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: ~ Cohesion: 4Pr0blegs.‘ th Talking about Text: ,° ’ N
: 4 - ' -

'A. Brief !Commentary ,
s ' e x
Voo . » -

. ‘Text analysi“ has been with reading comprehension research for almnst
L4

- s -

20 years. During that time, several systems bave been established as

-

.~

e

=3
powerful tools for explaining comprehensin af text. For example,

3 [

.

é&ntsch's (1974)Lpropositional systeﬁ-was the basic'tool'used in the ' .

a:,, ] e R ‘ 4 A

development of Kintsch and varr Diik' (1978) concept of macrostructhre and
‘ x

its_jple in a thebry of discOurse compreh sion and production. The stozy
“ v

. gramma%s, especially of Sgein and Glenn ( 79) and Mandler and"- Johnson .

}

v

\

' C o .. s -
'(1977), strongly predin comprehens1on of narrative tekt ‘based on a text s

.
1 ‘ . ~

‘adherence o the canonical ordering\pf story‘parts. Likewise, Meyer s

-

(1975)'use'of content analyses of<expository text’has’sbown the importance

a~ ’ 7 . P
' - -
%f a text's top level structure to the reader’' 5 comprehension of text, .

s < . S -

Althqugh text analysis systems have been criticized for the1r

}presumptfon'bf~objectiyity.jn representing whatuisrinrthe_text, they have

BN .
v gained prominence precisely because of their disciplined.subjectivity. 1

1

“
-<

What these systems -have in common ts ‘their attempt to represent some. aspect
. \ - * [ « . ~_

of coherence, whether it be in ‘terms of macrostructures, story schemata, or

. . .

top leyel structures. In all cases the analysis works primarily toprdown,

N v Pd
imposing coherenge measuxes on text as a consequence of the reader's and".
’ . ' .

-

“

& ' : . , . . )
#2the writer's notions of how a"téxt can and shguld fungtion in K

~

e . . . . o
. . Y . . .

- commun:ication.

The purpose oft this paper is to comment en what, happens when a, text—

, - S . .

analydis system works bottom—up from the text without regard to interpreted

structural properties. Halliday and Hasan z1976) describe cohesion as that
v y ~ =

[} [\ ) . ! .
which makes. a Sequence of words-and sentences unified and 'hence

.

,/.L
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1 ) o . o
interpretable as a text. . Cohe51on is def1ned exp11citry as instances of |

N

anaphora,,reiteration, and’ collocation which relaﬂe sentences . Aikhough it

't < B ¢
is. a straightforward task of text-analysis ‘to work bottom-up in itemizing
l" - Q : Ay
and categorizing these linguistic facts of a text, it is presumptuous ito

) —"

®all these facts'cohesive: Halliday and H,asana howeVer,'maintaip that ¢,

' .

linguistic factors are responsible for carryjng meaning across séntence .6
£ 3 v . & . ’ : : . X - B .. ? Y ' '
boundaries and defining ,ode aspect’ of a text's coherence. Research (°
L ~ . . 4 . B . . - .
) . ? ;A\ . : . . B ' .
investigating the nature of textual coherence using the cohesion concept

has not found-cohesion causdlly related to a ‘text's coh?rence.' As'thef
- . . 4 . . . . (2

textranalysis systems mentioned above_implicitly;assent,;coherence is .
~primarily a.top—down phenom%non:whether working from the perspectiﬁe‘of the

. oo . . ' . -

writer or tHe reader. - ~ T ' C ‘ .

- —

. IS - . . : “v ’. \“ .

\ | ) coo s “The Cohesion Concept

By text, Ha[liday and Hasan mean any sample “of discourse whoge meaning

.and functign -is readily'appérent independent of other discourse. In'the

AL - ,c
words of Halliday and Hasan, a text 'is a sample of discours% which forms.a
T ,/ s -

un1f1ed whole.'
. - / -
powerful- as ‘theconcept of a sen ence-—we know when a string of - sentences

- . N A e —
M ¢ 2k : !

makes a text Juqt as.w_fknow when a string'of\words makes a sentence..

\ g o
_However, a text is different from 4 sentence. -A text is not L
J .

o .
characterized by formal structural properties as is the sentence, and .

[ '.’
. -

.therefore it is not'perceived as'some kind of ‘' supersentence" with a*

. , . o -
" textual syntax. Rather, as . Halliday and Hasan put it, a text is -
charatterized by its texture; By texture,~Ha11ida& and Hasaﬁlmean that

quality of a text which establishes its wholeness or dnity rather than its’

-. 'i?, B

They claim that ‘the concepg ‘of a text is as intuitively ‘
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- . L F - . 1. 3
_ng_ ‘ , '& . : L , . X .
. Tt o s, \ 7 -
'meaning. -Texture "expresses the fact that it (the text) relates'as 'a whole
. .. . E‘:é >' . ﬂ“ - ‘ . -
to.the environment in whloh it is placed” (p. 293). oo ™
5 : ) B '

) And how is this texture,-this textual unity, created° By the cohesivé”-

- v )
> 'S . .

'relations in the;mext; For example, 1n~the sentences, . L -

] . ) a A . . .. |
) Wash and care six cookfng apples. Put’ them =~ . , ° ? .
. into a fireproof dish : e , - A

. . N . ? b . « 7
":ﬁem" is a cohesgve item presupposing the phrase six céoking apples.
é .
Togethér, the pnesupposing and presupposed items define a cohesive

oA A

"/

°‘p. 13).’ Appéréntly t1e s functign is to signal the reader or' listener tq

relate present text.with earlier t ekt and.thus,to create texture, to\s WY -
' ’ . ' . * . ' ' ‘ . ) . \.
establish a texth°uniq2,\ : , - : ! ) -

. - - N R - —a S e

K R , - } . . \ k2 . AT

.
1. . ~

relation, referred to as” a cohesive tie. Each cohesive tielin a: text is an
) [ ) . .o J . ~<-
instqnce‘of cohesion™® What'ail ties have in'common, what-makes gpem"'
’ ) Vi 'y » . . ‘4.{'§- ’

cohesive, is'"the préperty of signalling that the interpretation of the

passage 1n,question depends on - something e1se (Halliday & Hasan, 76,
( ' v

3

There are seweral types of cohfsive¥tiesws~There4are—reference~ties
- : . . .

where pronouns in one sentence presuppose some-noun or roun phrase used in
[ . " . ,

- M 4 o _ o
another sentence, as in the example above. . There, are substitution ties, )

© -

’
. - \

'whe:e'words‘sohh as one substitute for ahd.ghereby presuppgse ﬁrevious

a presupposed item or phraséx  ~ : S -

7

-
.

N ) : ’ 3 .
reference to a noun or noun phra \ oo ’

x L ) % -
o Two books lay dgn the tableJ’ John pi%ged up the
1arger one.

\ -~

-

. < ) .
" There are ties of ellipsis where the absence of a presupposing. item assumes

. - n .
. . . P, c
¢

Y ”*»

Have you seén the movie° YeS,rI have.. .
('seen the movie" is esupposed in the second sentence) - . K
1 R :

b ' .

o _ \
There gre ties,of cec:junction where-cobnectives are_used*to relate

a . ’ [

o Y . .
SentenceS HE I ) -
.. 3 . . » . -
f' » ) ] S ¢ ‘
- .
. . L]
. AN . 6 ) R Y
’ ,V\ 2 - s
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" The English Bill of Rights is a1 1mportant document in
ot , English history. However, it is second in 1mportance oo,
-to'the Magna Carta. C . . . Y

. Finally,‘there are 1exica1 ties where items .are tied either by rebteration

-
The Eaper is on attr1bution theory. Ac{ualiy, the paper
‘critfc1zes attribution theory, - o,
v ° i - -

. or collocation, where items have the potential of appearing together in a

{

A

text (i.e., their concepts are commonly associated with one another)
\
]

' et We had miseréble weather. 1ast Saturday This

weekend s ‘isn t supposed to be any/better. v

y and’ Hasan,'the description of-the tota1ity of//dch t1es in a

a descr1ptlon of its cohes1ué3properties or its texture.

. & L , , '._’/- < )

text constif

The Cohesion Concept and Textual Coherence - ; L

The question remains. ° Is cohesion analysis simp1y what Ha111day and :

Hasan claim it to be; a type of 1inguistic description of text, or have they

invited readers to assume that their 1inguisti€ description will serve as a
T o _ ' P o
psychological model of comprehension complete with predictfye power? By

. % ot

T4
contrast, story -grammar and te%; structure researchers usua11y try to

explain comprehens1on by medns .of an analysis of the function that

J v
different text features must have p1ayed. for example, when a story
a Th _ & . -t S
grammarian speaks of a section of text identifying character goals, or when
one works o%t a content strutture 'for-an expository text wsing a

.
v : ) .
. - . . I} 4 .

¢ . ’ .
\\probiem/solution structure, a description of .the function of parts of a

N, . . . .
. text in an overall plan or schema for the text is given, not a linguistic
L4 [ < . N .
.8 - |
description of- the text. To say that one is giv1ng a linguistic
‘ Y
descrlption ‘of text is to say that one gives a descr1ption independent of

. g G
any of the hroader“ioniextual factors that may 1nf1uence the interpretation-

- . : . - ;
L . . < i A

.~
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v .. ) .- . *

. 2y . . , a .
of a text's meaning. ,AS'ligguistic description,'cohesion analysis cannot v
. rd A
presume to determine a text's coherepce, rather it must assume coherence
and then describe the 1inguistic, coheaive consequences of this caherence'

v v .

Hallidéy and Hasan' claim ‘that cGhesion analysis -serves %nly this _';

... \

descrlptive function. They do not mean to define a theory of: textual

cohesion that explains-coherence and predicts comprehension. As~Halliday,. °

and .Hasan state, "the'analysis of cohesion will not tell you that this or
‘ N R — )

o i . . . _ N
. that is a good text 6r a bad text or an-effective or ineffective one in the

o

context" (p. 328). S o

N .
’ o . .

But Halliday andJHasan end up making greater claims for the cohesion -
. 3 oo

concept., They t1e it to the concept of register in explaining the \ .
' 1o . RS

coherence of text. .The concept of regiéter.embodies,the kind .of non- \
textual, contextual‘facts.that invoke in the reader relevant prion \."
. ] e

-

knowledge necessary to the understanding of any text. Halliday and Hasan \

‘i . .
conceive of the relationship beé%een register and text as éTe aspect of the

——

text's coherence-—the-c¥herence of ay text méeting/the expectations
operative in a‘given'readingllistening situdtion. :The complementary aspect .

’ . /o ' '
to the text's registeral coherence is the text's cohesion:

~ e . ¥ .,/

-

A text is a passage of discourse -which is coherent in
these two regards: ‘4t is coherent with respect to the A
context .of s1tuationw and therefore consistent. in )

. register; and it is coherent with respect to itself . . ‘
and.therefore cohesive. Neither of -these two T ..\k‘_f

’ conditions is sufficient without the other, nor does T :

} the one by necessityfentail the other .. . . the hearer,
v, or reader, reacts ‘to both of these things in his .
judgpent of texture. (p. 23) -~ ‘
- .

v\ The upshot of this statement is that cohesion‘is thoupht of(by Hal]iday and

. Hasan as an equai partner w1th register in the determination of a text' s

coherence . =~ But, by describing cohesiop as a determinant of‘coherence

N ’ .

>




Co (. : . o )Q
interactive with register rather than as- 4 consequence of coherence, ' \

Halliday and Hasan do seem to have confounded linguistic dgjiription with
~ T
the description of the psychological function of text characteristics in"

: e
v

comprehepsion. ) j} . .- .L\ : -

. The Use of the'Cohesion Concept in gpmprehension Research

'——ﬁ—_ Halliday and Hasan'§ exposition ‘of the cohesion concept ‘has led to I

‘some’ research in readin and com osition ‘testin out the notion that/ SR W
g p ’ g

* . 7 . .
cohesion 1s a fact about the text causally related to its coherence. ‘T§‘_ . 2
- . Y o " .
1temptation‘exisfs to use the lipguistic déscription as a text-analytic'
z . . ] . ¥ X ) . ..' ) - . 1 }
sdevice which partials” out the cohgsive aspect of theftext thbught to'be

4 . - ! 4 . L@
. - .

! cdusally related to'the'cext's c%herence. ThlS interpretation of the'

. cohesion concept leads a researcher to se%eraldpossible false, hypothesey < oY :
v é/» ) /-
¢ For .example, a researcher might hypothesize thau/the quantity of cohesive o

- . - -

ties alonp is a coherence producing factor in text affecting comprehens1on.

The logic *of - &his hypothesis 15 based on the assumpti6n that the tie, in“/

§
explic1tl¥ signalling a. relatlonship between concepts referenced iy words
t
“#n’a text, reduces the cognitive demands of establishing that relationship .

‘ thereby facilitatlng comprehension. It is. reasoned that the degree to Co. .-

which ideas in a text are related via cohes1ve ties is the degree to. which l t

relatiéns bhtween ideas. are\understood hy a reader. Such a position

. 1o . -

asserts the reality of a quantifiabIe reader—independent text variable.

[} PO .

prédicting the comprehensibihfty of a text.

I

This ‘logic, however, is flawed. The cohesive tie, in ahd of itself T

;

e L

. ‘ ‘
.mayI{r may not be explicit. In other words, ‘there is the potential of the : e

tie being used ambigudusly by the writer.' Whether the tie is ambiguous or

Y ‘v

_not is a consequence of its use,,not its .mere. presence. ‘It could be argued




Rt ¢

that th presence of a tie s1gna1s th reader to make the assumptiow tgat

L}

g

made convincingly SA‘Morgan and Se11 er 61980), who have argued that the
° 1 - . / b I
]
cohesion concept'of Halliday and Hasan depicts -an, aspect of text

the tie- is used cahe&ently—-i.e., tnzt ‘the text isdé;herent.' This point 1s

subordinate to content coherence ratherrthan causing it. T '. !

e 'One might have assumed that the coherence of a text was | ,
"\ o7 a ‘matter of content, which would have,\,of courée, o

linguistic consequence In @’ coherent. biography of =
Churchill,” for example, one would expe t frequent '
mention of Churchi11\ one"would therefgre expect
frequent\oCCurrence of words like Chu? hill, .he, his, ..
him, and so on. The source Tof coherente . would lie- 11 in * R

. - the content, and the repeated occu?re ce of ceftaini; T e

L ? ¢ words would be the. consequence of content ‘coherence; R o

' " \_ not something .that was a source or .toherence. It would S -

- ) be a serious mistake to construe this linguistic-

L man1festatiqn as) cause rather than effect.- (p. 179) ; s :
. ! i .
. - “Thus, our 1rst hypothesig, that the quantity of cohesive ties in a\/}/ﬁ\i.
ﬂ - < - \ I s

. text predicts/% se of comprehension, is reﬁected on 1og1ca1 grounds.' In

K .

b4

‘reading studies by Thomas and -Bridge (1980), Rhodes (1239), and Teddlie o

(1979), the cohesion concept and’ the text-analysis system it. defines cou1d N
7/ ST -
not»accountxfor’cgmprehensioh.differences between readers s 1In these
. . R \;’ . ~ - ‘-‘ . N ) N _" .

-

studies it was concluded that the cohesion-concept_does.not.represent a
reader-independent text varfable predicting and explaining'comprehension of -

i text. s - . . : . o,
S - - .o SR __

'\ Two composition studies using'the'cohesion boncept a1so concluded

) .
, against itsﬂusefulness as\a predittor.@f a text's coherence for a reader.

- Pritqhard (1980) found that the greater use, of cohesive ties characterized ’

1
the problem sections of gompos1tions written by poor writers rather ‘than

zthe more coherent sections. Tiernmey and Mosenthal (1981) found thﬁs ) | N

s '

ﬂcohesion_analysischuld distinguishy descriptiveLyug?etween texts$ writted/‘

:; } . : ' i_. . o : L /.‘{

\ . . .
- . ) al /

-
* 9
-
—




<

written on ‘one topic that were rated for their/comprehensibility. For e

two different topics but .that it could ‘not distinguish between text§

N - S

M 14 4

example, blographical texts contained many mQre instances of - referential

N o . L ,-r . - .

cohy sion (he, his) than did texts written about a theme common to several

s £
§~( »

g short Stories. But the texts fated more. coherent within the biographical

.n & .

. ! ’ y

sample or the theme sample c0uld not- be disti guished by cohesive analysis.
. f

A

i

: textsrthat discuss 60g1cs in depth. : . t . )

* and Anderson (1981) Thii/hypotheSis states that cohesive ties are

quantity'of cohesive ties in a- text. She found that highly cohe51ve text

(1.e., text with a greater number of cohesive ties) positively affected
N

-

reading rate and pé&forman e on a delayed prompted recdll task.o Some

-
s ° N

question remtins as to the exten* to wh1ch the high-cohesive and low-

LI

2 .

SN
cohesive texts varied only on the cohesive variable. "All she studies

-

e

)

pentioned“aboye used naturally oCCurring text . In Irwin s ‘study,’ howéver,
. X AN K . N . R

AN
AR

] all types of ties-were reduced in the.low cohesion text, .resulting in low

\]/~ .. ’)/-"',: e

co esgpn texts that discuss topics brieflf, contrasted with high cohesion

./

' .

\ ‘ - 4

P

" A second hypothes1s that follows from the interpretation of cohesion

\as a coherence-producing aspect of text was tested in a study by Freebody

- condition of reiteratipn. When this hypothesis was tested, no effects for

S

h1erarchica11y organized. Freebody and Anderson have expla1ned that it may

R

T -
be the case that’ certain types of ties are more difficult to process than
others- because of their "di%tance in;the hierarchy from the optima1

- -

-

. S x _ . | _
cohesion were foﬁnd.._\ , : fs . - . 3
- . » : J . .

_‘One study~by Irwin (1980), however did frnd positive resufts Yor the )

. e

LI

©
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Summarxrand Conclusion

El
-

r

<
-

R

. l \. - Y
_text.

Al

%

. -
obJectivity of cohesion analysis can partially explain the coherence of

end up describingAeffects‘rather than causes of ' coherence in text.

v It'may be a terminological contradiction to claim that the 1inguistic

“
) o - e
Givew, the: findings cited in this commentary, it muSt.be concluded » ﬂ;
that the cohes1on concept.alone is inadequate as’ a descriprion of a text s ':
lunity., Tﬁis is a conciusion directed as much to tho e uﬂo.WOuld useAthe. - -
lcohes1on concept in. comprehension research as it is directed»aéainst ghe v
0. T : <. V -
notion'that there is ar theory of textUal.unity founded on:the 1inguastic;' '> '
cohesive properties of - text described by Halliday and Hasan...It Would\s‘em A
*that attempts to’ maintain obJectivity by measuring~surface features of
L R
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. - Footnote
S B ’ . .
& . Throughout this commentary, we restrict our comments about cohesion
(& . ) . & - B ) -
to its description as represented in Halliday & Hasan's 1976 book, —
; ' : Ny v ’ . "' o b
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