaning. 

Therefore, in this part of the analysis only those items are counted as cohesive that 

either perform reference on their own (e.g. there were two groups of participants  all 

participants…), or without which the reference of a demonstrative would not have been 

clear or interpretable:  

s. 390 In English, there are two ways to express the possessive: for example, ‘my 
husband’s secretary’ and ‘the door of the house’. 
s. 391 In the latter example in English… (HTH8) 

 
 
The data in Figure 24 represent the total number of comparative reference items that 

contribute to cohesion in the three subcorpora (based on normalizing the frequencies of 

items based on the total number of words, and multiplied by 1000, like the previous two 

types of cohesive reference: pronouns and demonstratives, for easier comparison). 

Based on Figure 24, we can conclude that lower rated theses (LTH) greatly differ from 



 

224 

 

both research articles and higher-rated theses, as they use very few cohesive 

comparative reference items in comparison with the other two. The last column 

compares the ratio of the cohesive ties to total ties in the three subcorpora. RAs and MA 

theses used around 5-6 times more of the comparative reference items than low-rated 

theses for building inter-sentential relationships in texts.  

 

Figure 24. Cohesive comparative reference 

Despite the fact that there were 28 items in this cohesive reference type, they 

contributed little to the cohesive reference of the texts. In the course of the analysis we 

also found that out of the types of reference items comparatives were most likely to 

perform cataphoric reference, especially in high-rated theses (28 instances), but also in 

RAs (16) and low-rated theses (15). Table 27 contains the details of the normalized 

totals for the corpora. It appears that there were a number of items that proved to be 

irrelevant in the analysis of academic writing, as they did not participate in cohesive ties 

(little, differently, as, so). The highest frequency items are indicated by bold (i.e. all, 

both, each, some, other, such and more). The figures in Table 27 show that low-rated 
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thesis writers use fewer of these items for cohesive relationships. In the corpus we can 

also find that this is mainly because they tend to use them (especially all, both, each, 

some) with another cohesive reference item: with the definite article or a demonstrative. 

These do not appear in Table 27 because where a clear referential relationship was 

established by another definite item, comparative reference was not counted to avoid 

distortion of referential cohesion data by counting one tie multiple times. 

Cohesive 
comparatives 
(normalized) 

RA HTH LTH 

all 4.67 2.86 0.83 
both 6.20 3.37 0.38 
each 5.63 1.94 1.21 
every 0.56 0.67 0.00 
many 1.21 0.00 0.51 
more 2.17 2.27 0.83 
most 0.64 0.42 0.25 
some 1.45 3.96 0.45 
little 0.00 0.00 0.00 
less 0.40 0.42 0.06 
few 0.32 0.84 0.13 
fewer 0.24 0.08 0.19 
several 0.40 1.09 0.00 

either 1.85 0.17 0.00 
neither 0.16 0.08 0.13 
same 0.48 0.93 0.13 
other 3.22 4.88 1.08 
former 0.00 0.42 0.06 
latter 0.16 0.76 0.13 
last 0.08 0.76 0.00 
next 0.64 0.42 0.19 
such 3.62 1.94 0.06 
different 0.72 0.76 0.13 
differently 0.00 0.00 0.00 
similar 1.13 0.17 0.25 
similarly 0.16 0.00 0.00 
as 0.00 0.00 0.00 
so 0.00 0.00 0.00 
TOTAL 36.13 29.22 7.00 

 
Table 27. Cohesive comparative items 

 

Determiners all / each are mostly used without the definite article in the RA 

corpus, while in the thesis corpus they were much more common with the or of the 

when talking about participants, classes, materials, etc. in describing research 

procedures and results.  

120. Although relatively few students had used the VLH when available, it 
was a new technology to the course and the university, and some students may 
have been unsure about how to access it. 
121. It may prove worthwhile for researchers to examine the VLH in the 
context of an Internet distance-education format, wherein all students in a course 
must use the VLH to access lecture materials. 

 (RA13) 
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Out of the research articles, only RA1 has items crossing section boundaries; 

however, as these sections are not numbered, they are more like paragraph headings:  

117. Data Collection.  
118. Each participant was tested individually in a private office for one 
session of 30 to 45 minutes. 
119. Participants were asked to orally read each passage, which were 
presented in random order. 
(RA1) 

 
149. Total Number of Miscues. 
150. In either COH text structure, the college students with learning 
disabilities produced a significantly greater number of miscues than the college 
students without learning disabilities, F (1,37) = 56.3, p< .000I. 
(RA1) 
 

In a non-cohesive position specified by the subsequent modifier:  

59. Informed written parental consent was obtained for all children 
participating in the study. 
(RA4) 
 

Generally RAs use both with referents immediately following it in the same sentence, or 

cohesively to point to two previous items.  

 
s. 10… both the storage and processing of material…   
s. 30… both the verbal and visuo-spatial working memory tasks…  
(RA4) 
 

Many of the highest frequency cohesive items were expected to participate in 

longer chains of reference with crucial role in selecting the specific presupposed items 

in the previous text. However, in the analysis of comparatives we found that it was this 

category where it was most difficult to not include items with ellipted noun phrases or 

those replaced by substitution (i.e. one or ones) in the analysis. There was such a clear 

break in reference chains by omitting these items (approx. 30 instances in each corpus) 

that it would probably be more sensible to include items with ellipted nouns and the 

ones with nominal substitution in future analyses of academic discourse. 
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9.6.7.3 Non-cohesive categories. Reference items in the corpora that were not 

cohesive were tagged based on the non-cohesive categories identified in the preliminary 

stages of this research as part of triangulation of the procedures.  

Normalized 
averages: 

Low rated 
MA theses 

High rated 
MA theses 

Research 
Articles 

OF-PREPOSITIONAL 
POSSESSIVES 

1.67 1.69 1.62 

LINKING WORDS 0.86 0.81 0.85 
GENERAL MEANING 0.94 0.65 0.78 
ADJECTIVAL 
MODIFIER 

0.52 0.35 0.46 

DEMONSTRATIVE 
DETERMINERS 

0.47 0.38 0.45 

DEFINING RELATIVE 
CLAUSE 

0.39 0.34 0.36 

RELATIVE THAT 0.38 0.38 0.35 
PREPOSITIONAL 
PHRASE 

0.25 0.29 0.27 

ANTICIPATORY IT 0.24 0.29 0.25 
EXAMPLES 0.22 0.17 0.18 
INFINITIVE CLAUSES 0.34 0.05 0.17 
PROPER NAMES 0.13 0.15 0.16 
EXISTENTIAL THERE 0.14 0.13 0.16 
DUMMY IT 0.15 0.17 0.16 
ADVERBS 0.13 0.15 0.13 

 
Table 28. Specification of non-cohesive reference items15 

For each text it was checked that the sum of the number of cohesive and non-

cohesive items (together with the errors in the MA thesis corpus) equaled the total 

number of items. In this way we made sure that we accounted for the function of all 

reference items, and none of them were accidentally overlooked in the analysis. Non-

cohesive categories appeared as tags in the analyzed texts immediately after each 

reference item. For most non-cohesive categories in Table 28, figures for RAs are 

                                                           
15 Note: order of frequency is based on RA frequencies; more than one decimal differences between 

data appear in bold; color coding indicates identity of categories from the taxonomy on non-cohesive uses 
of items. 
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between high- and low-rated theses; the instances where high-rated MA theses have 

higher frequencies for a given category are underlined.  

 

9.6.8 Summary of error types and strategies to overcome them. At Stage 4 of 

this dissertation (in Chapter 8) we have already seen that errors in cohesive reference 

may affect textual cohesion, whether the error occurs on the level of the sentence or it 

affects a larger segment of text. In Chapter 8 we specified the three criteria for 

identifying a reference error, which basically all stated that for one reason or another, 

we cannot identify the presupposed item for a referring item.  

Here we discuss error types encountered in the corpus of 20 MA theses based on 

the categories of errors that emerged in the fourth stage of this research (see Figure 16). 

As a reminder, the four main types of errors identified so far are reference items with: 

1. no referent in the textual context,  

2. vague reference, 

3. problematic tracking of reference, 

4. non-existent forms. 

We deal with each of these in a separate subsection. Based on the qualitative 

analysis we present examples from the corpora and suggest strategies that can help 

avoid or overcome these problems drawing on results of the analysis of RAs. (Several 

details and examples of error types were already discussed in Section 6.4 and will 

therefore not be repeated here.) 
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Figure 25. Errors in MA theses 

Figure 25 summarizes the number of errors found in total in the MA thesis corpus. As 

expected, low-rated theses had a greater number of errors, except for the lexical 

category. We found the greatest difference between the high- and low-rated corpora in 

the following three categories: possessives, agreement and unintended generic 

reference. Both corpora were similar in that the most worrying category of errors is the 

one where there is a missing presupposed item; that is, the referred entity is not 

introduced with a full form or an indefinite item in the text, but there is a definite noun 

phrase referring to it. Let us start the discussion of each category of errors with this. 

 



 

230 

 

9.6.8.1 No referent in the textual context. Errors that related to the lack of 

referent in the theses involved either an item where it did not have a presupposed item 

in the text, or a plural noun with a definite article where the intended reference was 

generic. The latter type was more characteristic of low rated theses. This may be due to 

a proficiency problem: the writers of the theses might not be aware of the fact that 

plural nouns with definite articles are not used for generic reference and that using them 

that way can be misleading. Frequent examples of such items were, for example, the 

students, the teachers, the EFL classes and the foreigners. The lack of a specific 

presupposed item was almost equally likely to occur in both corpora. Two main reasons 

might lie behind this. One is that thesis writers tended to write in very vague and 

general terms about the study they were to explain in detail in subsequent sections of 

their paper, for example, some/most of the cases without specifying what cases are 

being discussed; the other skills without a description what they might be; or the 

questionnaires, the interviews, the school without any specification. In contrast, RA 

writers (and high-rated MA thesis writers) specify all the crucial details (e.g.: type of 

research, research tools, participants or the location) very early in the article, either in 

the abstract or the introduction sections. The reason for not specifying such details 

could be the writers’ over-reliance on their audience’s familiarity with their research – it 

appeared that they only had their supervisor as an audience in mind. 

 

9.6.8.2 Vague reference. We categorized errors as having vague reference if one 

specific presupposed item could not be found, either because the reference of the item 

was too broad or it pointed to two or more possible items. These problems were not 

immediately apparent. Due to the our tolerance of vagueness and ambiguity in texts as 

open-minded readers approaching texts with the intention of making sense of them, 
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many of the examples cited below will not occur as outright problematic. In the process 

of the reference analysis of these texts; however, it occurred that in RAs those 

determiners and comparative items do have clear and specific presupposed items that in 

MA theses did not. In RAs, studies in the literature review section are often referred to 

by determiners or items from our comparative reference category; however, always with 

some sort specification of which studies they are talking about (often in the same 

sentence as a citation). This specification is not provided in many low-rated theses, as in 

s. 214 from LTH9 below, where in addition to the vague item many we also find 

research in a plural form. In this sentence many would need either specification in the 

same sentence or to establish a cohesive tie with something else in another part of the 

text.  

214. Many researches were carried out, but unfortunately none of them could 
conclude to have found one method better than the other, so experts gave up 
trying to find the ultimate language teaching method which ’.....could.....be 
prescribed, like some patent medicine’(Allwright and Bailey, 1991,p.8), and 
consequently their attention turned towards different directions. 
(LTH9)  

 

Examples for the specification of reference in the same sentence as done by expert 

writers is shown for few from s. 13 in RA1 and other in s. 17 from RA2:  

s. 13 A few studies have investigated reading problems of college students with 
LD through the use of real and nonsense word lists (Kitz & Tarver, 1989), the 
evaluation of standardized measures of phonological segmentation and word 
attack skills (Vogel & Adelman, 1990), and the use of context in word 
identification and tasks requiring naming words and non-words (Ben-Dror, 
Pollatsek, & Scarpati, 1991). 
(RA1) 
 
s. 17 She notes that this may be of concern as other studies (Jordan, Lindsay and 
Stanovich, 1997; Stanovich and Jordan, 1998) have indicated that teachers 
operating a medical model are less likely to implement effective teaching practice. 
(RA2) 
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Some thesis writers also attempt such specification, but not necessarily with the right 

citation form. This is illustrated in the following extract:  

s. 91 Further researching these topics some scholars (for example Ushioda and 
Williams and Burden) have taken up research examining attributional factors 
within the CONT L2 field. 
(LTH3) 

 

Likewise, quantities are specified in brackets for clarity:  

s. 107 Most students (54%) expected to earn a ‘B’ in the course, and most 
students (47%) had missed between one and three classes. 

… 
s. 123 Educators should not be surprised that this particular tool—among so many 
others offered in a given course (eg, study guides, discussion groups and useful 
weblinks)… 
(RA3) 

 

In RA4 below, the components that each refers to are specified in brackets, and the time 

periods referred to are also given a name to serve as specific presupposed elements to 

avoid ambiguity in later reference.  

s. 96 They were subsequently tested individually in a quiet area of the school on 
the remaining 10 tests of the AWMA at the beginning of the following school 
year (Time 2), then retested on one measure from each memory component 
(nonword recall, backward digit recall, dot matrix, and spatial recall) at the end of 
the same school year (Time 3). 
(RA4) 

 
Specifying the referent in the same sentence (see Table 19: non-cohesive type B) is 

much more common in RAs, while MA theses contain more exophoric items (non-

cohesive type C). 

 

9.6.8.3 Problematic tracking of reference. Out of the three types of problems 

that may block a cohesive chain (see Figure 24 above), agreement between the 

presupposed and the referring item was the one where we observed the greatest 

difference between the high- and low-rated corpuses. The almost twice as many 
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agreement errors in the low rated corpus compared to the high rated one mainly 

involved reference to a plural form by a singular form (or sometimes the other way 

around) with the intention of the writer (an assumption based on the textual context) to 

refer to the same number of items. Low rated theses writers also had a number of 

accuracy errors related to irregular plural nouns or uncountable nouns, which was quite 

unexpected, given that at the time of writing their MA theses, English major students’ 

proficiency in the language they were about to teach was expected to be higher. 

Lexical problems have already been discussed in detail (in Section 6.4.3.3), but 

we will again illustrate the problems encountered with some new examples. One 

example for using misleading synonyms comes from LTH8, where the thesis writer 

refers to 16-17 year old participant students using the students, many people, some 

children as if these were synonyms. It is not that students are not people, but in 

describing research procedures RA writers do not use such synonyms to avoid their 

possible interpretation as exophoric reference to people or children other than the 

participants. However, if RAs do use synonyms, it is only in immediately following 

sentences with a demonstrative (this, these).  

Demonstratives (including the definite article) misused constituted the last set of 

items here. Most often the problem (74%) was that either a short-distance referring item 

indicating proximity was used to refer to a preceding section across a section title, 

thereby violating both the expectation that these demonstratives are used to refer to 

close items and the criteria for a good paragraph. Or distant reference pointed to an item 

in the preceding sentence (e.g. that). Long distance cataphoric reference with the 

definite pronoun was characteristic of low rated theses (18%), where the full form of the 

referred presupposed item was found several pages ahead of the referring item.  
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9.6.8.4 Non-existent forms. We use non-existent forms as an umbrella term for 

two main types of errors. First, errors in the use of possessive phrases where the definite 

article was used to with a person as a possessor (as discussed in Chapter 8). In this 

aspect low-rated theses contained significantly more errors (50) than high-rated ones. 

Second, to ensure the reliability of the analysis by accounting for all the items, we listed 

in the uninterpretable category all those instances which were mistakes and not errors 

that were not grammatical and could not be interpreted either as cohesive or non-

cohesive (see Section 6.4.3.4).  

 

9.6.8.5 Results: errors in MA thesis sections. Concerning the frequency of 

errors in the different sections of the thesis papers we found that in all sections except 

for the last, Summary and Conclusions section(s), low rated theses contained more 

errors. The greatest difference was found in the Results and Discussion section(s), 

where low-rated theses had nearly twice as many errors.  

Type of corpus Thesis section Total 

 Introduction and 
Review of the 

Literature 

Methods Results and 
Discussion 

Summary and 
Conclusions 

 

High-rated MA 
thesis corpus 

169 89 120 31 416 

Low-rated MA thesis 
corpus 

201 141 260 38 586 

 
Table 29. Number of errors in MA thesis sections 

 

Since the discussion of error types in Chapter 8, there have been minor changes 

in the figures as a result of replacing theoretical papers and case studies with empirical 

research papers, but no new information concerning the types of errors was discovered.  
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9.7 Summary and conclusions 
 

In this chapter, we saw that on the basis of the RCA of the current almost half-a-

million word research paper corpus, we can conclude that the analytical tool produces 

reliable results in the case of written academic texts. We can also argue that the results 

gained provide a valid description of cohesive reference in written discourse analysis 

for a number of reasons. First, the RCA manages to provide access to more information 

about the phenomenon of reference in written texts than the simple frequency data of 

the different types of items that Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) original taxonomy yields. 

RCA is also an analytical tool that identifies not only individual cohesive ties but also 

longer chains of ties clearly discernible and the content of the chains accessible for 

lexical analysis. By marking sections and subsections of the texts analyzed in their 

corresponding RCA tables we can compare and learn cohesive reference information 

about texts section by section. This way we managed to identify differences between 

new and extended cohesive chains in RAs and MA theses.  

 We have seen that the quantitative analysis of the corpora does not immediately 

reveal differences in terms of cohesive reference. However, on closer inspection, we 

found that the LTH corpus is set apart from the other two by containing shorter 

sentences and a lower ratio of academic vocabulary.  

Regarding longer chains, in both corpora there is approximately the same 

number of long chains overarching the whole text, but we also found differences in how 

cohesive chains do or do not link sections of the text to each other. 

As regards the number of cohesive ties, the analysis revealed that, surprisingly, 

the LTH corpus had the highest ratio of cohesive items, but this has little significance to 

the quality of the text. However, qualitative analysis showed systematic differences 

between the frequency of item types. We also found that new and extended chains are 
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also arranged in a different manner: in RAs there was a steady rise in the ratio of 

extended chains towards the end of the paper, while MA theses did not show this kind 

of pattern so clearly. 

This chapter also discussed how each type of reference item (pronouns, 

demonstratives and comparatives) is used in the corpora and compared their use across 

the corpus of RAs and the high- and low-rated corpora of MA theses. Finally, we 

contrasted the two corpora of theses by both their types of errors and the frequency of 

errors in their sections. The findings do not only contribute to our current understanding 

of how referential cohesion unfolds in NS and FL English written academic discourse, 

but also yield a number of significant implications for EFL writing and EAP pedagogy. 

The pedagogical implications that we can formulate based on these findings will be 

discussed in the next chapter.  
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10 PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS 

 

The educational context in which the MA theses studied were written is the 

School of English and American Studies at Eötvös Loránd University, Budapest, 

Hungary. Numerous courses are offered for English major students in EAP, including 

common-core EAP courses (e.g.: Academic Skills 1, Advanced Academic Skills), 

specific classes related to assignments (e.g.: Academic Writing in the Writing Center, 

Grant Writing, Introduction to Argumentative Writing, Professional writing, a BA 

Thesis-writing Workshop). Needless to say, students have ample opportunities to study 

the skills necessary for efficient thesis writing. Given the immense amount of 

knowledge accumulated in recent years about EAP that teachers of academic writing 

pass on to students in a short course, it is no wonder that cohesive reference sometimes 

tends to remain a neglected area. No doubt, students are expected to know the meaning 

and functions of reference items such as pronouns, or determiners; however, the current 

RCA has shown that while students may be aware of the role and functions of reference 

items at the sentence level, they may not know how reference affects the overall 

structure and accessibility of their writing. The results of this study allow for making 

very specific kinds of recommendations for both awareness raising and task design to 

enhance the discourse competence of EFL students. Besides, results concerning 

students’ problems in using reference as a cohesive device is very informative for 

teachers of EAP as well. Therefore, pedagogical implications formulated here for 

academic writing will center around both short tasks that may fill either a 10-minute 

time slot or just half an hour, with suggestions for longer home assignments. There is a 

checklist for self- or peer-assessment in Figure 24 below. We also give an example of 
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how RCA can be brought to courses focusing on written discourse analysis. First, 

however, here is a summary of why RCA as an analytical tool (or its simplified version) 

might be considered for in-class use as part of skill development in the teaching of EAP.  

10.1 Skills Development 

In this section we discuss how the results of RCA relate to the development of 

both reading and writing skills of EFL students.  

In the course of the analysis it became clear to me – and this assumption has 

been confirmed by one of the co-coders too – that the process of the identification of 

cohesive reference chains in a text is itself a skill that is implicitly learned and refined in 

the process of the analysis. Presumably, this skill is relevant both in the comprehension 

of discourse and in its production. On the basis of personal introspection during the 

process of the analysis, I assume that the development of the skill to identify cohesive 

ties fosters several writing subskills: effective paragraphing, using logical pronouns, 

determiners and conjunctions, which leads to a better sequencing of ideas and a stronger 

referential linkage between sentences. The analysis of reference (especially that in one’s 

own discourse) raises awareness of the connections among the reader’s perspective 

while writing and the actual text produced. This in turn might lead to better text 

production, and the avoidance of what Johns (1994) describes as a “bad text” (p. 108), 

one that does not provide appropriate clues for reader prediction or leaves these 

predictions unfulfilled. It highlights processes of the reader while decoding the structure 

of the text and the internal, probably only partially verbal, discourse going on in the text 

producer's mind while creating the text. This awareness is necessary in the production 

of more reader-friendly discourse.  

Reading comprehension: by the ability to create clear and flexible mental images 

of the processed text that – by means of the improvement of long-term memory – 
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enables the reader to store central concepts better while reading and writing. More 

efficient reading techniques are likely to contribute to a better noticing of reference 

structures which can then transform into more coherent text production. 

 

 
10.2 Teaching and Learning Reference in Academic Writing.  

10.2.1 Awareness raising of highest frequency errors. What teachers can do 

first in connection with reference is familiarize students with the kinds of errors that 

were typical (mainly Section 6.4.3 with Figures 16-17) and suggest correct alternatives. 

The types of highest frequency errors we found in this dissertation are the ones that 

suggest writers’ over-reliance on reader interpretation. By the end of the discussion, 

students should arrive at a list of errors, similar to those in Figure 16 of this dissertation.  

IN-CLASS TASK 1: An awareness-raising task for teaching both 

academic writing and cohesion analysis would be to ask students to identify 

problems illustrated by extracts containing errors from low rated papers. 

They would have to group the problems and come up with error 

classification criteria.  

IN-CLASS TASK 2 / HOME ASSIGNMENT: Awareness-raising 

through peer-editing may be very useful to familiarize students with the 

kinds of errors they tend to make. If time allows, analysis of one’s own 

writing, especially compared to someone else’s analysis of the same paper is 

highly useful: differences between the analyses should reveal sources of 

ambiguity or vagueness that the writer alone would not discover.  

Depending on the amount of time available and the needs and interests of a particular 

group, reference may be approached from various perspectives. In any case, what is 
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most relevant is for students to become aware of how reference affects the structure of 

the text and to discover how incorrect items may be misleading for the reader. It is 

probably unnecessary to burden them with too much information about the grammatical 

details. Their discovery of referential patterns may be supported by the analysis of short 

texts of various kinds without going into too much detail about the types of reference 

items. Appendix B provides an introduction to such an analysis.  

Determiners are used slightly differently by expert and novice writers. When 

there are two grammatically acceptable forms (e.g.: all of the students / all students or 

few of the students / few students, etc.), usually the shorter form without the definite 

article is applied by expert writers, frequently followed by a prepositional phrase which 

specifies its reference. On the other hand, novice writers prefer the longer form (e.g. all 

of the participants), without further specification. An obvious advantage of avoiding the 

use of the definite article in such phrases, as long as the reference of the item is clear 

(because the presupposed item is easy to recover or is close enough) is that it relies 

more on the lexical aspect of the cohesive connection – and thus allows for longer 

distance references. As for determiner use in RAs, it was clear that experts do not only 

avoid using the definite article, but at the same time, make ample use of methods for 

specifying what exactly they mean by those determiners (e.g. all participants in 

Group1). Expert writers make use of brackets to provide information for clarification 

(about twice as often as novice writers do). For a home assignment, therefore, teachers 

may ask students to collect sentences or paragraphs from RAs where writers specify the 

reference of a determiner in brackets, preferably on separate pieces of paper for each 

instance. Then, a 10-minute follow-up discussion in class may involve categorizing 

these instances in groups on posters, for example.  
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10.2.2 Identification of self-contained units. Concerning the overall structure of 

a paper, it is clear from both the method of RCA and the findings of Stages 4 and 5 that 

novice writers need to be able to identify whether or not a given textual unit 

(sentence, paragraph or section) is self-contained (i.e. it does not need reference to 

another item in the text for its interpretation) or it contains a cohesive reference that 

needs resolution. The following tasks aim at EFL students’ practicing this distinction. 

IN-CLASS TASK 3/A: For enhancing students’ awareness of self-

contained units it is very easy to design a short task, which might even be a 

10-minute warmer at a lesson. After a clarification of the concept of 

cohesive reference, students might get a list of sentences with increasing 

complexity from each typical section of an academic paper (Introduction, 

Review of the Literature, Methods, Discussion, Conclusions) and be asked 

to decide whether each can be interpreted on its own or not. If it cannot, the 

kind of presupposed element should be supplied by the student.  

IN-CLASS TASK 3/B: Importantly, the approach in TASK 3/A can 

be applied to paragraph-level extracts, where again, students need to decide 

if there is a referential connection between two paragraphs or they are 

independent from each other.  

IN-CLASS TASK 4: Another awareness-raising activity would be 

giving students pairs of sentences, where one sentence comes from an RA 

and another one from a student text. Both sentences should have the same 

intended purpose or topic (e.g. presenting information about participants in 

a piece of research). This would also give students an opportunity to 

compare typical expert sentences that realize novice writers’ intentions in a 

more efficient way.  
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Expert writers are more likely to use self-contained units instead of complex 

cohesive chains, which results in a text that is more easily interpretable. Sections of 

texts produced by experts are more likely to be interpretable as separate units. In order 

to reinforce this approach to writing, students may be encouraged to write up their 

assignments in separate sections, which forces them to see the structure of their essays 

or thesis papers as a composite of units that are interpretable in themselves. This 

segmentation is becoming increasingly relevant with interned-based research – where 

the abundance of information necessitates quick accessibility of fragments of text.  

 

10.2.3 Improving the structure of students’ research papers. Students are often 

explicitly taught (and they also receive a set of guidelines) about what exactly each 

section (e.g.: Abstract, Introduction or Discussion) should contain, and what purpose 

these sections should have. Results of this dissertation in Stage 5 showed that this is not 

enough: these general statements about the structure of the paper are sometimes copied 

by students word for word. To avoid this, before the writing of theses it might be a good 

idea for a home assignment to have students collect the actual phrases used for each 

main section from at least 5 RAs for each point in the guidelines for writing up the 

paper. This should help them see how the guidelines can be transformed into phrases 

that carry the meaning they intend (see Section 7.5.5.4 in this dissertation for an 

example). Obviously, for the same purposes, Swales’ (1990) collection of sets of 

phrases for each section is an invaluable resource.  

Ideally, abstracts should already contain the 5-6 central themes (locations, 

participants, methods, concepts) precisely and clearly expressed. Expert writers give a 

detailed introduction of the participants of the research, the research methodology 

(instruments, key questions and concepts), the setting and the research procedures as 
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early as possible: in the Abstract or Introduction. This is helpful in establishing a firm 

foundation for the structure of the rest of the research paper. Students familiar with the 

RCA analysis could check what this actually means in an RA of their choice as a home 

assignment: if each student in a group analyses a different RA, the group can test how 

much it is true for research articles that the concepts represented in the longest reference 

chains are already presented in the Abstract. 

Vague signposting (reference to chapters or sections) in MA theses was a 

frequent problem. No doubt, it is difficult for students to organize their intended 

message sentence by sentence, as Coulthard (1994) put it, “knowledge is not linear, but 

text is” (p.7). Expert writers are more attentive of the overall structure and turn their 

attention more to global patterns than student writers who are more likely to focus on 

sentence structures (Benson & Heidish, 1995). For this reason, in preparation for the 

writing up of long assignments, students benefit from writing up the list of contents, or 

drawing up the structure of the paper to be written, as early as possible before actually 

starting the process of writing. In addition, the organization of the structure of research 

papers may be improved by adding section titles or section numbers to vague reference 

items, as apparently, students often fail to check cross-references to different parts of 

their papers before handing in the final versions of their assignments.  

Students need special training in writing up the Literature Review section. This 

is neither new nor surprising. However, what we have learned from the analysis of the 

reference structure of RAs is that apparently expert writers focus more on the methods 

and results of a piece of research instead of the actual process and details of conducting 

it. In contrast, novice writers place their focus on the authors of previous studies, which 

is reflected in their use of more third person singular pronouns in their review of the 

literature. Experts used neutral singular pronouns, demonstratives and third person 
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plural pronouns. A part of training students to focus on research methods, participants 

and findings is to ask students to collect pieces of research they have read in a chart 

with all the relevant information they might need so that they more easily shift focus to 

methods and findings (e.g.: authors, publication data, participants, methods, main 

findings, etc.). Besides the obvious advantages of such lists, what teachers can also 

emphasize that it is the content of these studies that students should focus on in the text; 

it is less frequent EAP than in Hungarian studies that the authors receive special 

emphasis and appear in the flow of the text. In EAP it happens mainly in the case of 

major, trendsetting authors or groundbreaking studies. This shift in focus is very easy to 

arrive at through the use of the chart of studies that we mentioned above.  

Expert writers present their Findings in logically related statements, where each 

finding is supported by results from the research process. Novice writers tend to rely 

more on the previous text – the greater amount of extended references they use place 

more demands on the reader. Statements about research findings are more efficient if 

the reader does not need to rely on the previous text; this way it is also easier to 

translate findings into the background of subsequent pieces of research (statements 

become more “citeable”).  

In the Summary or Conclusions sections, experts tend to relate their findings 

more than novice writers to other pieces of research – they make more effort to 

contextualize their findings. This was also reflected in the reference structure: RAs have 

more self-contained sentences and they make fewer references to the previous text. For 

novice writers it is stressed that conclusions should come from their research results, but 

they tend to relate them to their own study only. 

These pedagogical implications are based on a corpus of empirical research 

papers written in the field of applied linguistics. Therefore, transferring these findings to 
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other contexts and other types of research papers needs to be done with caution and may 

need further research.  

 

10.2.4 Awareness of lexical relationships in academic texts. Students’ ability to 

notice what lexical items are related in academic texts should obviously rise with 

increasing familiarity with academic texts. Nevertheless, some writing tasks that focus 

specifically on the identification of whether or not lexical items are related is likely to 

encourage students to focus more on this aspect of the text while reading.  

IN-CLASS TASK 5: A task that can be very quickly designed and 

easily used as a springboard for discussion would be a collection of short 

extracts from academic texts with highlighted words. Having read the texts, 

students have to identify the kinds of lexical connections between the 

highlighted lexical items based on a taxonomy of lexical cohesion (e.g. 

Károly, 2002 – see Table 16 in this paper) (TASK 4). Undoubtedly, this 

aspect of analysis would be more closely related to lexical cohesion 

analysis; however, we can also draw students’ attention to whether or not 

highlighted lexical items are accompanied by reference items, or if they are 

replaced with them, or are fully ellipted. This could lead to a discussion of 

levels of reference (see e.g. Biber et al., 1991): where ellipsis is the 

strongest connection between sentences and the other end of the cline is 

exact lexical repetition.  

Another effective and popular method before writing up a specific academic 

paper would be using mind maps to clarify the types of connections between concepts, 

with groups of possible lexical items that can be used for each concept. We use this 

technique effectively with A2-C1 (CEFR) level students in the secondary school where 



 

246 

 

I teach both as a form of improving students’ creativity and as a method of clarifying 

relationships between ideas and concepts that belong together.   

  

10.3 A Checklist of Common Learner Errors 

A useful approach to awareness raising is self-correction or peer-editing (e.g. 

Mulligan & Garofalo, 2011). Based on the typical errors and problems regarding 

reference in novice writing that we found at Stage 5 of this research, it is possible to 

design a checklist that may be used by students to check their own written assignments 

(Table 27). First, as a reading task, students may be asked to go through the checklist 

with a research article; second, they could use it as a guide in peer-editing and 

assessment, then, as a self-assessment tool. Familiarity with what needs more attention 

should help them make intelligent choices in their own writing process.    
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Use this checklist for assessing cohesive reference in academic research papers. 

Tick the items you have checked as you go through the list. 

1. Make sure that your references are clear and unambiguous:  
 

 Noun phrases with a definite article should refer to something previously mentioned. They should be 
specific enough (e.g. the results – of what exactly?) 

 Do not use the definite article with a plural noun to refer to a group of people or items in general. (e.g. 
the students – which ones?) 

 Sections, chapters, tables and figures should be referred to by their number. The terms for these parts 
of a paper should be used consistently.  

 Check the above two points in your Methods and Results section twice. 
 
2. Make sure that your references are easy to follow for readers:  
 

 Do not use broad terms (the field, the researchers), but narrow down your reference, so that the reader 
can identify who or what exactly you are writing about.  

 Groups of participants or groups of items should have names, so that you can refer to them by their 
names unambiguously. Participants of your research should also have pseudonyms where appropriate.  

 Use consistent terminology for research tools. 
 You can use the definite article with a repeated noun to refer to a much earlier mentioned item; 

however, use a full form of the noun phrase again if the previous mention occurred about more than a 
page earlier.  

 How do you refer to previous research? In academic writing reference to studies and their contents 
(rather than their authors) is preferred.  

 In relative clauses use the definite article instead of demonstratives:  
The (these/those)… that…. 
 
3. References to the same item or entity should be easy to follow, even across multiple reference 
items.  
 

 Check that your pronouns or demonstratives agree in number with what you refer to.  
 Do not be afraid of repeating exactly the same words for the same items or entities. You do not need 

to use different words for the same thing (e.g. you can use the same word, test throughout the whole 
paper: it is unnecessary and confusing if you use questionnaire or quiz for the same). If you do use 
synonyms, make sure while reviewing the relevant literature that the terms you use cover the same 
concept. 

 Make sure that this / these point to something within the same paragraph.  
 Do not use pronouns or demonstratives to point to a previous section or to the section title. These are 

generally not used for long-distance reference. 
 Do not use that to point to something in the immediately preceding sentence.  

 
4. Check your writing for accuracy or ask someone to proofread your paper before you hand it in, 
to make sure that you do not use word forms that do not exist:  
 

 Pay attention to whether nouns you use are countable or uncountable.  
 Pay special attention to how you use possessive forms (e.g. of-possessives are not used with pronouns: 

of it = its, or with people: the opinion of Jack = Jack’s opinion); multiple of-possessives in the same 
sentence can be confusing – one of them should be replaced with a possessive ‘s). 

 
 For thorough self-editing highlight all reference items in your text and make sure that you not only 

know what you mean by them, but the text actually contains your intended referent. 
  

 
Figure 26. A checklist for assessing reference in research papers 



 

248 

 

10.4 Implications for Teaching Written Discourse Analysis 

The method proposed here for RCA can be easily applied in teaching 

various aspects of cohesion in discourse. Writing courses usually focus on the 

different types of cohesive ties. Besides the fairly popular lexical cohesion 

analysis methods, RCA can now also be brought into class as a starting point for 

discussions about textual structures. It is fairly easy to apply and the results 

students arrive at can be the foundations of meaningful comparisons between 

characteristic structures of different genres, various parts of texts or even texts in 

different languages, to just mention a few.  

In the teaching of discourse analysis, RCA offers a simple approach to 

bringing cohesion-related questions to the level of group discussion. While the 

analysis of cohesive reference can be started based on a page-length summary of 

the steps of the analysis (see Appendix B), in a course with a discourse analysis 

focus, there will inevitably be questions raised in the procedures of the analysis 

about several underlying concepts related to cohesion. Some questions that are 

expected to surface in such discussions are also likely to open new grounds for 

further research and provide incentives for students to investigate an area of 

cohesion analysis. For example:  

 the borderline between lexical and referential cohesion,  

 the differences between ellipsis, substitution and referential 

cohesion, 

 whether or not lexical cohesion, specifically repetition, should 

appear as an item in reference chains,  

 whether the same kind of analysis produces interpretable results for 

genres other than academic writing, or for other languages, etc. 
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Following such discussions in courses with a discourse analysis focus, students 

may either become interested in an in-depth study of cohesive reference in 

particular, for which they can familiarize themselves with RCA in more detail, or 

alternatively, may find this method of analysis suited to their purposes in 

comparing various text types or different genres. It would also be interesting to 

explore how RCA can be applied to analyze cohesion in spoken discourse, in 

languages other than English or in ESP texts.  

On the whole, RCA is a theoretically grounded, reliable tool, but still, it is 

flexible enough to be used with minimal theoretical background for small-scale 

studies by students, and at the same time, provides a larger framework with the 

complementary non-cohesive approach and error taxonomy to those who wish to 

apply it for larger scale discourse analysis studies.  
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11 OVERALL CONCLUSIONS 

 

11.1 Theoretical Outcome: an Analytical Tool for the Study of Reference as a 

Cohesive Device 

At the start of this research project I intended to describe reference in academic 

writing at every textual level, from multiple perspectives. On the whole, from the data 

gathered here it seems that every single aspect of cohesive reference would deserve 

more attention and more discussion as there is a lot more yet to be learned about the 

phenomenon of reference. This study was concerned not only with reference as a 

cohesive device but with the development of an instrument to analyze it. In the present 

study it was inevitable to take a dual focus. We could not have analyzed reference 

without an appropriate instrument, and the instrument also had to be piloted and used on 

a corpus to see if it helps to describe what it was intended to describe and in a reliable 

way. Therefore, a major outcome of this dissertation is the development of a valid and 

reliable description of cohesive reference in academic writing by a multi-faceted 

Referential Cohesion Analysis tool. This study offers a novel approach to analyzing 

reference by revising Halliday and Hasan's (1976) taxonomy and proposing an 

analytical tool that is capable of capturing non-linear patterns of cohesion through larger 

stretches of text, and with more reliable results than was earlier possible. This way, the 

analysis can describe cohesive relationships that caused ambiguities and analytical 

problems in Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) framework. Nevertheless, the dual focus we 

had resulted in the narrowing of the scope of this study to the description of mainly 

surface-level observations. There is still an abundance of information from the analysis 

that I did not have space to describe here, and a number of hypotheses have emerged 

that have not been tested. 
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It has to be noted, though, that the analysis is a representation of the analyst’s 

view of cohesive connections within the text. As such, it is not viewed as a problem that 

if two analysts wish to observe different aspects of the text, they will – within this same 

framework – represent it differently. The distinction between a pre-established 

methodological framework for analysis and viewing the framework as a helpful tool to 

represent our ideas would be much the same as the problem that language learners have 

to realize at some point of their studies. The question is not "Do I have to use this tense 

in this sentence?" but rather "If I use this particular tense, and not another, what 

additional meaning does it carry, and is this the meaning that I had hoped to convey 

with my sentence?". Here, in our analysis of coherence, the question is not "Does this 

analytical tool or framework represent cohesion in text appropriately (according to some 

standard)?" but rather "Does this analytical tool provide a helpful and flexible 

representation of readers' possible interpretations or representations of given aspects of 

texts, and the cohesive relationships possibly created by particular readers"?  

 

11.2 Methodological Outcome 

Probably the most important outcome of this dissertation study is that it 

transforms the part of Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) cohesion framework dealing with 

reference into a referential cohesion analysis device that enables both researchers and 

less trained users (e.g. teachers or students) to carry out reference analysis on larger 

stretches of texts with results that were inconceivable with the original tool and which 

aid the development of discourse competence considerably. Without too much loss on 

the theoretical side, it increases the functional capacity of the tool in describing 

cohesive reference chains and by doing so, it provides the background for an easier 

pedagogical application or even future text analysis software.  
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The analytical tool (RCA) discussed in this paper has direct relevance to either 

developing or improving a new text analysis software for cohesion analysis. Presently, 

the most popular software for text analysis are mainly focused on lexical relations. 

Though reference is a type of textual relation that inevitably needs human intervention 

for analyis, it is easy to transfer the methods used here for computer aided text analysis. 

Reference items in the list can be identified by any software, which then would only 

need to offer a set of options of reference types, or non-cohesive categories for the 

analyst in a drop-down list. Presupposed items could be identified for each referring 

item from a similar list gradually accumulated in the process of the analysis. 

Quantifying the data obtained would be easier with software designed specifically for 

cohesion analysis  

 

11.3 Empirical Outcome: Referential Characteristics of Research Articles and MA 

Theses  

The empirical aspect of the study, that is, the comparative analysis of RAs and 

MA theses using this new instrument, revealed both new aspects of cohesion relevant 

for FL and ESL teachers, and students of EAP. Theoretical findings are also relevant for 

the study of discourse analysis, and to cohesion analysis in particular. By a contrastive 

analysis of Hungarian student writing to English expert writing this study contributes to 

research in written discourse analysis and applied linguistics by providing data 

concerning Hungarian advanced learners' difficulties using reference as a cohesive 

device, and by discussing pedagogical implications on the basis of how experts realize 

functions in writing that seem problematic for Hungarian learners.  
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As a result of the referential cohesion analysis of the corpus of 20 RAs, 10 high and 

10 low rated MA theses, some interesting outcomes of the reference analysis (based on 

normalized data) are highlighted here:  

 (1) Descriptive linguistic information  

Out of the total number of reference items, RAs had the lowest number of 

cohesive items (29%), followed by high rated theses (37%), and low rated ones with the 

highest ratio (42%), which means that RAs are lexically denser and rely less on reader 

inference of cohesive relationships 

(2) Discourse features  

As regards the number of cohesive ties, more were found in the MA thesis 

corpus (avg. 37) than in the RA corpus (avg. 43); though they formed more chains in 

the theses. This means that MA theses contained more short chains (consisting of 2-5 

cohesive ties). 

An in-depth analysis of the presupposed items (or main referents) of the 10 

longest chains in RAs, showed that out of the referents of the 8 longest chains in each 

RA, on average, 6 were already present in the abstract. 

(3) Genre-specific information (for example, the distribution of cohesive 

chains within the subsections of the texts analyzed).  

The most problematic text part in high rated MA theses is the Review of the 

Literature, with the majority of errors due to the lack of presupposed items in the text 

(in other words, over-reliance of the reader’s familiarity with the literature and the MA 

thesis research conducted). In low rated MA theses it is the Results and Discussion 

section, with many vague items, problematic demonstratives and lexical items 

Based on a comparison of extended and new chains we found that while MA 

theses have double the space to explain their Methods, and that they had about five 
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times as much space to establish a theoretical background, they do not rely on that 

background so much in describing the methods as RAs. 

In general, the early introduction of the main referents of a research paper and 

consistent reference to them establishes long chains of reference with a steadily 

increasing number of extended chains. MA theses, especially low rated theses lack a 

specific introduction of these referents and have an unexpectedly high number of new 

chains even in the Conclusions. 

 

11.4 Pedagogical outcome 

By providing an analytical tool that is easy to apply for in-class text analysis, the 

present study may support teaching and learning EAP by raising both teachers’ and 

students’ awareness of typical text structures and the use of referring items, which in 

turn will facilitate reflection on the writing process. It gives an insight into text-level 

features of cohesive reference, the patterns and relevance of long cohesive chains in 

organizing text. The findings described in Section 9 allow a more insightful approach to 

the teaching of cohesive reference than what has so far been included in coursebooks on 

teaching EFL/EAP in that observations are not limited to describing the cohesive 

relationship between pairs of sentences. Doubtless, writing is not just a set of skills to be 

practiced, but a requires sophisticated composing skills. Learning to write a given type 

of academic paper (RA, MA thesis, etc.) requires the development cognitive skills and 

critical thinking to synthesize content information in a way that it is accessible to 

readers. Reference might seem to be a subsidiary aspect, but through its analysis, one 

clearly understands how pervasive it is, and becomes more mindful of other text-

organizing features as well.  
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The study has practical and pedagogical implications on the basis of which 

specific recommendations could be made (Section 10) for awareness raising and 

innovative task design for EAP, EFL and discourse analysis courses. Students interested 

in discourse analysis may, for example, carry out further research using RCA to 

compare reference across various text types, registers or languages. 

 

11.5 Limitations  

The study is limited by its focus on one particular mode of discourse and one 

given genre in the field of academic writing. Nevertheless; the conclusions drawn based 

on our data can be transferred to other academic (or possibly even other types of) texts. 

Further valuable insights could be gained from analyzing different text types as 

indicated by the substantially different referential structure of the theoretical papers and 

case studies that were eliminated from the corpus of MA thesis papers in order to ensure 

the meaningful and more reliable comparison of the corpus to empirical RAs. 

Another obvious limitation of this study is that it does not cover the whole 

phenomenon of cohesion, but is restricted to referential cohesion only. Concerning the 

review of the types of reference, reference chains and errors we have already pointed to 

the problematic discussion of reference in isolation.  It became clear that the notion of 

reference chains cannot be fully covered without the other forms of cohesion, and that 

the arbitrary exclusion of ellipsis (especially that of nominal elements) or lexical 

cohesion (exact repetition in particular) may distort the underlying patterns of 

referential chains we would like to discover. The method for referential cohesion 

analysis presented in this dissertation easily lends itself to the inclusion of lexical 

repetition or ellipsis in much the same way as reference is analysed.  

 



 

256 

 

11.6 Suggestions for Further Research 

The findings that have direct pedagogical implications have already been 

discussed. Nevertheless, further, practically oriented studies would help explore exactly 

how much and what form of instruction is most beneficial for students to improve the 

referential aspect of student academic writing.  

In general, sadly, little is known about the referential characteristics of 

Hungarian academic writing in particular; although some comparative studies of 

English and Hungarian academic texts deal with other discourse-related features 

(theoretical RA introductions: Árvay & Tankó, 2004; Futász (2006)) . In the absence of 

such background research it was often unclear whether a particular difference was due 

to lack of experience in the academic genre or the presence of undiscovered cultural 

norms, for instance. One such example was our discussion of personal pronoun 

reference in the literature reviews of MA theses. It would be very exciting to know 

whether reference to researchers, that is, the human aspect of the research process, with 

a special emphasis on their ideas, innovations or experience was a specifically 

Hungarian approach or whether this approach characterizes novice writers from other 

cultures as well (e.g. Ivanič & Camps (2001)). I believe that it would be very important 

to discover more about Hungarian academic discourse practices, and integrate this 

knowledge into EAP teaching as well. While English is becoming the world language of 

academic communication and a key to international acceptance, it need not mean the 

loss of local features of scholarly writing (see: Hyland, 2006). As Mauranen (1993) also 

points out, if “rhetorical practices embody cultural thought patterns” innovative and 

creative ideas may not be best expressed in the standardized English language academic 

discourse that authors from non-English language backgrounds are required to adopt for 

international publication.   
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Due to the lack of sufficient amount of data, we did not discuss earlier how 

quantification of data from an RCA table may provide information about types of texts. 

Further research into this area would be necessary to confirm our hypothesis that based 

on the observation that reference analysis forms the shape of a right triangle area, 

meaningful differentiation of texts may be shown by counting its hypotenuse (based on 

the two sides formed by the number of sentences in the text and the number of cohesive 

chains in it). Some preliminary analysis in this direction showed that dividing the total 

number of ties in a text with its hypotenuse gives a number around 1 for theoretical 

papers and narratives, while it is closer to 1.5 for empirical papers. Testing this 

hypothesis would be a very exciting area of further research.  
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Appendix A – Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) coding scheme  
and an outline of the guidelines for the analysis of cohesion 

This summary was sent to the other coder as a reminder of this analytical tool (she was 

already familiar with it). She was asked to consult me whenever she had any doubts or 

questions concerning the analysis.  

The process of analysis 

The coding scheme provides a means of representing the cohesive patterns in a text. 

Each sentence is given an index number, and the total number of ties in that sentence is 

entered into the appropriate column. Then for EACH TIE we specify (A) the type of 

cohesion and (B) its distance and direction.” 

A COHESIVE TIE: the RELATION between a cohesive element and element 

presupposed by it. Any cohesive tie, may be immediate (presupposing an item in a 

contiguous sentence), mediated (having one or more intervening sentences that enter 

into a chain of presupposition) or remote (having one or more intervening sentences not 

involved in the presupposition). Finally it may be anaphoric or cataphoric; cataphoric 

ties are relatively infrequent and almost always immediate. A tie is assumed to be 

anaphoric unless marked ‘K’.  

DIRECTION AND DISTANCE OF COHESION 

Type of tie Coding 
IMMEDIATE 0 
Not immediate:  
MEDIATED [number of intervening sentences] M[n] 
REMOTE NON-MEDIATED [number of intervening sentences] N[n] 
CATAPHORIC [number of intervening sentences] K[n] 
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Appendix A - continued 

Coding scheme: REFERENCE 
Type of cohesion Referring item Coding: R 
I. Pronominals  1 
(1) singular, masculine he, him, his 11 
(2) singular, feminine she, her, hers 12 
(3) singular, neuter it, its 13 
(4) plural they, them, their, theirs 14 

 I(1-8) functioning as:   
 (a) non-possessive, as Head he/him, she/her, it, they/them, I/me, 

we/us, you 
.6 

 (b) possessive, as Head his, hers, (its), theirs,  mine, ours, 
yours 

.7 

 (c) possessive, as Deictic his, her, its, their, my, our, your .8 
2.  Demonstratives and 

definite article 
 2 

(1) demonstrative,  near this/these, here 21 
(2) demonstrative,  far that/those, there, then 22 
(3) definite article the 23 

 2(1-3) functioning as:   
 (a) nominal, Deictic or Head this/these, that/those, the .6 
 (b) place adverbial here, there .7 
 (c) time adverbial then .8 
3. Comparatives (not 

complete list) 
 3 

(1) identity e.g., same, identical 31 
(2) similarity e.g., similar(ly), such 32 
(3) difference e.g., different, other, else, 

additional 
33 

(4) comparison, quantity e.g., more, less, as many; ordinals 34 
(5) comparison, quality e.g., as+ adjective; comparatives 

and superlatives 
35 

 3(1-5) functioning as:   
 (a) Deictic  (1-3) .6 
 (b) Numerative (4) .7 
 (c) Epithet  (5) .8 
 (d) Adjunct or Submodifier (1-5) .9 
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Appendix B  

SAMPLE ANALYSIS FOR PEDAGOGICAL PURPOSES: 

 NON-SPECIALIZED TEXT 

Teacher instructions for the introduction of RCA analysis (– sample text and 

analysis on the next page): 

a) Elicit third person singular and plural pronouns (nominative, accusative and 

possessive as well) – write them on the board. Do the same with demonstratives. Then 

provide a list of items (perhaps by copying Table 8 (p. 71 in this dissertation) and 

discuss how they may establish reference, and what presupposed items they may have. 

b) Give students the short text below and ask them to circle in the text all the items 

collected (or from those Table 8) 

c) Ask them to cross out all the items that have a presupposed item, that is, whose 

reference is clear by pointing to an item, in the same sentence. Check their answers.  

d) Introduce the RCA Table for the analysis. Explain to them that each row 

represents a sentence and each column will represent a cohesive chain. When more than 

one pronouns in the same sentence point to an item, we enter all of them in the same 

slot in the Table. Presupposed items should also appear in the line of the sentence they 

appear in.  

e) Analyze a text together, step-by-step either on a computer with a projector or at 

the board. Doing this together with the students is very helpful to avoid 

misunderstanding or analytical problems.  

f) Discuss the results: e.g. number of cohesive chains, ties, types of items, 

presupposed items for the longest chains. 

g) Having finished this analysis together, ask them to create a new Table, and give 

them a text related to the content of your course.  

HOME ASSIGNMENT: for EAP courses it is best to ask students to analyze a 

shorter section first (preferably the Methods or Conclusion) from a research article, or 

(an extract from) one of their previous assignments and a peer’s.   
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Appendix B - continued 

Sample RCA table for a non-specialized text 

An extract from the Wikipedia entry about Ian Curtis 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ian_Curtis) 

1. Curtis was born at the Memorial Hospital in Stretford in Lancashire (now 
part of Greater Manchester).  
2. He grew up in Hurdsfield, an area of Macclesfield, and from a young age 
he exhibited talent as a poet.  
3. Proof of his ability was his admission at the age of 11 to The King's 
School, Macclesfield with a scholarship.  
4. Despite this, he was not a dedicated student and did not further his 
education after receiving his O-levels.[2] 
5. From his high school days, his ambitions and hopes were focused on the 
pursuit of art, literature, and most importantly, music.  
6. Curtis was employed in a variety of jobs, including as a civil servant in 
Manchester and later in Macclesfield. 
7. Curtis married Deborah Woodruff, whom he met while still at school, on 
23 August 1975, when he was 19 and she was 18.  
8. His widow survives him.  
9. Their only child, a daughter, Natalie, was born on 16 April 1979.  
10. She is a photographer.  
 
(Non-cohesive items:  
1 – the (proper noun); 3 – the (specified by a prepositional phrase); 7 – he, he (points to 
Curtis in the same sentence); she (Deborah – in the same sentence) 
Note: in sentence 9 their has two presuppositions, Curtis and Deborah – to show that 
the pronoun refers to both, we moved the two presuppositions to neighboring columns.) 
 

 
A B C D 

1 Curtis       
2 he, he       

3 
his (ability), his 
(admission)   

his admission 
with a 
scholarship   

4 

he, his 
(education), his 
(O-levels) 

 
this   

5 

his (high school 
days), his 
(ambitions)       

6         

7   
Deborah 
Woodruff     

8 his (widow), him       
9 their (only child)   Natalie 

10       she  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ian_Curtis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stretford
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greater_Manchester
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Macclesfield
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_King%27s_School,_Macclesfield
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_King%27s_School,_Macclesfield
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/O-levels
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ian_Curtis#cite_note-1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Macclesfield
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Appendix C – Topical Structure Analysis: Sample analysis table 

http://www.criticism.com/da/Topical-Structure-Analysis-of-Accomplished-English-
Prose.pdf 

 
The editorial diagrammed below appeared in The Times of Dec. 18, 1998, Page 

A24, under the headline "Cloning a Human Cell."  
 
The announcement that South Korean scientists have cloned a cell from a woman to make an embryo 

that is genetically identical to her has yet to be verified. Few details have been made public, and no 
scientific paper has been reviewed by experts. But the announcement ought to provoke a gasp at how 
rapidly cloning has been surging ahead.  
Only some 20 months ago, the world was astonished when scientists in Scotland reported cloning a 

cell of an adult sheep to produce a lamb, showing for the first time that it is possible to make a genetically 
identical younger twin of an adult mammal. That achievement took substantial effort to confirm. But in 
recent months, advances in cloning have tumbled forth rapidly.  
Scientists in Hawaii reported in July that they had created dozens of clones of adult mice, and 

scientists in Japan reported this month that they had cloned cow cells to produce eight calves. Whether or 
not the Koreans have cloned a human, there seems little doubt that it could be done.  
The Korean researchers moved cautiously through some ethical minefields. Their experiment was 

terminated after the embryo had divided into four cells. That is too soon, some experts say, to determine 
whether development of the embryo was really being driven by genetic material from the mother. But the 
Koreans made it unmistakably clear they had no intent of implanting the embryo into a woman's uterus so 
that it could develop into a child. They thus avoided the step that troubles many ethicists and citizens, 
who fear cloning will inevitably undermine human individuality. The United States has only begun to 
debate the ethical pros and cons of cloning humans, secure until now in the belief that there is time for 
such ruminations. The lesson from recent studies is that time is fast running out. 

 
Numbers in the list in the table below represent new topics.  

http://www.criticism.com/da/Topical-Structure-Analysis-of-Accomplished-English-Prose.pdf
http://www.criticism.com/da/Topical-Structure-Analysis-of-Accomplished-English-Prose.pdf
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Appendix D – Corpus of academic abstracts 
 
 
 
 

A/1 Schneider and Connor:  
Analyzing topical structure in ESL essays 

1. Topical structure analysis (TSA), a 
text-based approach to the study of topic in 
discourse, has been useful in identifying text-
based features of coherence.  
2. It has also been used to distinguish 
between essays written by groups of native 
English speakers with varying degrees of 
writing proficiency (Witte, 1983a, 1983b).  
3. More recently, TSA has distinguished 
between higher and lower rated ESL essays, but 
with different results from those found with 
native speakers of English (Connor & 
Schneider, 1988).  
4. The present study replicated the 
previous ESL study of two groups of essays 
written for the TOEFL Test of Written English 
with three groups of essays. 
5. Findings indicate that two topical 
structure variables, proportions of sequential 
and parallel topics in the essays, differentiate 
the highest group from the two lower rated 
groups.  
6. We offer explanations for the results 
and propose that all occurrences of a particular 
type of topic progression do not contribute 
equally to the coherence of a text.  
7. (161 words – title included) 

A/2 Smith and Frawley:  
1. Conjunctive cohesion in four English 
genres 
2. A major ingredient of textuality is 
cohesion.  
3. A text is not a text unless it coheres.  
4. But different text types do not cohere 
in the same way.  
5. In this paper, we focus on one type of 
cohesive tie, conjunction, and compare its use in 
four different American English genres – 
fiction, journalism, religion, and science.  
6. Our results show that methods of 
conjunction in these genres vary in a statistically 
significant way and that conjunctions, although 
few in number of types and tokens, play a major 
role in structuring these different text types.  
7. (97) 

A/3 Lux and Grabe:  
1. Multivariate approaches to 
contrastive rhetoric 
2. The purpose of this article is to 
describe applications of multivariate 

quantitative research approaches to contrastive 
rhetoric research.  
3. We will first introduce the notion of 
contrastive rhetoric and evidence supporting the 
notion. 
4. We will then present the rationale for 
the multivariate approach used here.  
5. Two separate studies using a 
multivariate approach will then be described.  
6. One examines patterns of variation in 
English and Brazilian Portuguese newspaper 
editorials (Dantas-Whitney and Grabe to 
appear); the second examines that variations in 
writing among Ecuadorian Spanish and Anglo-
American English university students (Lux 
1991).  
7. Results of these studies suggest that a 
multivariate approach to text analysis, and 
specifically to contrastive rhetoric, is a 
productive line of research.  

(112) 
 
A/4 Kasper and Dahl:  

1. Research methods in interlanguage 
pragmatics 
2. The article reviews the methods of data 
collection employed in 39 studies of 
interlanguage pragmatics, defined narrowly as 
the investigation of nonnative speakers’ 
comprehension and production of speech acts, 
and the acquisition of L2-related speech act 
knowledge.  
3. Data collection instruments are 
distinguished according to whether they tap 
speech act perception/comprehension or 
production.  
4. A main focus of discussion is the 
validity of different types of data, in particular, 
their adequacy to approximate authentic 
performance of linguistic action.  

(81) 
 
A/5 Omar:  

1. Closing Kiswahili conversations: The 
performance of native and non-native 
speakers 
2. This paper reports on how speakers of 
Kiswahili, native and non-native, close 
conversations.  
3. In this paper I show that 1) closings in 
Kiswahili are quite elaborate and may extend to 
over five turns at talking, 2) an exchange of 
’goodbyes’ does not usually signal the end of a 
conversation, 3) there is no strict ordering of 
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features and 4) some closing features are linked 
to the opening part of the conversation.  
4. Analysis of non-native speaker 
closings, in this case American learners of 
Kiswahili, shows that 1) learners perform 
minimal closings, 2) they are often ’unwilling’ 
to reopen a closing once ’goodbyes’ have been 
produced and 3) they rarely use features that 
link closings to openings.  
5. Learners’ performance on ’closing’ the 
conversation is compared to their performance 
on ’opening’ it (Omar 1991; 1992).  
6. The results show that learners are more 
’successful’ at closing a conversation in 
Kiswahili than at opening one.  
7. The question why this is so will be 
addressed in the paper.  

(172) 
 
A/6Thompson:  

1. Aspects of cohesion in monologue 
2. The demands placed on native and 
non-native speakers in understanding and 
creating coherent monologue are well-
recognized.  
3. In order to achieve a coherent 
interpretation of monologue, the listener must 
be able to interpret the semantic relations lying 
beneath the surface text.  
4. The speaker of a monologue is 
therefore primarily responsible for making these 
meaning networks transparent to the listener.  
5. This paper analyses twenty different 
monologues and examines the interrelating roles 
which clause relations, lexico-grammatical 
cohesion, and intonation choices play in 
creating cohesive monologue.  
6. It is argued that these linguistic 
resources can be exploited by the speaker to 
signal explicitly the underlying network of 
concepts in the monologue, thus helping the 
listener to make a coherent interpretation of the 
text.  

(123) 
 
A/7 Tyler:  

1. The role of repetition in perceptions 
of discourse coherence 
2. Ever since it was first proposed as part 
of Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) general model 
of text cohesion, the construct of lexical 
cohesion has had great appeal.  
3. Under this model the presence of 
lexical repetition and related semantic items, in 
conjunction with schemata (Halliday and Hasan, 
1985), contributes to text coherence by creating 
cohesive ties within the text.  
4. However, this model has been 
criticized by Morgan and Sellner (1980), Green 

and Morgan (1981) and Green (1985) for 
confusing lexical repetition and anaphoric 
reference with the natural consequences of 
staying on topic and general pragmatic 
principles.  
5. Using an integrated discourse 
framework (Ellis and Roberts, 1987; Gumperz, 
1982a; Tyler et al., 1988), this paper puts 
forward a third position which accepts the 
general outlines of the arguments posed by 
Green, Morgan and Sellner while arguing that 
certain patterns of repetition do make an 
independent contribution to discourse 
comprehensibility.  
6. By comparing discourse produced by a 
native speaker of English with an English text 
produced by a native speaker of Chinese, the 
effect of particular patterns of lexical repetition 
on text coherence is highlighted.  
7. The paper argues that lexical repetition 
serves to provide context-situated definition of 
words and phrases and to provide a discourse-
specific synonym set; the absence of these 
patterns of repetition contributes to a perception 
of incoherence in the non-native discourse 
examined here.  

(228) 
 
A/8 Eades:  

1. Understanding Aboriginal English in 
the legal system: A critical sociolinguistics 
approach 
2. This paper reviews sociolinguistic 
work which has addressed the provision of 
justice for Aboriginal English (AE) speakers in 
Australia.  
3. It questions the assumptions about 
cultural and linguistic diversity and inequality 
which underlie this work, and proposes a critical 
sociolinguistic approach, which draws on social 
theory in the analysis of how language is 
involved in the failure of the legal system to 
deliver justice.  

(74) 
 
A/9  Coulthard:  

1. Author identification, idiolect, and 
linguistic uniqueness 
2. For forty years linguists have talked 
about idiolect and the uniqueness of individual 
utterances.  
3. This article explores how far these two 
concepts can be used to answer certain 
questions about the authorship of written 
documents – for instance how similar can two 
student essays be before one begins to suspect 
plagiarism?  
4. The article examines two ways of 
measuring similarity: the proportion of shared 
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vocabulary and the number and length of shared 
phrases, and illustrates with examples drawn 
from both actual criminal court cases and 
incidents of student plagiarism.  
5. The article ends by engaging with 
Solan and Tiersma’s contribution to this volume 
and considering whether such forensic linguistic 
evidence would be acceptable in American 
courts as well as how it might successfully be 
presented to a lay audience.  

(132) 
 
A/10 Ming-Tzu and Nation:  

1. Word meaning in academic English: 
Homography in the Academic Word List 
2. The Academic Word List (Coxhead 
2000) consists of 570 word families that are 
frequent and wide ranging in academic texts.  
3. It was created by counting the 
frequency, range, and evenness of spread of 
word forms in a specially constructed academic 
corpus.  
4. This study examines the words in the 
Academic Word List (AWL) to see if the 
existence of unrelated meanings for the same 
word form (homographs) has resulted in the 
inclusion of words in the list which would not 
be there if their clearly different meanings were 
distinguished.  
5. The study shows that only a small 
proportion of the word families contain 
homographs, an in almost all cases, one of the 
members of a pair of group of homographs is 
much more frequent and widely used than the 
others.  
6. Only three word families (intelligence, 
offset, and panel) drop out of the list because 
none of their homographs separately meet the 
criteria for inclusion in the list.  
7. A list of homographs in the AWL is 
provided, with frequencies for those where each 
of the members of a homograph pair are 
reasonably frequent. 

(191) 
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Appendix E - The role of numerals in reference 
 

Text sample: 
70. A similar dilemma arose when it came to finding material for class and 
workshop use that would function well to demonstrate how literature review (LR) texts 
tended to undergo several drafts before they emerged in anything like their final shape 
(c.f.Kwan, 2006; San Miguel & Nelson, 2007) . 
71. I reviewed all the print-outs and photocopies of successive draft LRs and Chris 
Feak and I had obtained through our teaching of dissertation and writing for publication 
classes. 
72. Nothing doing; we wanted at least three versions in order to show the changes 
made and the whys and wherefores thereof, but, for many of the reasons outlined in the 
introduction, nothing appeared to be anywhere near ‘‘the perfect texts’’ we had hoped 
for. 
73. It was time to try and exercise my ingenuity and come up with a product that 
might serve our purposes; that product turned out to be the story of part of a literature 
review ostensibly written by ‘‘Joyce’’. 
74. In this second case illustration, unlike the one recounted in the previous section, 
the source material (see below) was genuine; on the other hand, the story of ‘‘Joyce’’, 
her dissertation topic, and the three drafts of a section of her literature review have all 
been constructed. 

(RA12) 

Discussion: 

Going from sentence 74 to 70 in the interpretation of this text segment, we first 

encounter the referring item the three drafts. While the definiteness of the phrase is 

partially provided by the possessive structure (of a section…), looking merely at 

sentence 74 will not explain why three? why not all the drafts?. If we start looking for 

the anaphor in the previous sentences, we first encounter three versions as a possible 

candidate; still, sentence 72 does not specify the versions of what? we are talking about. 

Moving on to sentence 71, we can see that 71 contains drafts, which we will probably 

all understand as a synonym of versions and as a repetition of drafts in 74, but without 

stopping at three versions, we would not be able to interpret the three in the definite 

phrase in 74. There is only one further step to be taken. There needs to be a full form for 

the abbreviation in 71 for us to recover the full referent, which can be constructed from 

sentence 70: several drafts of Literature Review texts. This means that in order to arrive 

at the full referent of the three drafts we needed a mediating item and two more 

sentences.  
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Appendix F – New and extended chains of reference 
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Appendix G - List of Research Articles in the corpus 

Text code Author Journal 
RA1 Warde Journal of College Reading and Learning 
RA2 Mintz Support for Learning 
RA3 Cramer British Journal of Educational Technology 
RA4 Hanks Journal of Pragmatics 
RA5 Kohnert Learning Disabilities Research and Practice 
RA6 Murphy Language Learning and Technology 
RA7 Reeves British Journal of Education Studies 
RA8 Shieber Language and Communication 
RA9 Crossley Modern Language Journal 
RA10 Walter International Journal of Applied Linguistics 
RA11 Armstrong Language Awareness 
RA12 Swales English for Academic Purposes 
RA13 Flowerdew English for Specific Purposes 
RA14 Buchanan Issues in Educational Research 
RA15 Huntly The Australian Educational Researcher 
RA16 McMurry TESL-EJ (Teaching English as a Second Language) 
RA17 Brown Australian Journal of Educational & Developmental 

Psychology 
RA18 Duffield Studies in Second Language Acquisition 
RA19 Todd System 
RA20 Jones Written Communication 
RA21 Woodcock Contemporary Issues in Technology and Teacher 

Education 
RA22 Lawes Language Learning Journal 
RA23 Prescott WoPaLP (Working Papers in Applied Linguistics) 
RA24 Slate Journal of Youth Development 
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Appendix H – Data collection sheet 

A data collection sheet, such as the one in this appendix, was used for each text to 

summarize the data from the analyses. Comparatives also had a separate summary table; 

only the totals appear here. Most of the data was counted automatically by formulae. 

 C
O

D
E

:
R

A
T

IN
G

: 
H

 /
 L

Y
E

A
R

:

T
O

T
A

L 

W
O

R
D

S
:

th
e

th
is

th
e

se
th

a
t

th
o

se
h

e
re

th
e

re
th

e
n

h
e

h
im

h
is

sh
e

h
e

r
h

e
rs

it
it

s
th

e
y

th
e

m
th

e
ir

th
e

ir
s

co
m

p
a

ra
ti

v
e

T
o

ta
l 

it
e

m
s

T
o

ta
l 

it
e

m
 p

e
r 

se
n

te
n

ce

th
e

th
is

th
e

se
th

a
t

th
o

se
h

e
re

th
e

re
th

e
n

h
e

h
im

h
is

sh
e

h
e

r
h

e
rs

it
it

s
th

e
y

th
e

m
th

e
ir

th
e

ir
s

co
m

p
a

ra
ti

v
e

T
o

ta
l 

it
e

m
s

T
o

ta
l 

it
e

m
 p

e
r 

se
n

te
n

ce

th
e

th
is

th
e

se
th

a
t

th
o

se
h

e
re

th
e

re
th

e
n

h
e

h
im

h
is

sh
e

h
e

r
h

e
rs

it
it

s
th

e
y

th
e

m
th

e
ir

th
e

ir
s

co
m

p
a

ra
ti

v
e

T
o

ta
l 

it
e

m
s

T
o

ta
l 

it
e

m
 p

e
r 

se
n

te
n

ce

T
O

T
A

L 
S

E
N

T
E

N
C

E
S

: 
 

T
O

T
A

L 
(C

O
H

E
S

IV
E

 A
N

D
 N

O
N

-C
O

H
E

S
IV

E
) 

IT
E

M
S

C
O

H
E

S
IV

E
 R

E
F

E
R

R
IN

G
 I

T
E

M
S

N
O

N
-C

O
H

E
S

IV
E

  I
T

E
M

S

N
O

N
-C

O
H

E
S

IV
E

 C
A

T
E

G
O

R
IE

S

PRON
OU

NS

REF
LE

XIV
ES

DEM
ON

ST
RATIV

E 

DET
ER

M
IN

ER
S

CO
M

PA
RATIV

ES
SP

EC
IF

IC
ATI

ON
 IN

 

BRACKE
TS

REF
EREN

T 
FO

LL
O

W
S

ADVER
BS

ADJE
CTI

VAL 

M
O

DIF
IE

R
PREP

OSI
TI

O
NAL 

PHRASE

O
F-

PR
EPO

SI
TIO

NAL 

POSS
ESS

IV
ES IN

FI
NIT

IV
E C

LA
USE

S DEF
IN

IN
G R

EL
ATI

VE 

CLA
USE

GENER
AL M

EAN
IN

G GEN. R
EL. 

TO T
EX

T 

CO
NTE

XT
GEN. R

EL. 
TO 

SC
HEM

ATA
PROPER

 N
AM

ES
ADVER

BS 
(E

XO
PH

ORIC
)

UN
IQ

UE 
REFE

RENT
EX

PRES
SI

ON
S

LI
NKIN

G
 W

O
RDS

DUM
M

Y 
IT

EX
IS

TEN
TIA

L T
HERE

ANTI
CIP

ATO
RY 

IT

EX
AM

PL
ES

TA
BLE

S 
FI

GURES,
 

DIA
GRAM

S

th
e

th
is

th
e

se
th

a
t

th
o

se
h

e
re

th
e

re
th

e
n

h
e

h
im

h
is

sh
e

h
e

r
h

e
rs

it
it

s
th

e
y

th
e

m
th

e
ir

th
e

ir
s

co
m

p
a

ra
ti

v
e

T
o

ta
l 

it
e

m
s

T
o

ta
l 

it
e

m
 p

e
r 

se
n

te
n

ce

th
e

th
is

th
e

se
th

a
t

th
o

se
h

e
re

th
e

re
th

e
n

h
e

h
im

h
is

sh
e

h
e

r
h

e
rs

it
it

s
th

e
y

th
e

m
th

e
ir

th
e

ir
s

co
m

p
a

ra
ti

v
e

T
o

ta
l 

it
e

m
s

T
o

ta
l 

it
e

m
 p

e
r 

se
n

te
n

ce

th
e

th
is

th
e

se
th

a
t

th
o

se
h

e
re

th
e

re
th

e
n

h
e

h
im

h
is

sh
e

h
e

r
h

e
rs

it
it

s
th

e
y

th
e

m
th

e
ir

th
e

ir
s

co
m

p
a

ra
ti

v
e

T
o

ta
l 

it
e

m
s

T
o

ta
l 

it
e

m
 p

e
r 

se
n

te
n

ce

N
O

R
M

A
LI

Z
E

D
 T

O
T

A
L 

(C
O

H
E

S
IV

E
 A

N
D

 N
O

N
-C

O
H

E
S

IV
E

) 
IT

E
M

S

N
O

R
M

A
LI

Z
E

D
 C

O
H

E
S

IV
E

 R
E

F
E

R
R

IN
G

 I
T

E
M

S

N
O

R
M

A
LI

Z
E

D
 N

O
N

-C
O

H
E

S
IV

E
  I

T
E

M
S

N
O

R
M

A
LI

Z
E

D
 N

O
N

-C
O

H
E

S
IV

E
 C

A
T

E
G

O
R

IE
S

PRON
OU

NS

REF
LE

XIV
ES

DEM
ON

ST
RATIV

E 

DET
ER

M
IN

ER
S

CO
M

PA
RATIV

ES
SP

EC
IF

IC
ATI

ON
 IN

 

BRACKE
TS

REF
EREN

T 
FO

LL
O

W
S

ADVER
BS

ADJE
CTI

VAL 

M
O

DIF
IE

R
PREP

OSI
TI

O
NAL 

PHRASE

O
F-

PR
EPO

SI
TIO

NAL 

POSS
ESS

IV
ES IN

FI
NIT

IV
E C

LA
USE

S DEF
IN

IN
G R

EL
ATI

VE 

CLA
USE

GENER
AL M

EAN
IN

G GEN. R
EL. 

TO T
EX

T 

CO
NTE

XT
GEN. R

EL. 
TO 

SC
HEM

ATA
PROPER

 N
AM

ES
ADVER

BS 
(E

XO
PH

ORIC
)

UN
IQ

UE 
REFE

RENT
EX

PRES
SI

ON
S

LI
NKIN

G
 W

O
RDS

DUM
M

Y 
IT

EX
IS

TEN
TIA

L T
HERE

ANTI
CIP

ATO
RY 

IT

EX
AM

PL
ES

TA
BLE

S 
FI

GURES,
 

DIA
GRAM

S

T
o

ta
l 

w
o

rd
s

C
o

h
e

s
iv

e
 

c
h

a
in

s
L

o
n

g
 c

h
a

in
s

 

A
v
e

ra
g

e
 

d
is

ta
n

c
e

 o
f 

lo
n

g
 c

h
a

in
s

A
v
e

ra
g

e
 

it
e

m
 

d
is

ta
n

c
e

s
N

e
w

 c
h

a
in

s

E
x

te
n

d
e

d
 

c
h

a
in

s

T
o

ta
l 

w
o

rd
s

C
o

h
e

s
iv

e
 

c
h

a
in

s
L

o
n

g
 c

h
a

in
s

 

A
v
e

ra
g

e
 

d
is

ta
n

c
e

 o
f 

A
v
e

ra
g

e
 

it
e

m
 

N
e

w
 c

h
a

in
s

E
x

te
n

d
e

d
 

c
h

a
in

s

T
o

ta
l 

w
o

rd
s

T
o

ta
l 

se
n

te
n

ce
s

A
b

st
ra

ct
In

tr
o

Li
tR

e
v

M
e

th
o

d
F

in
d

in
g

s

S
u

m
.,

 

C
o

n
cl

.
A

b
st

ra
ct

In
tr

o
Li

tR
e

v
M

e
th

o
d

F
in

d
in

g
s

S
u

m
.,

 

C
o

n
cl

.

T
o

ta
l 

w
o

rd
s

T
o

ta
l 

se
n

te
n

ce
s

A
b

st
ra

ct
In

tr
o

Li
tR

e
v

M
e

th
o

d
F

in
d

in
g

s
S

u
m

.,
 C

o
n

cl
.

S
Z

D
_

_
_

T
o

ta
l 

w
o

rd
s

T
o

ta
l 

se
n

te
n

ce
s

A
b

st
ra

ct
In

tr
o

Li
tR

e
v

M
e

th
o

d
F

in
d

in
g

s

S
u

m
.,

 

C
o

n
cl

.
A

b
st

ra
ct

In
tr

o
Li

tR
e

v
M

e
th

o
d

F
in

d
in

g
s

S
u

m
.,

 

C
o

n
cl

.

T
o

ta
l 

w
o

rd
s

T
o

ta
l 

se
n

te
n

ce
s

A
b

st
ra

ct
In

tr
o

Li
tR

e
v

M
e

th
o

d
F

in
d

in
g

s

S
u

m
.,

 

C
o

n
cl

.
A

b
st

ra
ct

In
tr

o
Li

tR
e

v
M

e
th

o
d

F
in

d
in

g
s

S
u

m
.,

 

C
o

n
cl

.

T
o

ta
l 

w
o

rd
s

T
o

ta
l 

se
n

te
n

ce
s

A
b

st
ra

ct
In

tr
o

Li
tR

e
v

M
e

th
o

d
F

in
d

in
g

s

S
u

m
.,

 

C
o

n
cl

.
A

b
st

ra
ct

In
tr

o
Li

tR
e

v
M

e
th

o
d

F
in

d
in

g
s

S
u

m
.,

 

C
o

n
cl

.

T
o

ta
l 

w
o

rd
s

T
o

ta
l 

se
n

te
n

ce
s

A
b

st
ra

ct
In

tr
o

Li
tR

e
v

M
e

th
o

d
F

in
d

in
g

s

S
u

m
.,

 

C
o

n
cl

.
A

b
st

ra
ct

In
tr

o
Li

tR
e

v
M

e
th

o
d

F
in

d
in

g
s

S
u

m
.,

 

C
o

n
cl

.

T
o

ta
l 

w
o

rd
s

T
o

ta
l 

se
n

te
n

ce
s

A
b

st
ra

ct
In

tr
o

Li
tR

e
v

M
e

th
o

d
F

in
d

in
g

s

S
u

m
.,

 

C
o

n
cl

.
A

b
st

ra
ct

In
tr

o
Li

tR
e

v
M

e
th

o
d

F
in

d
in

g
s

S
u

m
.,

 

C
o

n
cl

.

T
o

ta
l 

w
o

rd
s

T
o

ta
l 

se
n

te
n

ce
s

A
b

st
ra

ct
In

tr
o

Li
tR

e
v

M
e

th
o

d
F

in
d

in
g

s

S
u

m
.,

 

C
o

n
cl

.
A

b
st

ra
ct

In
tr

o
Li

tR
e

v
M

e
th

o
d

F
in

d
in

g
s

S
u

m
.,

 

C
o

n
cl

.

T
o

ta
l 

w
o

rd
s

T
o

ta
l 

se
n

te
n

ce
s

A
b

st
ra

ct
In

tr
o

Li
tR

e
v

M
e

th
o

d
F

in
d

in
g

s

S
u

m
.,

 

C
o

n
cl

.
A

b
st

ra
ct

In
tr

o
Li

tR
e

v
M

e
th

o
d

F
in

d
in

g
s

S
u

m
.,

 

C
o

n
cl

.

T
o

ta
l 

w
o

rd
s

se
n

t.
 n

. 
e

rr
. 

T
y

p
e

E
R

R
O

R
 T

Y
P

E
S

…
 /

 N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

e
rr

o
rs

C
O

H
E

S
IV

E
 C

H
A

IN
S

N
e

w
 a

n
d

 E
x

te
n

d
e

d

Q
U

A
L

IT
A

T
IV

E
 I

N
F

O
: 

C
E

N
T

R
A

L
 R

E
F

E
R

E
N

T
S

 I
N

 T
H

E
 

L
O

N
G

E
S

T
 C

H
A

IN
S

R
E

F
E

R
E

N
T

S
 I

N
 T

H
E

 A
B

S
T

R
A

C
T

S

N
O

R
M

A
L

IZ
E

D
 C

O
H

E
S

IV
E

 C
H

A
IN

S
N

O
R

M
 N

e
w

 a
n

d
 E

x
te

n
d

e
d

S
E

N
T

E
N

C
E

 N
U

M
B

E
R

S
 T

H
A

T
 M

A
R

K
 S

U
B

S
E

C
T

IO
N

S
T

O
T

A
L 

O
F

 C
H

A
IN

S
 I

N
 E

A
C

H
 S

U
B

S
E

C
T

IO
N

N
U

M
B

E
R

 O
F

 S
E

N
T

E
N

C
E

S
 F

O
R

 E
A

C
H

 S
U

B
S

E
C

T
IO

N

N
E

W
 C

H
A

IN
S

E
X

T
E

N
D

E
D

 C
H

A
IN

S

N
O

R
M

A
LI

Z
E

D
 N

U
M

B
E

R
 O

F
 S

E
N

T
E

N
C

E
S

 F
O

R
 E

A
C

H
 S

U
B

S
E

C
T

IO
N

N
O

R
M

A
LI

Z
E

D
 T

O
T

A
L 

O
F

 C
H

A
IN

S
 I

N
 E

A
C

H
 S

U
B

S
E

C
T

IO
N

N
O

R
M

A
LI

Z
E

D
 M

E
R

G
E

N
O

R
M

A
LI

Z
E

D
 S

P
LI

T

N
O

R
M

A
LI

Z
E

D
 S

E
LE

C
T

IV
E

N
O

R
M

A
LI

Z
E

D
 S

H
IF

T
E

D

N
O

R
M

A
LI

Z
E

D
 N

E
W

 C
H

A
IN

S
N

O
R

M
A

LI
Z

E
D

 E
X

T
E

N
D

E
D

 C
H

A
IN

S

M
E

R
G

E
S

P
LI

T

S
E

LE
C

T
IV

E
S

H
IF

T
E

D



284 

 

Appendix I – Sample RCA 1/5 

REFERENTIAL COHESION ANALYSIS TABLE  
– SAMPLE: HTH4: ABSTRACT, INTRODUCTION 

NON-COHESIVE ANALYSIS 
EXTRACT FROM HTH 4 
(Abbreviations of non-cohesive categories from Table 19; highlighted areas cover the 
central referring items of the longest chains in this text; cohesive items are underlined in 
the text) 
 

 
 
 

 
 

1. (TITLE OF THE THESIS →HTH4) 
2. Abstract: 
3.  The B1 main purpose of the paper is to explore the B1 applicability of computerised measures for assessing lexical 

complexity in subtitling by comparing presumably high-quality and low-quality target texts. 
4. It reports the B1 results of research using a sample of computerised monolingual corpora which consists of the B1 

Hungarian subtitles of six episodes of an English television programme, and a sample of carefully selected bilingual 
subcorpora containing the A2 highest-rated and the A2 lowest-rated target texts and their A1 source texts. 

5. The B2 quantitative and qualitative analyses based on Laviosa-Braithwaite (1996),  Blum and Levenston (1978) 
and Klaudy (2003) have shown that D2 the low quality-corpus differs from the high-quality corpus in three 
respects: (1) standardised TTR; (2) the B1 distribution of reporting verbs and conjunctions; (3) overuse of personal 
pronouns and the B1 verb of existence ”volt”. 

6. 1.Introduction          
7. Although audiovisual translation is one of the B1 most visible and far-reaching forms of translation, it A1 does not 

enjoy the B2 recognition and respect it A1 deserves. 
8. In Hungary there D4 is not enough research in the field and there D4 are no guidelines set specifically for 

Hungarian subtitle translators. 
9. Many C1 people regard subtitling inferior to dubbing as it A1 often involves some loss of information and calls for 

a special form of attention by viewers. 
10. As a freelance translator I mainly work with British television programmes and encounter a number of difficulties 

arising from the B1 special characteristics of subtitling. 
11. Dealing with problems of non-equivalence at word level between English and Hungarian and fully utilising the B1 

word formation potential of Hungarian are probably the B1 most difficult tasks in this type of translation, as time 
and space constraints are extremely rigid and make reduction, omissions and condensation necessary. 

12. This paper aims at reporting the B1 results of research using a sample of computerised monolingual corpora which 
consists of the B1 Hungarian subtitles of six episodes of a British television programme, and a sample of carefully 
selected bilingual subcorpora containing the highest-rated and the lowest-rated target texts (TTs) and their A1 
source texts (STs). 

13. The B1 main purpose of the paper is to explore the B1 applicability of computerised measures for the B1 
assessment of lexical variety in subtitles. 

14. Studies using comparable corpora (Laviosa-Braithwaite, 1996; Jantunen, 2001) have already proven that D2 
the B1 variety of vocabulary in translations is not necessarily limited. 
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Appendix I continued– Sample RCA 2/5 

REFERENTIAL COHESION ANALYSIS TABLE  
– SAMPLE: LTH8: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
(EXTRACT) 

NON-COHESIVE ANALYSIS 
EXTRACT FROM LTH 8 
(Abbreviations of non-cohesive categories from Table 19.; cohesive items 
are underlined in the text) 
(ERR = reference error) 

 
 49. Yet, it D3 must be stated that D2 there D3 are several definitions related to motivation. 

50. Zoltán Dörnyei (2001) claims, ”Motivation is an abstract, hypothetical concept that B3 we use 
to explain why people think and behave as they A1 do” (p.1). 

51. He further argues that D2 a whole range of various motives can be distinguished from each 
other. 

52. Finally he concludes with saying that D2 the A6 term motivation, ”Has a very important role 
in determining success or failure in any learning situation” (p. 2). 

53. However, it D3 is highly recommended to introduce some of the ERR/VAGUE other terms 
describing motivation. 

54. Atkinson and Raynor (1974) created the C3 expectancy-value theories. 
55. They defined motivation as ”The B1 product of two key factors: the B1 individual’s 

expectancy of success in a given task and the B3 value the C1 individual attaches to success 
on that A2 task” (Dörnyei, 2001, p. 10). 

56. Obviously, the B1 degree of perceived success and value strongly correlates with the B1 
degree of the ERR/GEN students’ motivation. 

57. Gardner states that D2 L2 motivation is ”The B4 extent to which the C1 individual works or 
strives to learn the C2 language because of the B4 desire to do so and the B2 satisfaction 
experienced in this A2 activity” (Gardner, 1985, p.10). 

58. According to his point of view L2 motivation can be divided into three components; namely 
(a) a desire to learn a language (b) effort expended to achieve a goal (c) satisfaction with the 
B1 task of learning the C2 language. 

59. The A6 terms trait and state motivation were introduced by Brophy (1987). 
60. He claims trait motivation to be more enduring and state motivation to be activity-related. 
61. Locke and Latham’s (1990) motivational theory is based on goal setting. 
62. Their definition is the A6 following: ”Human action is caused by purpose, and for action to 

take place, goals have to be set and pursued by choice” (Dörnyei, 2001, p.11). 
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Appendix I continued– Sample RCA 3/5 
 
REFERENTIAL COHESION ANALYSIS TABLE 
– SAMPLE: RA15: METHODS (EXTRACT) 
 

 

Note: Items marked with an asterisk (*) appear earlier in the RCA table, and 
cannot be found in this extract of the table. 

 
NON-COHESIVE ANALYSIS 
EXTRACT FROM RA15 
(Abbreviations of non-cohesive categories from Table 19.; cohesive items are 
underlined in the text) 
 

60. Similarly, Merriam (1988) does not specify the B1 actual size of the C2 group, but argues that D2 the B1 
number of research participants selected should enable the maximum possibility of identifying variation in 
participant understanding of the B1 phenomenon under investigation. 

61. She refers to this research group size as a purposive sample. 
62. Marton (1988) and Franz (1994) recommend a research group of between 15 and 30 participants to best 

achieve the B1 aims of phenomenographic enquiry. 
63. Consequently, in planning the B2 research presented here*, it D3 was decided to investigate the B1 

conceptions of a group of 18 Bachelor of Education graduates at the B1 end of their A1 first year of full 
time teaching. 

64. These graduates represented a cross section of beginning teachers thus maximising the B1 range of 
perspectives encountered. 

65. Although working in a regional area of Queensland at the B1 time of the interviews, the research 
participants had graduated from a variety of teacher preparation programs and represented a number of 
education contexts including preschools, primary schools, secondary schools and special schools, within 
systems managed by Catholic Education, the C3 Independent sector and Education Queensland. 

66. As these teachers represent a range of teaching contexts, they A1 are presumed to possess the B1 variety of 
experience that D2 is so valued in phenomenographic research. 

67. Because phenomenographic research seeks human conceptions of a specific aspect of the C1 world, Marton 
(1986) argues that D2 these A2 conceptions may be revealed in several ways including drawing, products of 
peoples’ work and the manner in which people behave under controlled conditions. 

68. Both C3 Marton (1986) and Svensson (1994) however, believe that D2 conceptions are most accessible 
through peoples’ language. 

69. Based on this assertion, this* study utilised a one-to-one interview format for data collection. 
70. Bruce (1994) recommends the C3 individual participant format over the C3 focus group format because it 

A1 enhances the B1 focus of the C2 interviewee and enables the C2 researcher to probe for further details 
whilst allowing for constant clarification of meaning and intention on the B1 part of the C2 interviewee. 

71. The beginning teachers involved in this* study were invited to do so through their A1 A1principal. 
72. After expressing an initial interest, potential participants were provided with a briefing that outlined what 

their participation would involve. 
73. After consenting to their A1 involvement, interviews were arranged at a place where the beginning teachers 

felt comfortable. 
74. The semi-structured interviews lasted between 50 and 60 minutes and were recorded. 
75. Each participant was interviewed once during the* research project. 
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Appendix I continued– Sample RCA 4/5 

REFERENTIAL COHESION ANALYSIS TABLE  
– SAMPLE: HTH8: RESULTS (EXTRACT) 
(K = cataphoric reference, s. = sentence) 

NON-COHESIVE ANALYSIS 
EXTRACT FROM HTH8 
(Abbreviations of non-cohesive categories from Table 19.; cohesive items are 
underlined in the text) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: Items marked with an asterisk (*) appear earlier in the RCA table, and cannot be 
found in this extract of the table. 

366. A preceding examination of the C2 data showed that D2 the B1 average mean for the* 60 strategies in 
frequency of use ranged from 1.66 to 4.10 whereas the average mean in perceived usefulness varied from 
1.87 to 4.42. 

367. The B1 overall mean for the former was 2.97 (2=rarely, 3=sometimes) and the B1 overall mean for the 
latter was 3.32 (3=quite useful, 4=very useful). 

368. These findings revealed that D2 the* students only sometimes used vocabulary learning strategies although 
they A1 considered them A1 quite useful. 

369. In the following, I am going to give the B1 number of the* items and their A1 mean values in brackets. 
370. For instance, (C56, 4.39) indicates that D2 for the B1 56th strategy in section C of the* vocabulary 

learning questionnaire, the A6 mean is 4.39. 
371. It D3 was interesting to see that D2 among the* 60 strategies, only one from the C3 sources category was 

found to be both A6 often used and perceived as very useful: ’I use English language media: songs, movies, 
newscast, etc’ (C56, frequency of use 4.10; perceived usefulness 4.39). 

372. None of the* other strategies was reported to be used often. 
373. The following seven strategies were considered very useful: 
374. I increase my English vocabulary by reading stories, newspapers, magazines, etc.outside class (A6, 4.42). 
375. I learn new words from all kinds of material in English outside school e.g.: radio, English-speaking channels 

(A8, 4.27). 
376. I use a monolingual dictionary (B17, 4.15). 
377. I interact with native speakers (C25, 4.12). 
378. I pay attention to the B2 new words and expressions used by my teacher and classmates (A2, 4.09). 
379. I ask the C2 teacher for paraphrasing or a synonym of the C2 new word (B20, 4.07). 
380. I use a bilingual dictionary (B16, 4.04). 
381. These are some of the B3 strategies that D2 were used sometimes: 
382. I guess the B1 meaning of the C2 word from context (B13, 3.98). 
383. I use a monolingual dictionary (B17, 3.92). 
384. I increase my English vocabulary by reading stories, newspapers, magazines, etc.outside class (A6, 3.84). 
385. I use a bilingual dictionary (B16, 3.80). 
386. These findings, in general, showed that D2 the B1 students in the* study used and considered useful the 

B1 strategies for extending their A1 vocabulary and consolidating meaning of words, and they A1 had a 
preference for using sources of all kinds. 
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Appendix I continued– Sample RCA 5/5 

REFERENTIAL COHESION ANALYSIS TABLE  
– SAMPLE: RA14 SUMMARY    
(Columns A-C; AV-BB from the same table) 

NON-COHESIVE ANALYSIS 
EXTRACT:  
(Abbreviations of non-cohesive categories from Table 19.; cohesive items are 
underlined in the text) 
 

 

 

     

 

 

 

212. The B1 ex-teachers in this study were courageous to do so, and their A1 calls need to be taken 
seriously. 

213. Similarly, some of these respondents referred to a lack of professionalism accorded to them A1 
by their A1 employers, the C2 system, with its A1 crowded curriculum necessitating a surface 
approach to learning, and even from their A1 peers. 

214. One manifestation of this is a lack of autonomy, while some of the respondents recalled an anti-
intellectualism, a low-level disdain for learning and for excellence. 

215. Attention to and remediation of this potentially multi-fronted deprofessionalism of teaching is 
likely to raise morale significantly in the profession. 

216. If we are to believe the B3 mantra that D2 workers in the C4 Twenty-first Century will typically 
have several careers, then C4 it D3 is only natural that D2 some people will leave teaching. 

217. Nevertheless, the profession is losing highly qualified, highly competent people, who are 
proceeding to become doctors and take on other positions of high responsibility and high regard in 
the C2 community. 

218. This flight from teaching represents not only a loss to many of these individuals, but also to the 
profession. 

219. Acceptance of the multi-career mantra also assumes the B2 responsibility of making the teaching 
profession a competitive one in terms of salary and other conditions. 

220. One way of confirming or otherwise the B1 findings of this study would be to distribute a 
quantitative survey instrument to a larger number of ex-teachers. 

221. Such a survey could seek quantitative responses to questions such as: If your teaching salary were 
‘10’, how would your salary compare now, in numeric terms?  

222. A response of ‘6’ would indicate that D2 the C2 person was now only earning 60 percent of her 
A1/his A1 teaching salary, a response of 12 signifying a 20 percent increase. 

223. Another perspective on these aspects of the profession could be gained by interviewing or 
surveying the B1 non-teaching partners of teachers. 

224. It D3 seems reasonable to propose smaller class sizes and/or a reduced face-to-face teaching load 
for all teachers, but particularly for those B1 in their A1 early years, as one way of alleviating 
some of the B2 morale-related problems confronting the profession. 

 

 


