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Readability of English Academic Texts1

Zulprianto2 & Novalinda3, Universitas Andalas, Padang, West Sumatra, Indonesia

Abstract
This study aims to relate readability degree with thematic structures, a concept based on Systemic Functional Linguistics 
(SFL). The texts chosen were fragments purposively sampled from three popular academic texts written by Pierre 
Bourdieu (1991) (Text 1), Norman Fairclough (1989) (Text 2), and Bill Ashcroft et al. (2002) (Text 3). The Theme
properties examined include topical Theme selection, Theme (un)markedness, and Theme multiplicity. While the three 
texts shared thematic properties, they also showed dissimilarities. The topical Themes in the three texts were mostly 
realized by subjects (unmarked Themes), followed by adjuncts (marked Themes). Interestingly, the results further show 
that Text 2 thematized verbs (marked Themes), while Text 1 and Text 3 did not. Although multiple Themes are found 
in Text 1 and Text 3, they are not used as frequently as they are in Text 2. Overall, the thematic properties of Text 2 
make it more interactive and cohesive than Text 1 and Text 3 and, therefore, more readable. Five respondents were 
conveniently sampled to grade the readability of the selected texts. They found Text 2 the most readable of all, 
suggesting the linkage between the thematic properties and readability of the texts. This study is pedagogically
informative in that teachers are advised to consider the thematic properties of the texts they use in their classroom as 
these affect the readability of the texts.   

Resumen
Este estudio tiene como objetivo relacionar el grado de legibilidad con las estructuras temáticas, un concepto basado 
en la Lingüística Sistémico Funcional (LES). Los textos elegidos fueron fragmentos seleccionados deliberadamente de 
tres textos académicos populares escritos por Pierre Bourdieu (1991) (Texto 1), Norman Fairclough (1989) (Texto 2) y 
Bill Ashcroft et al. (2002) (Texto 3). Las propiedades temáticas examinadas incluyen la selección temática, la 
(no)marcación temática y la multiplicidad temática. Si bien los tres textos compartían propiedades temáticas, también 
mostraban diferencias. Los temas temáticos en los tres textos fueron realizados principalmente por sujetos (temas no 
marcados), seguidos de adjuntos (temas marcados). Curiosamente, los resultados muestran además que el Texto 2 
tematizaba verbos (temas marcados), mientras que el Texto 1 y el Texto 3 no lo hacían. Aunque se encuentran múltiples 
temas en el Texto 1 y el Texto 3, no se utilizan con tanta frecuencia como en el Texto 2. En general, las propiedades 
temáticas del Texto 2 lo hacen más interactivo y cohesivo que el Texto 1 y el Texto 3 y, por lo tanto, más legible. Se 
seleccionó a cinco encuestados para calificar la legibilidad de los textos seleccionados. Encontraron que el Texto 2 era 
el más legible de todos, lo que sugiere el vínculo entre las propiedades temáticas y la legibilidad de los textos. Este 
estudio es pedagógicamente informativo, ya que se recomienda a los maestros que consideren las propiedades 
temáticas de los textos que utilizan en sus clases, ya que estas afectan la legibilidad de los textos.

Introduction
Academic texts are important because of their informative and referential functions (Montgomery, 2010; 
Olohan, 2020). Since English is today’s lingua franca, it is academic texts written in English that are usually 
being referred to (Pfau & Humblé, 2019). To enhance such knowledge dissemination,  academic texts are 
expected to be packaged in such a way that a reader can read them easily. In other words, academic text 
producers should consider both matter and manner of writing. In fact, experiences illustrate that an 
academic text can be read easier than others. Such experiences seem to be encountered by English native 
and non-native speakers alike. However, English non-native speakers, such as Indonesians who speak 
English as a foreign language (EFL), are naturally expected to experience more difficulty in reading English 
academic texts. In this study, the purpose is to attempt to relate textual properties to readability.
One of the textual properties responsible for readability is its thematic structures, a concept based on 
Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014; Webster, 2015). Thematic structure is 
made up of Theme, realised by the first element of the clause (point of departure), and Rheme, realised by 
other subsequent element(s) of the clause (temporary destination). The accumulative choices of Theme and 
Rheme in a text contribute to its cohesion and readability respectfully. This suggests that a text with well-
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formed thematic structures contributes to its internal cohesion (Eggins, 2004) and naturalness or 
acceptability, thus enhancing readability (Butt et al., 2000; Baker, 2018; To, 2018). Considering its 
importance, scholars have studied thematic structures in various languages. The existing Theme and Rheme
studies have examined parallel texts involving English and other languages (Kim & Matthiessen, 2015; 
Rahnemoon et al., 2017; Zulprianto, 2019) and monolingual texts in English (Dontcheva-Navratilova et al., 
2020; Ghadessy, 1995; Hawes, 2015; Martin, 1995; Wei, 2016). While these scholars conclude the positive 
correlation between thematic structures and readability of a text, such a conclusion tends to be based on 
linguistic analysis per se.
In the Indonesian context, scholars have devoted studies on English thematic structures. These studies, 
however, are restricted to English texts written by students in the foreign language teaching settings
(Gunawan & Aziza, 2017; Hendrawan et al., 2021; Yunita, 2018). Our study differs from these studies for 
two reasons. Firstly, the data were obtained from texts published and written by experts, not student writers
learning the English language. Analyses of thematic structures of such texts have been ignored, particularly 
in the Indonesian context. This omission is likely because published academic texts tend to be considered 
well-written hence easy to read. Secondly, one of the purposes of the study was to apply a reader’s response 
to determine readability of the selected texts. Available studies on the topic merely rely on linguistic 
analyses. Surveying readers permits addressing the notion of readability in a more objective tone: not only 
from the (linguistic) thematic structures perspectives, but also from readers at a university.
University students in Indonesia are often required to read English academic texts for their courses. The 
advancement of information technology has made the procurement of such original English books easier.
However, little is known about the readability degree of such English academic texts for Indonesian readers. 
This study intends to analyse the thematic structures of selected academic texts, seek out their readability 
by actual readers’ responses, and draw a possible link between readability and thematic structures. The 
study results are expected to inform stakeholders in English teaching and publishing industries, including 
teachers, lecturers, academics, writers, editors, and publishers regarding the readability of the English 
academic books they use or produce. 
Here the thematic structures of fragments of three English academic books written by prominent 
academicians are examined: Language and Symbolic Power by Pierre Bourdieu (1991), Language and Power 
by Norman Fairclough (1989), and The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures 
by Ashcroft et al. (2002). The three books have enjoyed popularity, especially in the field of humanities 
around the world, including Indonesia. In fact, these three books are available in Indonesian translations.
In this study, the purpose is to see the relationship between thematic properties and the degree of 
readability of the selected academic texts. Here readability is defined as the “ease of comprehension because 
of style of writing” (Harris & Hodges 1995, p. 203), while it is acknowledged that a writer’s choice of thematic 
structures is part of their own writing style. 

Literature Review

Metafunctions in SFL

SFL was first developed by Michael Halliday. His seminal book, An Introduction to Functional Grammar
(1985), is considered by many the main reference for SFL research. The book is so popular that it has been 
reprinted and revised since its first publication (Steiner, 2018).
What is ground-breaking about the SFL approach is that it sees language as functional. This paradigm is 
different from, for example, the generative theories pioneered by Noam Chomsky, which did not examine 
language in use or context but in mentalistic spheres (van Valin & laPolla, 1997). In SFL, text and context 
(of situation, i.e., field, tenor, mode, and culture) are inseparable and treated as having a realisational 
relationship. 
A text does not occur in a vacuum. This means that if we know the context, we can deduce the kind of text 
in use or, conversely, if we know the text, we can predict the context in which the text is used (Eggins,
2004). The former shows a top-down analysis, while the latter involves a bottom-up analysis. The bottom-
up approach is considered more practical since a text offers tangible linguistic data—such as words, phrases, 
clauses, and discourse patterns—that can be systematically analyzed. In contrast, context is often abstract 
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and not as easily observable. SFL highlights the dynamic relationship between text and context, emphasizing 
their interdependence in meaning-making. In this, SFL necessitates linguistic evidence to substantiate any 
contextual interpretation (see for example Butt et al., 2000).
In light of this, Eggins has noted that, with such an approach to language, SFL makes it possible to observe 
"realisational relationship extending all the way from the most abstract levels of context (ideology) to the 
very concrete words, structures, sounds and graphology of text" (p. 328). It is for this very reason that SFL 
has been applied as a working theory in Critical Discourse Analysis or CDA (O'Grady, 2019). In CDA, the 
SFL analysis takes a bottom-up approach in which the lexicogrammar of a text is analysed as the basis to 
describe, for instance, the ideology of the text. In the present study, a bottom-up approach was also used.
Another important differentiating characteristic of SFL is its theory, arguing that a clause simultaneously 
contains three kinds of meanings or metafunctions. The three meanings are ideational meaning (further 
divided into experiential and logical meaning), interpersonal meaning, and textual meaning (Halliday & 
Matthiessen, 2014). These three types of meanings occur simultaneously in a clause: while the ideational 
metafunction allows us to interpret a clause as representation of reality, the interpersonal metafunction 
views it as exchange between interlocutors and the textual metafunction considers it as message and these 
metafunctions can be examined through their transitivity and logico-semantics aspects, mood structures, 
and thematic structures, respectively.
This study focuses on textual metafunction, which Webster (2015) defines as "what makes a text into a 
coherent piece of language, as opposed to simply being an unorganized string of sentences" (p. 22). 
Therefore, textual metafunction concerns the manner rather than the matter of speaking/writing. In view 
of textual metafunction, the clause is seen as a message, suggesting that the clause is selectively 
constructed hence a meaningful choice. The textual meaning of a clause is analysed through its thematic 
structures, a more detailed explanation of which is given in the following section, but for more in-depth 
discussion (Butt et al., 2000; Eggins, 2004; Fontaine, 2013; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014; Webster, 2015).

Thematic structures in SFL

As mentioned above, the textual meaning of a clause can be revealed by examining its thematic structure. 
This does not by no means infer that thematic structure analysis is the only way to uncover textual meaning:
other approaches would include information structure and cohesion (Webster, 2015). Banks (2008), 
however, argues that thematic structure is the most important aspect of textual meaning and thus this
study is limited to thematic analysis.
Thematic analysis is done by segmenting a clause construed as message into Theme and Rheme. Theme is 
defined as the point of departure of the message in the clause (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014), and Rheme
is the temporary destination of the message (Butt et al., 2000). By position, Theme is the first element in 
the clause that contains experiential meaning. Grammatically speaking, Theme can be realized by the 
subject, predicator, complement, or adjunct of the clause (Bloor & Bloor, 2004). Once the Theme has been 
identified, the rest of the clause serves as the Rheme.  This is shown in the example below:

Text 1 'Logical' integration is the precondition of 'moral' integration.' 

The underlined constituent (Logical integration) is the Theme of the clause, while the rest (is the precondition 
of moral integration) is the Rheme (punctuation of the clause is ignored here). The Theme of the clause is 
logical integration, and the writer selected this as the point of departure of his message.
Theme is classified by (un)markedness and multiplicity. Given that Theme is the first element of the clause, 
its status, whether marked or unmarked, depends on the mood of the clause in question. In an interrogative 
English clause, the unmarked Theme is the WH-question or finite, while in an imperative clause, the Theme
is the process/predicator in the clause (Eggins, 2004; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014). However, the notion 
of marked or unmarked Themes is particularly worth examining in a declarative mood because a declarative 
clause allows reordering to some extent (Hasselgard, 2004).
In a declarative mood, an unmarked Theme is when the subject of the clause realizes the Theme. In English, 
such is expected and hence conveys the least meaningful choice. A marked Theme occurs when the first 
element (Theme) is realized by something other than the subject, namely, the predicator, complement, or 
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adjunct. The constituent Logical integration from the example above is an unmarked Theme as it occupies 
the subject slot. An example of a marked Theme is given below:

Text 3 In many post-colonial societies, it was not the English language which had the greatest 
effect, but writing itself.

In this example, In many post-colonial societies is the Theme. However, since it functions as the adjunct of 
the clause, the constituent is classified as a marked Theme. In English, adjuncts occur the most frequently 
as marked Themes compared to predicators or complements (Downing & Locke, 2006). This makes adjuncts 
less meaningful than predicators or complements as marked Themes. Adjuncts also seem to be thematized 
the most in Indonesian after subjects (Zulprianto, 2020). Despite so, other languages might not necessarily 
share the same textual characteristic.
In terms of multiplicity, Theme is divided into simple and multiple Theme. A simple Theme is solely realized 
by a topical Theme, while a multiple Theme is by a textual and/or interpersonal Theme(s), in addition to a 
topical Theme. The presence of a topical Theme is compulsory, while textual and/or interpersonal are 
optional.
A topical Theme is a constituent in the thematic element that carries a transitivity function. This can be 
realized by the subject, predicator, complement, or adjunct in the clause. In the two previous examples, 
Logical integration and In many post-colonial societies are both topical Themes. An interpersonal Theme
occurs in the thematic element before the topical Theme. It instils an interpersonal, not experiential, 
meaning to the message. For instance, the word Undoubtedly in the clause Undoubtedly, logical integration
is the precondition of moral integration is an interpersonal Theme. The inclusion of the interpersonal Theme
results in subjectivity in the proposition in the clause. Another type of Theme is textual Themes. A textual 
Theme does cohesive work, and it does not carry experiential or interpersonal meaning (Eggins, 2004; 
Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014). For example, However in However, logical integration is the precondition of 
moral integration functions as the textual Theme of the clause: it connects opposing ideas between the 
current and the preceding clause. The types of Theme are shown in the figure below (all Themes are in italic 
and the Rhemes are written plainly:

Theme

Multiplicity (Un)markedness

Multiple Simple
Unmarked Marked

textual interpersonal topical

And unfortunately education is expensive Education is expensive Expensive education is

Table 1: Types of Themes in the SFL framework

Hasselgard (2004) notes that when the three kinds of Theme co-occur, their order is 
textual^interpersonal^topical and they “do different jobs in shaping the thematic perspective of the clause” 
(p. 73). Analyses of these Themes are expected to shed light on the relationship between thematic structures 
and text readability. More specifically, this study attempts to answer these research questions: what are 
the thematic structures of the selected academic texts? Which text is more or less readable from the 
perspective of the sampled respondents? And what implications can be drawn between thematic structures 
and readability?  

Methodology
This study applied a mixed-method approach. The data were collected and analysed qualitatively and 
quantitatively in two ways through the selected texts and questionnaires. 

Texts

Firstly, the texts are fragments purposively sampled from three academic books: Language and symbolic 
power by Pierre Bourdieu, translated from French and published in English in 1991 (Text 1), Language and 
power by Norman Fairclough, published in 1989/2013 (Text 2), and The empire writes back: theory and 
practice in post-colonial literatures by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Hellen Tiffin, also published in 
1989/2002 (Text 3). Text 1 contained 38 sentences, Text 2 has 69 sentences, and Text 3 included 73 
sentences. On average, each fragment was 1740 words long. The three books have been translated into 
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Indonesian attesting to their popularity especially for students and academia in the field humanities although 
this does not necessarily mean they had read them. Content-wise, the three texts discussed relatively similar 
subject matters, that is, the relationship between language and ideology, thus resting in a relatively similar
field of discourse.
The fragments were prepared as digital copies for ease of handling. Since the analysis was carried out at 
sentence level, each clause complex or clause simplex was segmented from each text. Each clause was 
divided into Theme and Rheme according to the SFL framework. The clause's Theme(s) were underlined 
while the Rheme was left in plain text. Since a clause may take a topical and textual and/or interpersonal 
Themes simultaneously, a further marker was added. For this purpose, a textual Theme is presented in 
italics, an interpersonal Theme is in small CAPITALS, and a topical Theme was typed in bold, as shown 
below:

Text 2 But PERHAPS this is always the case with fixed meanings?
In this example, But is the textual Theme, perhaps is the interpersonal Theme, and this is the topical Theme. 
The distributions of Themes in the three texts were presented in descriptive statistics, enabling us to see 
the general trends of the data before qualitative inquiry was applied (Saldanha & O’Brien, 2014). The 
descriptive statistics were simplified so as to allow us to show only relevant statistical information.  

Participants

Secondly, a questionnaire to figure out the readability of the selected texts was distributed. To this end, five 
respondents, including three males and two females and ranging in age from 32 to 44 years, were selected 
in a convenience sampling. These five respondents have a degree in English language and literature, 
suggesting they could read the texts with comprehension, and, at the time of completing the survey, were 
teaching in an English Department in a private university in Padang in Indonesia. We did not inform the 
respondents that the texts’ readability should be related to their thematic structures as this study partly 
aims to verify the notion of readability based on (linguistic) thematic analysis and responses by actual 
readers on a random basis. 
In the introduction to the questionnaire, the participants were asked to give their consent, declaring their 
agreement to participate in the study. The written consent form was positioned as the first page of the 
questionnaire pages as a whole. Correspondences with the participants were done via email, including all 
the relevant attachments.
The questionnaire was prepared in Indonesian and consisted of attitudinal closed-ended and open-ended 
questions. The closed-ended questions involved semantic differential scales (see Dörnyei, 2007), asking the 
respondents to evaluate the readability of the shortened version of the three texts (see Appendix) on a scale 
of 1-4 (or a 4-point scale: 1 is the easiest to read; 2 is easy to read; 3 is difficult to read; 4 is the most 
difficult to read). The scores were analysed in simplified descriptive statistics that showed relevant statistical 
information. We also asked the respondents an open-ended question why they scored each text’s readability
they did. 

Results and Discussion

Thematic analysis

To begin with, the types or moods of clauses used in the three texts are examined. All of the clauses in Text 
1 and Text 3 are of declarative mood. Text 2, in addition to declarative, constitutes imperative and 
interrogative clauses, although most of the clauses are in the declarative mood. In all three texts, declarative 
clauses predominate. This confirms what Mauranen (1996) has found that scientific texts are predominantly 
written in the declarative mood. After all, scientific texts are meant to give information rather than ask for 
information. The dominant use of declarative mood affects the thematic structure of the three texts. For 
example, it is expected that topical Themes realized by a subject will predominate. This is explained further 
below, where the distribution of the topical Themes, comparison of marked and unmarked Themes, and 
frequency of multiple and simple Themes in Text 1, Text 2, and Text 3 are demonstrated.
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The topical Themes' distributions in the three texts are presented in Table 2. Note that since the thematic 
analysis is carried out at sentence level, the number of the sentences is similar to the topical Themes, whose 
presence is obligatory, in each clause (complex or simplex).

Text 1 Text 2 Text 3
Subject 26 (68%) 47 (68%) 62 (85%)
Adjunct 12 (32%) 17 (25%) 11 (15%)
Predicator - 5 (7%) -
Complement - - -
Total 38 (100%) 69 (100%) 73 (100%)

Table 2: Distribution of topical Themes in Text 1, Text 2, and Text 3.

As shown in Table 1, the topical Themes are only realized by subjects and adjuncts in Text 1 and Text 3. 
Text 2, interestingly, constitute predicators realizing the topical Themes. Most topical Themes are realized 
by subjects. Text 3 has the highest percentage, up to 85%, while Text 1 (68%) and Text 2 (68%) show the 
same percentage. These topical Themes are realized by nominal groups (or noun phrases) and pronouns. 
Such is the case in all three texts. An example of a topical Theme realized a nominal group (underlined and 
written in bold) is shown below:

Text 1
The dominated fraction (clerics or 'intellectuals' and 'artists' depending on the period)
always tends to set the specific capital, to which it owes its position, at the top of the hierarchy of 
the principles of hierarchization.

Text 2 My impression is that ideological creativity is often associated with managing crises of one sort or 
another.

Text 3 This reaction to the radical incursion of the Other is paradigmatic for the incursion of the 
written word into the oral world.

Adjuncts are next. Text 1 has the highest percentage of topical Themes realized by adjuncts (32%), while 
Text 3 has the lowest percentage (15%). Text 2 falls in between the two texts. This study confirms what 
Downing and Locke (2006) and Hasselgard (2004) found that subjects and adjuncts frequently realize topical 
Themes. Prepositional groups and adverbial clauses realize the majority of these adjuncts.  An example of 
a topical Theme realized by a prepositional group in the three texts is provided below:

Text 1 In this idealist tradition, the objectivity of the meaning or sense of the world is defined by the 
consent or agreement of the structuring subjectivities (sensus =consensus).

Text 2 In the Marxist meaning system, by contrast, totalitarianism does not figure at all, nor of 
course do we find communism/Marxism and fascism as co-homonyms of totalitarianism.

Text 3 In writing out of the condition of `Otherness' post-colonial texts assert the complex of 
intersecting `peripheries' as the actual substance of experience.

Interestingly, Text 2 contains topical Themes realized by predicators. This is absent in Text 1 and Text 3. 
The results of the analysis reveal that these topical Themes occur in imperative clauses. This suggests, apart 
from giving information to the reader, the writer of Text 2 (Fairclough, 1989) also demands services from 
the reader (see Butt et al., 2000). And he does this several times. Below is the example of a predicator 
imagine that realizes the topical Theme of the clause in question in Text 2:   

Text 2 Imagine, for instance, ideology one day apparently coming to have a fixed meaning which one 
could check up on in 'the dictionary', and which was not contested.

The predicator imagine in the example above serves as the topical Theme in the clause. The clause is in the 
imperative mood in which Fairclough demands the reader to do him a service, that is, to imagine something. 
The use of imperative mood signal unequal power between the writer and reader. On closer observation, all 
the predicators occupying a topical Theme are realized by mental Processes (verbs related to mental 
activities). This includes recall, look, think, see, and imagine. This is not surprising as the nature and mode 
of the texts prevent the writer from demanding, for example, material Processes from the reader as in a 
spoken text, like in a normal daily conversation.   
The distribution of marked and unmarked Themes can be deduced in the three texts from Table 2. As 
explained above, marked Themes are realized by other than the subject of the clause. Table 3 compares 
the marked and unmarked Themes in Text 1, Text 2, and Text 3.

Th
is

 is
 a

n 
op

en
-a

cc
es

s 
ar

tic
le

 d
is

tr
ib

ut
ed

 u
nd

er
 t

he
 t

er
m

s 
of

 a
 C

re
at

iv
e 

C
om

m
on

s 
A
tt

ri
bu

tio
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

-S
ha

re
A
lik

e 
4.

0 
In

te
rn

at
io

na
l (

C
C
 B

Y-
N

C
-S

A
 4

.0
) 

lic
en

se
. 



MEXTESOL Journal, Vol. 49, No. 1, 2025 7

Text 1 Text 2 Text 3
Unmarked Theme 26 (68%) 47 (68%) 62 (85%)
Marked Theme 12 (32%) 22 (32%) 11 (15%)
Total 38 (100%) 69 (100%) 73 (100%)

Table 3: Comparison of unmarked and marked Themes in Text 1, Text 2, and Text 3.

As shown in Table 3, Text 3 has the lowest percentage of marked Themes while Text 1 and Text 2 have the 
same percentage of marked Themes. The considerably frequent occurrences of marked Themes (mostly 
realised by adjuncts) in this study are not surprising given that the data are written texts. In written texts, 
the writer expectedly carefully plan "the rhetorical development of to allow the foregrounding of 
circumstantial information’ (Eggins, 2004, p. 339).  
The use of multiple Themes warrants further explanation. The frequency of simple and multiple Themes is 
shown in Table 4:

Text 1 Text 2 Text 3

simple (topical) Theme 31 (82%) 45 (65%) 55 (75%)

multiple Theme

Interpersonal 
Theme 0 (0%) 4 (6%) 1 (1%)

Textual 
Theme 7 (18%) 20 (29%) 17 (24%)

Total 38 (100%) 69 (100%) 73 (100%)

Table 4: Frequency of simple and multiple Themes in Text 1, Text 2, and Text 3.

The multiple Themes in the data are comprised of textual and interpersonal Themes. On closer examination, 
it is found that Text 1 does not contain any interpersonal Themes; all of the multiple Themes in Text 1 are 
realized by textual Themes. Text 2 has four interpersonal Themes, and Text 3 one (one clause in Text 2 and 
Text 3 shows that a textual Theme and interpersonal Theme co-occur). Text 2 noticeably uses the most 
interpersonal Themes. Interpersonal Themes are by definition non-cohesive; they hint a perspective on the 
truth value of the clause message (Hasselgard, 2004) and an indicator to the reader that the propositional 
meaning of the message is solely taken from the writer's subjective opinion (Matthiessen, 1995) or the 
writer's point of view to influence the reader (Butt et al., 2000). Put differently, the use of an interpersonal 
Theme 'de-authorizes' the propositional meaning of the clause that follows. It is for this reason that 
interpersonal Themes seldom occurs in academic texts. The examples below show the use of interpersonal 
Themes in Text 2 and Text 3:

Text 2 PRESUMABLY in this text from The Times, it is being used politically, in something of a crisis, 
to blacken 'the enemy' and legitimize British military action.

Text 3
Though, OF COURSE, we need to note that history as an institution is itself under the control of 
determinate cultural and ideological forces which may seek to propose the specific practice of 
history as neutral and objective.)

The expressions presumably and of course (presented in small capital) in both examples are the 
interpersonal Themes in Text 2 and Text 3, respectively. Both reduce the authority or truth value of the 
clause that follows and hint that each clause's propositional meaning is subjectively based on the writer's 
angle.
As a whole, the frequency of interpersonal Themes can lead to the conclusion that Text 1 is the most 
authoritative, Text 2 is the least authoritative, and Text 3 rests somewhere in between. However, it should 
be kept in mind that text authority or truth value of a text does not solely depend on the use of interpersonal 
Themes. Other aspects like modality, modulation, and polarity have to be considered as well (Butt et al., 
2000). Covering these aspects of interpersonal meaning is beyond the scope of this study.
Furthermore, textual Themes occur considerably more frequently in the three texts compared to 
interpersonal themes. Text 2 has the most textual Themes (20), followed by Text 3 (17), while Text 1 has 
the least (7). The use of textual Themes is not unexpected, especially in academic texts explored in this 
study where ideas are often intricately linked. Textual Themes perform a cohesive function, explicitly 
marking how ideas in the clause and the preceding clause are connected (Hasselgard, 2004). However, the 
absence of textual Themes does not necessarily make a text lose its logical connection: it simply means that 
the writer makes implicit the logical connections of the clauses. It is noted that the decision on the part of 
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the writer to include or exclude textual Themes contributes to the readability of the text: the more the 
textual Themes in the text, the easier it is to read or vice versa. It follows from this that Text 2 appears to 
have high readability compared to Text 1 with Text 3 falling somewhere between Text 2 and Text 1. The 
clauses below illustrate the use of textual Themes (in italic) in the three texts:

Text 1
But it is self-evident that the fact of repatriating this exported produce involves great dangers 
of naivety and simplification - and also great risks, since it provides us with an instrument of 
objectification.

Text 2
Furthermore, totalitarianism is a superordinate term which subsumes fascism, communism, 
Marxism, and so forth; the meaning system is structured so as to make ideology 'a weapon 
against Marxism'!

Text 3 Accordingly, the analysis and exegesis of a specific text may be one of the most crucial 
ways of determining the major theoretical and critical issues at stake.

The textual Themes in these examples are but, furthermore, and accordingly. Each of these connects the 
ideas of the clause differently from the ideas in the preceding clause. In this sense, the textual Themes 
indicate continuity of ideas, which is determined by the meaning of the textual Theme in question. Next, 
the readability of the three texts from the perspective of the independent raters is addressed. 

Readability

This study also distributed a questionnaire to five informants, asking them to score the degree of readability 
of the three texts. The results are shown in Table 5 below:

Informant Scale (1 out of 4)
Text 1 Text 2 Text 3

1 4 2 2
2 3 1 2
3 4 2 3
4 3 2 2
5 4 2 3

Total score 18 9 12
Note: 1 is the easiest to read; 2 is easy to read, 3 is difficult to 

read, 4 is the most difficult to read.

Table 5: The readability score of Text 1, Text 2, and Text 3

The total score enables us to identify which one of the three texts is easier or more difficult to read. The 
higher the total or mean score of the text is, the more difficult it is to read or vice versa. The informants 
unanimously agreed that Text 1 by Bourdieu (1991) has the lowest readability (score = 18; mean (M) = 
3.6) and that Text 2 by Fairclough (1989) shows the highest readability (score = 9; mean (M) = 1.8). Text 
3 by Ashcroft et al. (2002) falls in between (score = 12; mean (M) = 2.4). The mean scores indicate that 
the Text 1 falls between ‘difficult to read’ and ‘the most difficult to read’, Text 2 is between ‘the easiest to 
read’ and ‘easy to read’, and Text 3 rests between ‘easy to read’ and ‘difficult to read’. In general, the scores 
for each text were relatively evenly distributed and therefore provided a general picture of the readability 
of the three texts.
The informants were also asked why they scored each text the way they did. They attributed their answer 
in various ways. This is not unexpected because they were not informed that the questionnaire was intended 
to explore the relationship between readability and thematic structures. The informants’ comments can be 
summed up in terms of clarity of message, cohesive (between sentences/paragraphs), interactivity between 
the writer and reader, vocabulary (general and specific), sentences constructions (long or short), style 
(formal and informal) and background knowledge of the subject matter. One informant, for example, writes 
that “Text 1 is very difficult to read because it lacks cohesive devices between paragraphs and uses too 
many long sentences that prevent understanding” (our translation). Another informant notes that “Text 2 
reads the easiest because of its interactivity, simple sentences, plain vocabularies, and informal style’ (our 
translation). Still, another informant says of Text 3 as being formal and clear but is suitable for a specific 
reader who is familiar with the subject matter.

Pedagogical implications

Our study has attempted to show the relationship between thematic properties of three academic texts and 
their readability. In this section, some pedagogical implications based on the findings of the study will be 
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discussed. In particular, this study can be used as guidance for teachers and learners in their choice of 
academic texts used in the classroom. This study may inform teachers as to what thematic properties for 
texts to have so that their students may find them easier to read and comprehend. In this context, the 
thematic properties that were found to be important for enhancing text readability should demonstrate 
include interactivity and cohesiveness. These textual aspects will be explained by providing illustrations from 
this study.
Firstly, the notion of interactivity can be related to the choice of mood, use of first and second persons, and 
interpersonal Themes. On the one hand, Text 2 consists of declarative, interrogative (questions introduced 
by a question word or an auxiliary), and imperative clauses, contributing to its high readability. On the other 
hand, Text 1 and Text 3 are only made up of declarative moods. This suggests that, apart from giving 
information, Fairclough (1989), the writer of Text 2, is engaged with the reader by asking questions and 
demanding something to be done. The frequent use of interpersonal Themes also contributes to the degree 
of interactivity of Text 2. More specifically, this relates to the use of interpersonal Themes in the interrogative 
clauses, realized by the auxiliary as shown in the clause like:

Text 2 DO you think this text can reasonably be described as 'ideologically creative'?
The frequent use of interpersonal Themes in the declarative clauses weighs in the interactivity of Text 2. 
This is so because 'moderated' statements through the use of interpersonal Themes warrant a more 
symmetrical power between the writer and reader. Furthermore, the use of first-person pronoun (I) and 
second-person pronoun (you) as the topical Themes in Text 2 also makes it more interactive as if Fairclough 
and the reader were involved in a spoken intercourse. This is illustrated below:

Text 2 I shall suggest below that common sense is as suspect here as elsewhere.

Text 2 You might also like to compare this text with the extract from Mein Kampf we had 
earlier.

In contrast, Text 1 and Text 2 also employ pronouns as the topical Theme. However, none of them is in the 
form of first and second persons; all of them are third person pronouns, which is more common in monologue 
texts. Overall, the variation of mood, the frequent use of interpersonal Themes, and the use of first person 
and second person led us to conclude that Text 2 is more spoken hence more interactive in nature than Text 
1 and Text 2, although, in reality, the three texts are written.
Secondly, it can be seen that the frequent use of textual Themes contributes to the readability of Text 2, as 
illustrated in Table 4. Semantically, textual Themes explicitly connect the logical meaning of a current clause 
with the preceding clause, resulting in a cohesive presentation of ideational meanings. In addition, textual 
Themes serve as signposts for the reader as to what sort of propositional meaning comes next. Using textual 
Themes allows the writer to give directions for the reader during the course of their reading the text in 
question. Put differently, the more textual Themes are used, the more directions are given.
Since the presence of textual Themes is grammatically optional, it is reasonable to argue that their use is 
intentional on the writer's part. This means that the writer intentionally employs textual Themes such that 
their ideas or meanings are understood more easily, thus producing a text with better readability. While the 
writer(s) of three texts under examination uses textual Themes, they differ in frequency (see Table 4). Text 
2 contains most of the textual Themes, Text 3 comes at a close second, and Text 1 has the least textual 
Themes. We argue that the frequency of textual Themes in Text 2 contributes to its readability.
The respondents have reported which one of the selected texts is more or less readable. The respondents
reveal that interactivity and cohesiveness of the texts affect their readability, thus facilitating their 
understanding of it. This study has shown that the nature of a text’s interactivity and cohesiveness can be 
explicitly explained through its thematic structures. It should be noted that thematic structures of a text are
not the sole textual property responsible for its cohesion. In addition to conjunctions (textual Themes), a 
lexicogrammatical resource that is important in distinguishing the selected texts in this study, other cohesion 
devices include reference, ellipsis, substitution, and lexical (Halliday & Hasan, 1975; Halliday & Matthiessen, 
2014). The selections of topical Themes and Rhemes of the clauses, commonly referred to as thematic 
progression, also contribute to text cohesion (Butt, et. al., 2000; Eggins, 2004). These linguistic devices, 
however, are beyond the scope of this study.
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These findings are expected to be of interest to writers, authors, editors, publishers, and other parties 
involved in books productions, in general. In particular, this study can help teachers and students, native 
or non-native, from different levels of education choose what texts they can best use in the classroom for 
reading activities. While this study focused on examining academic texts in a specific field of discourse and 
subject matter, its findings can be applied to other types of texts. This is because the notion of thematic 
structures is more about manner of writing rather than matter of writing. Teachers using English materials 
for their teachings, for instance, should consider the thematic structures of the texts they use with their 
students. By doing so, they can ensure that information in the text flows thematically and hence reads 
easily. Such awareness of thematic structures is also useful for other English skills other than reading.  

Conclusion
This study found that the thematic structures of the three academic texts under examination differ to some 
extent, despite discussing relatively similar subject matters. The thematic properties analysed include the 
choice of topical Themes, Theme multiplicity, and Theme (un)markedness. This study found that Text 2 
(Language and power by Norman Fairclough) is the most interactive and cohesive, and Text 1 (Language 
and symbolic power by Pierre Bourdieu) is the least while Text 3 (The empire writes back: theory and 
practice in post-colonial literatures by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Hellen Tiffin) falls somewhere in 
between. Text 2 stands out as it has more varied thematic properties, followed by Text 3 and Text 1, 
respectively. For example, Text 2 has more varied Themes used in different clause moods. The variations 
of Themes of Text 2 include frequent uses of textual Themes, thus contributing to its cohesiveness and 
interpersonal Themes and topical Themes realized by first-person pronouns, both of which contribute to the 
degree of its interactivity. Furthermore, using varied moods (interrogative, imperative, and declarative) in 
Text 2 reinforces its interactivity.
The explanations given by the informants appear to support this as they find that the interactivity and 
cohesiveness affect their ease of comprehension or readability of the texts. The findings of this study shed 
light on the relationship between thematic structures (choices of Themes) of a text and its degree of 
readability: the more varied the Themes of a text, the more readable the text is. Teachers or lecturers are 
expected to be aware of thematic choices of the academic texts they choose for their course readings. This 
is to ensure that their students find them readable and hence understandable. Other parties such as writers, 
editors, and publishers of academic texts are expected to keep such thematic awareness in mind. 
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Appendix  

Questionnaire

(Note: The questionnaire was prepared and used in the research in Indonesian without the English translation).

Kuisioner penelitian tentang tingkat keterbacaan Teks Bahasa Inggris:
[Research Questionnaire on the Readability Level of English Texts]

A. Kami mengucapkan terima kasih atas kesediaan Anda untuk menjadi responden untuk penelitian ini. Identitas Anda akan 
dirahasiakan selain dari informasi yang mesti disebutkan dalam metode penelitian ini. Mohon diingat bahwa kesediaan Anda 
mengisi kuisioner ini berarti Anda menyetujui apa pun yang Anda isikan akan digunakan dalam penelitian ini.
[We sincerely appreciate your willingness to serve as a respondent for this study. Your identity will remain confidential, except for 
the information required to be disclosed in the research methodology. Please note that by completing this questionnaire, you 
consent to the use of your responses for the purposes of the present study.]

B. Di bawah ini terdapat tiga teks (Teks 1, Teks 2, Teks 3) dari sumber yang berbeda. 
[Below are three texts (Text 1, Text 2, Text 3) from different sources.]

a. Bacalah ketiga teks tersebut dengan nyaman. 
Read the three texts at your convenience.

b. Berikanlah nilai tingkat keterbacaan (readability) dari ketiga teks tersebut dalam skala 1 s/d 4 dengan keterangan sebagai 
berikut:
Assess the readability level of these texts using a scale of 1 to 4, as described below:  
! Skala 1 : paling mudah dibaca [Scale 1: Easiest to read]
! Skala 2 : mudah dibaca [Scale 2: Easy to read]
! Skala 3 : sulit dibaca [Scale 3: Difficult to read]
! Skala 4 : paling sulit dibaca [Scale 4: Most difficult to read]

c. Berikanlah nilai skala Anda pada kolom no. 3 pada table.
[Please provide your rating in column no. 3 of the table.]

2. Berilah penjelasan kenapa Anda memberikan nilai skala yang Anda berikan pada kolom no. 4 pada tabel. Dengan kata lain, berilah 
alasan kenapa teks tersebut (paling) mudah atau (paling) sulit dibaca.
[Please explain why you assigned each rating in column no. 4 of the table. In other words, provide reasons why the text is (most) 
easy or (most) difficult to read.]

1 2 3 4
NIlai Skala [Score]
Alasan/Penjelasan [Reason/Explanation]

Text 1
This text, which was written as part of an attempt to present an assessment of a number of investigations of symbolism in an 

academic situation of a particular type - that of the lecture in a foreign university (Chicago, April 1973) - must not be read as a history, 
even an academic history, of theories of symbolism, and especially not as a sort of pseudo-Hegelian reconstruction of a procedure 
which would have led, by successive acts of dialectical transcendence, to the 'final theory'.

If the 'immigration of idea', as Marx puts it, rarely happens without these ideas incurring some damage in the process, this is 
because such immigration separates cultural productions from the system of theoretical reference points in relation to which they are 
consciously or unconsciously defined, in other words, from the field of production, sign-posted by proper names or concepts ending in 
`-ism', a field which always defines them far more than they contribute to defining it. That is why 'immigration' situations make it 
particularly necessary to bring to light the horizon of reference which, in ordinary situations, may remain implicit. But it is self-evident 
that the fact of repatriating this exported produce involves great dangers of naivety and simplification - and also great risks, since it 
provides us with an instrument of objectification.

None the less, in a state of the field in which power is visible everywhere, while in previous ages people refused to recognize it 
even where it was staring them in the face, it is perhaps useful to remember that, without turning power into a 'circle whose centre is 
everywhere and nowhere, which could be to dissolve it in yet another way, we have to be able to discover it in places where it is least 
visible, where it is most completely misrecognized - and thus, in fact, recognized. For symbolic power is that invisible power which can 
be exercised only with the complicity of those who do not want to know that they are subject to it or even that they themselves 
exercise it.
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Text 2
One dimension of 'common sense' is the meaning of words. Most of the time, we treat the meaning of a word (and other linguistic 

expressions) as a simple matter of fact, and if there is any question about 'the facts' we see the dictionary as the place where we can 
check up on them. For words we are all perfectly familiar with, it's a matter of mere common sense that they mean what they mean! 
I shall suggest below that common sense is as suspect here as elsewhere. But a brief discussion of two aspects of meaning in language 
will be helpful in the critique of commonsensical meaning: firstly, the variability of meaning, and secondly, the nature of meaning 
systems.

Because of the considerable status accorded by common sense to 'the dictionary', there is a tendency to generally underestimate 
the extent of variation in meaning systems within a society. For, although some modern dictionaries do attempt to represent variation, 
'the dictionary' as the authority on word meaning is very much a product of the process of codification of standard languages and thus 
closely tied to the notion that words have fixed meanings. (Recall the discussion of standardization in Ch. 3.). It is easy enough to 
demonstrate that meanings vary between social dialects (discussed in Ch. 2), but they also vary ideologically: one respect in which 
discourse types differ is in their meaning systems. Let us take as an example a word which figures prominently in this book; the word 
ideology itself.

Ideology certainly does not give the impression of having a single fixed meaning - far from it! Indeed, it is not unusual to find words 
like ideology described as 'meaningless' because they have so many meanings. But the situation is not quite that desperate: ideology 
does have a number of meanings, but it is not endlessly variable in meaning, and the meanings it has tend to cluster together into a 
small number of main 'families'.

Text 3
A major work of discourse analysis which bears directly on the function and power of writing in the colonial situation is The Conquest 

of America by Tzvetan Todorov (Todorov 1974). The revolutionary insight of this book is its location of the key feature of colonial 
oppression in the control over the means of communication rather than the control over life and property or even language itself.

Cortez's successful campaign against the Aztecs of Central America is explained by the Spaniard's seizure and domination from the 
beginning of the means of communication. The problem for Aztec oral culture, based as it was on a ritual and cyclic interpretation of 
reality, was that there was simply no place in its scheme of things for the unpredicted arrival of Cortez. Todorov's contention is that, 
as a result, when Aztec and Spanish culture met they constituted nothing less than two entirely incommensurable forms of 
communication. Aztec communication is between man and the world, because knowledge always proceeds from a reality which is 
already fixed, ordered, and given. On the other hand European communication (although this is not automatic and inevitable, as we 
see from Columbus's lack of rapport with the Indians) is between man and man. The principle which Todorov sees as central, the 
control of the means of communication, is the empowering factor in any colonial enterprise. The intrusion of the colonizer is not always 
attended by the confusion which gripped the Aztecs, but control is always manifested by the imposed authority of a system of writing, 
whether writing already exists in the colonized culture or not.

Montezuma's problem was that no basis existed for an adequate understanding of the information he received about the 
conquistadores because no place existed for them in Aztec reality - the Other was always that which could be foreseen. The only 
explanation was that they were gods, in which case opposition would be futile. This reaction to the radical incursion of the Other is 
paradigmatic for the incursion of the written word into the oral world. When he receives information from spies about Cortez, 
`Montezuma lowered his head, and without answering a word, placed his hand upon his mouth'. Faced with the inexplicable, the only 
recourse of the oral system is silence. But silence envelops the written word which proceeds `from silence to possibility...What Cortez 
wants from the first is not to capture but to comprehend; it is signs which chiefly interest him, not their referents.' To this end his first 
and most significant action is to find an interpreter.

Demikianlah akhir dari kuisioner ini. Sekali lagi kami mengucapkan terimakasih atas partisipasi Anda.
[This marks the end of the questionnaire. Once again, we sincerely thank you for your participation.]

Hormat kami, 23 Agustus 2021
[Sincerely, August 23, 2021]

Tim Peneliti
[The Research Team]
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