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Abstract :
[~ &
This research studied cohesive ties and chains.in the good and poor
explanatory essays of 40 collegqffreshmen and questioned the appropriateness-
of the cohesion system for teaching and evaluating writing. Of 18 cohesion
variables studied, only 1 showed significant difference between the good and
poor essays. In addition, the length of cohesive ties from coherer to "

n )

precursor did not' distinguish the good from éoor'wfiting, but the length of
cohesive chains when corrected for length of essay was a strong discriminator
of good and poor essays. A study of good and poor essays by length (long or
short) indicated that the density of ties and length of chains increased
disproportionately to the iength of essays. A review of individual specimen
essavs suggested that gréater variety and matdrity of lexical choice
characterized the good essays. Poor essays also have frequent pseudo chains,
long strings of -common high-frequency words bearing very little semantic
import. Most good and poor essays had a domin;nt chain connecting several
paragéaphs together, The methodology of the research included means' t;sts
and ANOVA for statistical comparisons as well as the examination of cases.

The phi coetficient was used to measure the interrater reliabhility of cohesion
analysis. The findings of the complete study strongly suggested that the
cohesion system lacks content and domain selection validity to he appropriate
as an evaluation scheme. The system could be used in instruction by a teacher
at the point of responding and suggesting revisions, but not as the central
emphasis of instruction. The terminology of the cohesinn system is valnahle
in that it supplements the terminology of traditional and transformational

grammars.
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Cohesion in Teachink and Evaluation:

Problems and Implications

The publication of Halliday and Hasan's Cohesion in English (1976) has

engendered a large body of research by English educators, much of which
appears to have as its goal estimating the usefulness of the cohesion s&stem
in evalgétidg and teaching composition. The research reported here will . -~
suggest that researchers have jumped too quickly from theory and description |
of cohesion to applying it as an emphasis in instruction or a method of -
gvaldafion. In other words, cohesion research stands in danger of repeating
the sequence of events that occurred with tran;}ormational sentence
‘conbining: from theoretical background (Hunt, 1965; Mellon, 1969) to
application in teachihg and evaluation (0'Hare, 1973) to a virtual cottage
1ndustry of sentence combining books that professed to work wizardry (Strong,
1976) on a student's composing ability., Throughout this history some more
skeptical voices were heard (Marzanc, 1976 ; Shaughnessy, 1976) but on the
whole the movement to use sentence combining in teaching could genuinely have
been called a bandwagon; and the variables assoclated with syntatiq density
(mean t-unit length, mean length of. clause) became aspects of many evaluation
programs at schools and colleges. It took a body of more precise and careful
research (Nold and Freedman, 1977; Gebhard, 1978; Stewart and Grobe, 1979) to
demonstrate that teacher's evaluations of student writiné were not s0 closely
tied to syntatic maturity and that, hy implication, a bedagogy emphasizing
'.,' sentence combining could not deliver all the comprehensive outcomes first

promised for it,
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Thus there is an urgency to do precise and basic research in the cohesion.
system before it becomes a part of thé received but untested wisdom of
teaching and evaluation. Already some early reviewers of Halliday and Hasan's
system (Holloway, 1981; Witte an& Faigley, 1981) have given cautiously
favorable estim;tes. And more recent téxtbooks (Wiiliams, 1981) have bhegun to
use the terminology of cohesion in their discussions of transitions and
sentence connection. A detailed analysis of cohesion has not yet heen used in
a large scale writing assessment, but reports from the 1980 National
Assessment of Educational Progress indicate that readers can be directed to
use.a simplified coﬁesion‘rubric in assessing compositions (0dell, 1981,
122-123). It is much too early to say that anothg;,bandwagon is forming, bhut
it does not seem to be true that many teachers and researchers feel an
attraction to cohesion and its apparent power to describe textual
relationships. English teachers and researcﬁers seem to practice frequently a
kind of iron lawv of novelty: if some new insight from linguistics or
psychélogy appears on the horizon, use it in teaching and evaluation until
more exhaustive research questions 1tslusefu1ness. Should not che opposite
occur? Meticulous and careful questioning should precede the wldespread
application of linguistic theory or systems to teaching or eva1uating'
writing. Researchers must not adopt a new terminology for teaching or new
variables for research until they have evidence that the terminology is not
simply a new jargon and that the variables genuinely distinguish good from
poor writing.

How do writers use the cohesive resources of the language, and how is

cohesion related to their teachers' perceptions of writing quality? These two

questions are the focus of this research. Their answers have broad
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implicationslfor both pedagogy and evaluation. The review of research.
descfibed below empn351zes those studies directed eithe; explicitly or
implicitly to evaluation or teaching. ?he cohesion system itself is, of

course, fully describéd by Halliday and Hasan. All summaries are inevitably

reductive and 1ﬁperfect, but all researchers to date have simplified the

i

éystem for their research uses.

Review of Research

Eiler (1979) took an exhaustive look at the writing of 15 ninth-grade
honor students and discovered that various kinds of lexical cohesion seemed to
be the best indicator of the students' response to lit;}ature and that
reference cohesion was the primary evidence of hbility to sustain a

self-sufficient ("endophoric,” in the terminology of Halliday and Hasan) text
YEEEBBt appeal to the non-textual ("exophoric") environment. Hartnett (1980)
tried to teach the cohesion system to basic writers at a Texas college and
then used counts of.different kinds of ties as a criteria for evaluation of
the egsays. She had mixed results,‘with no significant differences found for
teacher, treatment, or mode of writing for the experimentals over the
controls. ‘The teacher x treatment interaction was cignificant, but in general
the correlation of holistic score with number of types of cohesive ties was
quite small, only .2076 for all essayvs.

" Cherry and Cooper (1980) studied average and superior erters at grades
four, eight, twelve, and college. They introduced some interesting variahles
such as the average distance cf ties (by nunber of intervening t-units hetween
coherer and precursor) and the relative dispersion of ties in the first,

second, and third thirds of essays. Their basic conclusion was that as

writers mature they seemed to rely more on lexis and less on reference and
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conjunction. (Substitution'and ellipsis were rare.) The proportion of tfes
that were lexical wer.t up from 56% to 59% to 63% to A8 as students ascended
across the four grades studied. Pritchard (1980) studied the good and poor
compositions of 44 eleventh graders and discovered that the average use or
frequency of total lexical or grammatical ties did not distinguish the good
from the poor essays. - On the other haed, she found that the notion of
"cohesive problem” does.have some empirical validity since passages marked by
;er readers as "problem sections” varied from other sections hy their
proportional use of ties. Pritchard concluded that counts of cohesive .ties
are not measures of their effectiveness and her conclusions are especially
convincing. She used statistical transformations to stabilize the
distributionsvand teen repeated her tests using three different sets of
variables: (1) average number of ties per 100 words, (2) frequency of ties per
100 words, and (3) frequency of ties per t-unit., No single type of tie was
found to be a significant discriminator of good and poor essays in all thr :
schemés, and the ANOVA test for all types of ties was also nonsignificant in
each case.

'Witte and Faigley (1981) studied five good and five poor freshman essays
by using a simplified 1list of ties with frequency counts (ties per 100
t-units) and relative percentages as their variables. Their findings were
similar to those for Cherry enq.Coopef{s_;welfth graders: about two-thirds
of ties were lexical, and good essays seemed to have greater density of all
types of ties. (No statistical tests were performed to compare good and poor
writing.) They concluded that cohesion appeared to be an important property

of writing, but no evidence suggested that large or small numbers of ties in

themselves effect writing quality.
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Most récently Tiérney and Mosenthal (1983) studied 24 essays ranked by
teachers for general coherence and divided into two different tohicé (a
biographical sketch and a thematic essay) under conditions of the writers'
familiarity or unfamiliarity with the subject (determined by whether the
writers_had seen a filmstrip). They found that cohesion varied by topic,
with biographical sketches haviné a somewhat larger prdportion of reference
ties and thematic essays a larger proportion of 1éx1cal ties. But cohesive
patterning did ﬁot predict rankings on general coherence. There was a
familiarity x text topic interaction when looking at coherence ‘rankings hut
not when looking at cohesive proportions. The main point was that‘
familiarity, topic, and coherence did not seem related to the specificaily
linguisitic aspect of texts detailing ;he use of lexical and reference ties.
Cohesion was pervasive in all texts but causally unrelated to coherence.
Tier;ey and Mosenthal used somé interesting new varibles such as the 7atios
of pronouns and lexical ties to total ties (P+L/T) and temporal conjunctives
tototal conjunctive ties (TC/T).

Several generalizations arise from this body of research. The research
varies from highly exacting to more casual in quality, and the studies using
the more precise techniques (inferential statistics, reliahility
coefficients, greater number of cases, data transformations) are more
cautious in recommending cohesion as a teaching or testing method. Another
theme that appears is the search for cohesion variahles that appear to
Aistinguish good from poor writing, the writing of vsunger from that nf older
students, and the diffe?ent modes or purposes of writing. These matters are
not yet fully resolved. The research reported here will suggest some further

considerations in the choice of variahles and reliability coefficients and
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offer some more explicit remarks on the usefulness of cohesion.
\

Method -

The present research was an effort to replicate with greater precisiod a

"comparison of cohesive devices in good and poor freshman essays written on a

single explanatory topic (i.e., research similar to fhat of Pritchard, Cherrv
and Cooper, and Witte and Faigley) but to expand and fmprove upon 1t hy
examining new variables: the interrater reliability of cohesion analysis, a
more complete 1ist of types of ties, the relative distances hetween coherers
and precursors, the'mean length of cohesive chains, the dispersion of ties
within texts, and. the effects of length of essay. In addition, since nearly
all researchers had argued for the need to examine cohesion non-statistically
in individual essays, an analysis of specimen essays was also performed. The
logic of this comparison was quite simple. If the cohesion system 1s to he
useful as an evaluation method, it ought to show great variation across
levels of writing quality. -Choosing the very best and very poorest essays in
4 large representative sample provides the greatest extremes of quality.
Essays were collected from a sample of over 600 written by college
freshmen at a summer orientation and testing session. The conditions were
carefully controlled: each student received the topic assignment during
check-in and had two hours of relatively nunorganized time including a lunch
to think about or discuss the assignment with peers. All essays were written
in fifty-minute sessions during the afternoon in proctored classrooms. The
students themselves represented a wide range of abilities and aptitudes.
Their SAT scores (combined verbal and math) ranged from 650 to 1400 and their

high school averages ranged from 72.4 to 98.2. The entire sample of essays

J
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ﬁas read by a panel of twelve college professors who have had two to five

years of experience with holistic scoring and who have demonstrated
ingerrater reliabilityﬁexceeding .90 in their use of a 1 (low) to 4 (high)
holistic scale. Thg 20 good essays wvere selected randomly from among those
that had received the highest holistic score (4) from two holistic readers
and the 20 poor essays from those that had receiveﬂ the lowest scdre (1) from
two readers.

}he cohesion analysis was then performed hy the resear;her and two other
English teachers after cafeful instruction aﬂd,practiceloﬁ essays from the
original orientation sample. One of the teachérs had participated in a
previous cohesion study and was expert in using the system. The second had
no experience and required approxima&ely eight hours of instruction and
practice before ge could recognize satisfactorily the types of tieé
considered in this research. The analygts worked with carefully written
directions and had extensive practice in recognizing the types of ties
studiéd in this research. A strict interpretation of cohesive felattons was
respected at all times: (a) each coherer had to have an identifiable and
iitefal precursor in a prior t-urit; (b) the list of common coherers was
extensive; (c) erroneous or ambigunus references were not counted; and (d)
cases of multiple cohesion were counted as distinct individual ties., For a
complete description of these directions as well as examples of the coding
and analysis protocols, see Neuner 1983, 134-139,

Results

Reliability

In this study the phi coefficient (Q) (Kurtz and Mayo, 1979, 34A6-355) was

used to measure the interrater reliahility two-by-two for the three coheston

i0
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analysts. Phi is used when the raw data are dichotomous choices (yes or no,
male or female) and was computed for this research by going through the
readers' coding sheégﬁ for several sample essays and tallying word-by-word
their agreement or disagreement on the cohesive status of every word in the
text. This word—by—word analysis of reliability is much more rigorous than
various rank order coefficients such as Kendall's‘7~ used by Pritchard in her
stu&y, which dsed the ranking of most ton least gféquent types of cohesive
ties in an essay. The three phi coefficients for the analysts in this study
were .839 (readers 1 and 2), .88? (readers 1 and 3), and .828 (readers ? and
3). These coefficients are muchahigher than are hsually found for most types
of essay scoring procedures and apprQach-the .90 reliability usually réqﬁired
of standardized achievement tests.l Mahy reséatchers have neg}ected the

L]

in;errater reliability of cohesion analysisJeven though most recognize the
nu;ber of " judgment calls” frequently reqﬁired in using the system. The
figures reported here suggest tha:‘the system can be used reliably 1if careful
1ﬁstrﬁction and practice are pfbvided. Readers who were not already
experienced English teachers and essay gr;ders would undoubtedly require many

more hours of study and practice.

nggortions of Cohesive Ties

Table 1 1llustrates the raw numbers and percentages of the various tvpes
of cohesive ties as well as the results of 18 separate t-tests to compare the
means of each type of tie across the good and poor essays. The table
provides the totals and percentages, but the statistical tests were performed
on data transformed by a square root function recommended hy Pritchard who
cites Snedecor and Cochran (1957, 325-329). This analysis reconfirms the

findings of many researchers to date: a simple counting of ties does not

11
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appear to distinguish good from poor writing at -this level. The various
percentages of ties do not vary radically from good to poor essays.
. %
‘Comparative reference (line 4 Table 1) is the only type of cohesive tie that
shows a sig%ificant:dffference between good and poor. Several other analvses
were performed to verify this important conclusion, including a comparison of
the average words per tie in each essay and a compéqiéon of the average
II N
: Table -
Coresive Ties in Good and Poor Essays
'\' Good Essays |Poor Essays
N =20 N =20 .
X .
. . , type of : t |[probabllity
: . cchesive tie’ nurber| % |number|{ £ © value
1. pronouns 130 9.9 89 | 12.9] .89 . 379
2. demonstratives T [ 59 5 [ 5.1 L0 2%
3. definite articles )] 3.1 13 1.9 | .69 UG5
4. corparatives 20 1.5 3 .0]2.55 .015%
5. total reference 268 20.5| 140 | 20.4 | .48 .637
6. substitution/ellipsis| 26 2.0 ) 1.2 .94 .353
7. additive conjunctions| 44 3.4 22 3.2 .97 571
8. adversative 0 3.8 29 | 4.2 ] .34 735
conjuncticns i .
9. - causal conjunctions 11 1 8 | 1.2] .37 712
\
1G. “tergoral conjunction 36 2.7 13 1.9 .98 | .3
11, continuatives 1 .0 6 88 . 385
12. total conjuwiction w2 0.1 78 {uu| 72| a7y B
13. same item 546 | u1.7| 293 [u2.7 | .20 | .84
14, synonym/hyponym 91 6.9 58 8.5 | .17 .866
15. superordinate 32 2.4 19 2.8 [1.47 .LISl
16. general item 12§l 6 9 .27 792 -
17. collocaticn 193 | 14.7| 84 | 12.2 [1.44 d57 T
18, total lexical 874 | 66.7( 460 | 67.1 11.02 313
L Totals{1310 [100.0] 686 ]100.0 “__M
degrees of freedom = 38 for all comparisons
Total words: good essays 7811 poor essays 4265
Q

12
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number of lexical ties using data transformed by an arc sine Epnction
(Snedecor and Cochran, 1967, 325-323). These comparisons also failed to show

statistically significant ' differences between the two groups of essays:

t(38) = 1.37, and t(38) = .18; p nonsignificant in each case.

Relative CohesiQe'Distances

Hglliday and Hasan (1976, 330-331) have a scheme for describing the form
of cohesive ties relative to the number of intervening sentences between
coherer and precursor. The schgme includes simple immediate ties, mediate
ties, remote ties, and mediated-remote ties. In this research 1f was decided
to dispénse with the system in favor of a simpler counting of the 1ﬁtefvening
t-units between precursors and.coherers even if the 'immediate precursor was
not the original source of primary meaning. A relationship longer than an.
individual precursor-coherer pair was defined as a cohesive chain: a seriesr
of references, collocations, reiterat;ons,.synonyms, or superordinates all
semantically related to one another. For each essay the total distances for
all ties wvere summed up and then divided by the total number of ties 1in that
essay to provide the average length in t-units of the cohesive ties. Then
thaf average length wa; divided by the number of t-units in the essay to
provide ‘an average relative distance from coherer to precursor. For example,
one essay was 26 t-units long, had 57 cohesive ties, with a total distance of
119 t-units between the various coherers and precursors. Its average
relative distance was: 119 = 57 4+ 26 = .080. The same strategy was used to
determine the average relative length of cohesive chains. The total distance
of the three or four longest chains was divided by the numher of chains,
which was then divided by the number of t—units in the essay. For example,

one essay had a total distance of 48 t-units for 4 cohesive chains and was 23

13
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t-units long. The average'relaéive length of those chains was: 48 + 4 + 23

= .522. The purpose of using these relative figures was to correct for the

different lengths of essays. Obviodsly an essay 30 t-units long is likely to'

have longer chaina‘and ties than an essay 15 t-units long. So a relative
rather than an absolute average length must be computed in order to compare
essays on this variable.

Table 2 1llus%rates a comparison of the relative average <istances of
ties and chains in the good and poor essays and in all essays. It must be
remembered that these are relative figufes and not the true average lengths
of ties and chains. This analysis suggests that good and poor essays are not
distinguishad by the distances of individual ties i1f length of essay has heen
accounted for. However, the distance of chains does discriminate good from
poor essays even 1f length of essay is accounted for. This is another way of
saying that good essays seem to be more intensely about their suhjects than

poor essays are, regardless of which essay is longer. A word that Hallidav

Table 2

Relative Average Distances
of Coheslve Ties and Chains

All Good Pcor

essays essays essays prebability
Variable N = 40 N = 20 N =20 t value
Average relative
distance, ccherer
to precursor .099 .103 .095 .60 .552
Average relative ) .
length of chairs .586 bu7 .525 2.86 LOGT ww

_degrees of freedom = 38
p. < .01

14
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and Hasan like to use about this relationship is "texture.” This research.

seems to suggest that texture resides more in cohesive chains than in

individual precursor-coherer ties.

~

Dispersion of Ties

Cherry and Cooper (1980) had suggested that good essays would have their

cohesive ties more evenly spaced throughout the writing while poorer essavs

would have their ties more cumulated toward the end. To test this hypothesis

each essay was divided into thirds by t-unit count and the number ot ties in

each third was tallied. Table 3 reports the percentages of total ties in the '

. first, second, and third thirds of both good and poor essays.

Table 3
Percentages of Cohesive Ties in First, Secord,

and Third Thirds of Good and Poor Essavs

Good Poor Difference | F Prebatbilivy
Section of Es52ys Essays Value
Essay N =20 N =20
First Third 26.7% 24.8% 1.9% LY 226
Secend Third 32.6% 36.0% 3.4% 1.759 .192
—
Third Third L0.6% 39.2% 1.4% 238 .589

Degrees of freedom:  between zroups 1
within groups 38

total 39

15



-

-13- \

Table 3 implies clearly that both good and poor essays are roughly cumulative
in that the concen*ration of ties increases regularly from the first to
second to third thirda.of essays. However, in each third the difference
between good and poor essays does not.approach statistical significance.

A good arguhent can be made on theoretical groundes that nearly all types
of texts in every mode are likely to be generally cumulative with respect to
cohesive ties. As a text evolves, more and more words come into existence,
and this fact makes 1t more likeiy that ﬁater words will be the coherers for
earlier precursors. In addition, as a text evolves, greater opportunities
for multiple cohesive ties occur in the’ later words. If for example a -
student wrote an essay about the different sports teams he or she had played
on and wrote a concluding sentence such as "I certainly enjoyed all these
sports,” then the word sports would be a multiple coherer (a superordinate)
for the names of all the individual sports mentioned earlier in the essay.

The same principle seems to be true for nearlf every text regardiess of
subjeét. The only discourse for which this would not be true would be

nontexts such as lists and inventories.

Length of Essay

No researcher to date has attempted to estimate the effects thét length
or brevity of text have on the proportions or distributions of cohesive tles
or chains. Pritchard (1980) for example carefully chose texts of héout the
same length, 250 to 300_words, to rule out length of text as a confounding
variable. Texts may have characteristins of recursiveness, iterativeness,
and unevenness which make it anxfrror to agsume that long and short texts are

simply macro and micro versions of each other with respect to cohesion. To

explore this matter more carefully, the 6 longest and 6 shortest essays from

o
o
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both the good and poor groups were analyzéd for proportions and dispersion of
; tias and the distances qf tie? and chains. These data along with several
; measures of essay length are reported for the good and poor essays in Tahle
4. It should be understood that these meas;rgs were not transformed by
square root or érc sine functions nor adjusted for the relative length of
essay. The éurpose of these comparisons was precisely to look at

untransformed data to observe the effects of essay length on the various

kinds of ties and distances.

Table 4

Cohosive Ties and Distances in iong and Short
Jood Essays and Poor Essays

Good Essays Poor Essays

Variable Long  Short  Long Shors
: (N=6) (N=6&) (N=86) (N=56)

Average Length

Words 521.6 293.7 309.7 105.2
t-units . 39.2 21.2 24.8 6.5
Words/t-units 13.3 13.8 12.5 16.1

Average Murber :I tles

per 1097 word: 18.1 15.4 16.4 11.3
cer t-unit 2. 2.1 2.C l.¢
Percenvages of 77
Re lerence 20.2% 19.9% 24..% 23.5%
Tubstitutiory=ilinuis 3.3% 1.8% 1.3% 1.4
ConJurniction 9.73 9.6% 13.5% §.5%
lexical 66,74 68.8% 61.2% 66.2%
First Third 28.5% 23.9% 31.9% 16.9%
fecord Third 34.3% 33.8% 33.6% 39.4%
Third Third 37.1% 42, 3% 3. 2% 43.73
rean Cohesive Tiitiviees {in t-undis) ‘
Cot.erer to tiocaor 4,0C 2.24 2.3¢ 17
Length of Chnles 27.75 12,50 14.74 3.25

17
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Table 4 tends to suggest that the various percentages of types of ties do
not differ dramatically from the long to the short essays in either good or
poor categories. The percentages of reference, suﬂstitution/ellipsis,
conjunction and lexis are strikingly similar in the good and'poor essays arnd
also similar to'the findings for the entire group of 40 essays studied in
this research.

Regaféing the dispersion of ties, some differences appear hetween the
long and short essays, especially in the essays of poor auality. However, an
importangiartifact of the cohesion system tends to imbalance these

percentages? 1in the coding of cohesive ties the first t-unit of a text has

N

no cohesive ties because there is no prior text in which precursors can be

found. (I have excluded from this research the extremely rare instances of
cataphoric cohesioun, ties in which the precursor item comes after rather than
before the coherer.) This removal of the first t—unitrfrom those potentlially
avallable to contain coherers has an in%?inate effect on the shortest of
essayé. For example, if an essay is only 6 t—units long ther; are 2 t-units.
in each third of the essay. ﬁut the first third really has only 1 t-unit
available for coherers since no coherer czn exist in the very first t-unit of
the text. On the other hand, removing the first t-unit from a much longer
text has a proportionally smaller effect on the number of ties in the first
third of that text. This removal of 1 t-unit from each essay accounts for
almost all the variation apparent in the dispersion of ties in the first
third of essays across long and short texts. If the first t-unit 1is excluded
from consideration, the long and short essays demonstrate the same general

cunulativeness discovered in the entire sample of good and poor essays (Tahle

3).

18
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The mean distanc; figures in Table 4 are more interesting. In each
category the mean distances from coherers to precursors afe almost exactly
proportional to the 1eﬁgth in words of the essays in that category. In other

\

words, as the lengths of\essays vary, the average distance from precursor to

: \ .
coherer seems to vary 1n\the same proportion. However, this even
proportionality ié not trhe for the mean length of chains.- The goo@ long
essays are 77.6% longer in words and 84.9% longer in t-units than ﬁhe-good
short essays (521.6 to 293.7 15 words; 39.2 to 21.2 in t-units) but théi;
chains in good long essays are 122% longer than they are in good short \\\
essays. The poor long and short essays reflect similar differences. Poor
long essays are 193X 1oﬁger in words and 282% longer in t—units than the poor
short essays (309.7 to 105.4 in words; 24.8 to 6.5 in t-units), but the |
chains in poor long essays are 353% longer than they are in poor short.
essays.' In other words, as essays become longer, the 1ength of their
cohesive chains becomes longer at an even greéter rate.

Tﬁe figures for density of ties per t-unit and per 100 words show a small
effect %or t-units and a larger effect for words. Tles per t—ﬁntts vary from
1.8 for the shortest poor essays to 2.4 in the longest good essays. But ties
per 100 words appear to vary more subsfantiall;*from shortest to longest
essays: 11.3 for poor short essays (105.2 words?; 15.4 for good short essays
(293.7); 16.4 for poor long essays (309.7 words)ﬁ and 18.1 for gnod long
essays (521.6 words). A greater appreciation of these values can be attained

by considering lexical ties, which are the most frequent type in every case:

in long good essays, one of every 8.26 words is a lexical coherer; in long

poor essays, one in every 9.98 words; in short good essays, one in every 9.42

words; in short good essays, only one in every 14.67 wo;ds. These figures
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make a strong argument that lexical cohesion flourishes where manyv wordé are
available to set up the reverberations of synonyms, hyponyms, collocattions,
superordinates and reiterations. Conversely, lexical cohesion languishes
where many fewer words are available. ,

In summary;'this admittedly explor;;ory glance into length of essay hés
suggested that texture does and doeﬁ not differ according to length of .text.
Nlearly the various percentages of types of ties and the dispersion of ties
(taking into account the removal of the first t-unit as a suurce of ties) do
not appear to change substantially aé length varies. Howe;er, the density of
cohesive ties per 100 words and the lengtﬁ of cohesive chains do appear to
vary substantially as length changes. Both are important'differ;nces in &
their own right and also important because, as every teacher knows, in any_ e
given classroom writing situation the better essays tend also to be longer
essays. It may be the case that, for example, the differences between good
and poor essays discovered by Witte and Faigley (1981) were really only
diffefences related to length of essay and that the same differences would
have been discovered if all the essays were poor hut some were much longer
than others. Future research should at%empt to take into account these
effects of text lengths whenever investigating essays of.widely varving
length.

No t or F values were computed for Table 4 because the number of cases
was very small, and so these findings must be considered a first glance
rather than a definitive study of texture by length of text. Also to be

resisted is the desire to universalize these results. Studies of other types

of writing and discourse may reveal other effects.
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Specimen Egssays

A random selection of 10 essays, 5 good and 5 poor, was examined
word-for-word and the items in the major cohesive chains tabulated ‘in columns

-+ a'ross the t-units and paragraphs in rows. This technique, an adaptation of

a method suggested by Halliday and Hasan (1976, 16), is illustrated by the
following good essay and its tabulation in Table 5. The subscript numbers
indicate the t-unit count and the italicized words indicate items in the

dominant chain.:

My rather short life has been'plagued with unsolicited
advice.1 It 1s one of 1life's ironies that only unwanted -
advice is given.2 When one really needs another's opinion
one is immediately told to think things out alone.,

A One flint-like nugget of advice that I once received was
to continue my upward climb out of the darkness of ignotdnce

by going on in mathematics.4 My following this advice was a

mixed blessing 1ndeed.5 I learned that math could be fun,
when I wandered upon the correct answers. I also learned
that where numbers are concerned there is no ¥ight at the end
of the tunne1,7 there is always more to learn‘.8 Numbers
and I regard each other warily.9 In fact, I have great
respect for the power they have over me; the power to
frustrate and the power to make situations clearei'.10

In my pursuit of higher mathematics I discovered letters

accompanying numbers, then letters standing alone.11 This
interested me as letters are my forte.12 I realized the

piece of advice I received could even prove helpful, (although
I cannot recall ever encountering an x on the street).13 It
has been said that a math is the language God wrote the
universe W1th'14 This means math is a powerful, universal,
skill.15

realized they are just another form of communication.lb

Although numbers seem foreign to my nature I have

Through mathematics other worlds, and even our world, can be

explored to a greater extent.yy

Q 21
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) My unsolicited advice to you is to Tealize that numbers
ave
) been arbitrarily chogen by man.,s It is possible to
¢ orm your own number system.19 The system in use today
works well,zo but 1t does the frustrated math student's
hea :
rt good to understand this point.21 Numbersg are only as
Powerful as you make them.22
Table 5
Dominant and Minor Chains in a Good Essay
Para~ | t-unit | Dominant Chain | Minor Chain 1 | Minor Chain 2 | Minor Cha'n 3
graph | number '
1 - advice - -
1 2 - advice - =
3 - opinion? - ) =
') mathematics advice = ggmsa
5 - advice -
6 math = -
2 7 ) — = 1ight
_ 8 - - learm?
9 nurbers - -
10 they - - cower
i power
frustrate
power
| Clearer
11 mathematics - letters -
nubers letters
¥ - - letters forte?
} 13 - advice an x -
; 3 14 math - terguage -
' wrote?
15 math - - powerful
1% nDers - {Torm of)
they corrunication -
\ 17 mathematics - - -
18 | numbers advice = -
19 number system - - _
20 system - - -
. ) ath - - {rustrated
25 n = N - powerful
them

? signifies an item that could be challenged for its place
in the chaln.
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A tabulation such as this provides at a glance a visualization of.the
length of chains (in t-units), the number of items in chains, the amount
of iterativeness and variety in lexical items, the degree to which chains
are confined to or extended beyond paragraphs, and the places where chains
intersect in individual t-units. The tabulation also suggests some of the
decisions a researcher must\make on whether certain words are lexically.
related and belong in the same chain. Some good examples are in Minor
Chain 2: are power and light collocations? Is to frustrate a true

opposite of to make...clearer? Does forte belong in the chain? These

questions might cause genuine arguments among different people, and no

?

simple method to resolve them yet exists. .
For the purposes of comparisons, below is a poor essay and Table 8
tabulates its chains.

As a graduating senior I would like to pass on a word of
advise to all of you., As I was entering my first year at
our beloved school, a graduating senior of that year told me,
"Always listgn to your-garents.2 As you get into your
latter teens you start to "hreak away"” from your parents,
because "your old enough to make your owm decisions"3 and
"your friends are allowed to."4 But they have already lived
through everything you are going through,. so you should
listen to them. Most of your parents ha;e gone out

6
drinking or have gone somewhere they weren't supposed to

g0« But now when you do 1it, thex ground you.g You

probably figure, that they are just trying to be mean or show
you who's boss.9 But most parents {I can't say all) are not
anything like that.10 The reason they punish you, is

because they love yoﬁland don't want anything to happen to
you. 4 They always (well, at least most of the time) have a

good reason for not letting you do some of the things you

do.15 What if when they were in High School one of their

23
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friends went to a bar, got drunk, drove home, or atileast
tried to, and got in an accident, possibly even killing
someonz.,, You have to understand your parents and
'communicate with them, talking things over and learning to
understand the reasons for doing things they do.” Throuéh ny
-fohr years I tried to commmicate.15 And I found that I
became a lot closer to my parents and that there were less
arguments.16 I hope you take this word of advice and let it
help you through the years., 4

Table ¢
Dominant, Minor, and Pseudo Chains in a Pagr Essay
Para-| t-unit | Dominant Term | Minor Chain 1| Minor Chain 2| Pseudo Chain
graph| nurber
1 ’ : pass on
2 parents listen
3 parents - - -
y - - - -
5 they - - everything
6 them listen - -
I 7 parents - ) - -
they 1
8 they - - -
11 9 | they - - -
10 carents - - a:wthirg
11 they - . reason - anythihg
they - - -
12 they - reason things
13 they ' - . - -
their
14 parents +  communicate reasons things
them talking - things
they
15 - camunicate - -
16 parents - -
17 - - - -

24
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Such tabulated lists are, of course, entirely asyntactic and offer no
insight into the hierarchy of ideas or the transitions between them. They
provide merely a skeleton of lexical items in a lcose systems network.
Despite these shortcomings, a close 2x2mination of the tabulations
suggests some pétterﬁs that identify or distinguyish them.

1. Good and poor essays alike have what Mézkels (1981) has called a
dominant term,:a word or phrase more or less continually present either
directly (by reiterations) or inferentially (by synonyms, collocations,
superordinates, and pronoun references). This dominant chain providesd a
reservoir of associ;tions to which the writer returns frequently for
elaboration aﬁd predication as the discourse proceeds.

2. Poor essays occasionally have a dominant chain that simply
overwhelms the essay with the reiteration of its topic and pr@nouns for
the toﬁic.- The poor essay above on listening to parents illustrates this
pattern. The term parents and its pronouns appear 18 times in 17 t-units
and tﬁere are only 15 terms in the other 3 chains combined. Good essays,

on the other hand, have a dominant chain that constitutes a smaller

\
proportiog of the total items. As an example, the good essay on

mathematics has 18 items in its dominant chain, but the three minor chains

contain a total of 27 items.

3. Good essays have greater variety ({.e., more different words) anAd
maturity (i.e., words of lower frequency in the language as a whole and
greater explicitness) in their chains. This feature can be observed in

Y

the dominant chain of the good essay (Table 5) which has mathematics,

math, numbers and system along with pronouns. By conparison the poor

essay (Table 6) has only parents and pronouns in its dominat chain.

: <5
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4. Poor writers have pseudg chains, non-cohesive strands of words
such as thing, do, way, be, know, and have. These words collocate with
virtuallf every word in the language and therefore bear littie'semantic N
import or explicitness. The pseudo chain in Table 6 illustrates clearly..

5. Good eséays have more ;eal chainsg and poor essays have fewer
meagiggful minor chains, the weakest of which comprise only 3 or 4 items.

S~

Minor Chaiﬁ 2 in Table 6 is an example of this feature.

6. Chains .can be related to paragraphs in several ways: chains may
tie together several paragraphs (and in fact the whole essay) or may he
almost completei; confined in a single paragraph (Minor Chéin 2 in Table
5). In other cases, chain items may be heavily concentrated in one

paragfaph and then reoccur more sparingly in others.

Discussion ,

It may be argued that these observations are not in any sense new.
They are the kinds of remarks that teachers make about student writing,
only ﬁow they are couched in the language of cohesion. For example,
Shaughnessy (1977), in her classic s@udy of errors among-basic college
writers, has a chapter on vocabulary that notices many of the same
findings observed in the lexical chains tabulated for this research:
inadequate synonymies; extensive reiteration without variety; repetition
of high-frequency, low-significance words; inappropriate word choice. Is
cohesion, thereforp, just a new jargon or has anything useful been
learned? Halliday and Hasan (1976, 327-328) clearly distinguish between
what a text means and how it attainé that meaning. The study of cohesion
in avtext does not add to what the texi means, but can help in

understanding how and %hy it attains that meaning. In addition, notions
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such as chain, tie, coherer, precursor, context, and texture all suggest

valuable truths about discourse: that connectedness is at the core of
meaning; tha;'go_discourse is without relationship to its environment no .
matter héw-remote; that meaning is resolved not in a single word or phrase
but through 1onger semantic structures. Readers often speak of following
a text, éf writers' leading readers to a conclusion, of stories flowing to
their endings, of articles running toovlong. Thus the tefﬁinology,of.
cohesion is in keeping with common descriptions of the meaning-making
process. Teachers must speak to students about writing, and they must
therefore share some lexicon of terms for their talk. The traditional
terminoldgies of the parts of speech or structural parts of sentences all °
shared the weakness of implying that texts are made from static, unitary,
and unmoving segments like bricks or stones. The terminology of
transformational and generative grammar suggested notions of depth and
surface, with sentences having a history, the story of transformations as
sentences come upward from deep to surface structure (Myers, 1981, 10).
The terminology of cohesion, on the other hand, suggests an idea of
interrelatedness in networks or sytems and a notion of flow or movement.
No one terminology should supplant all the others. As Young, Becker, and

Pike argued in their famous (1971) text, Rhetoric: Discovery and Change,.

entities should be observed and interpreted as particle, wave, and field
in order to be fully understood. Cohesion has given teachers a
terminology to discuss the field aspects of text-making.

Implications for Evaluation and Teaching

The major limitation of the cohesion system is that it describes only

one-third of a complete theory of language, namely the textual function or

R7
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text-forming component of the linguistic systém. The other two functions
of language in Halliday and Hasan's (1976, 26-27) system are the
ideational and interpersonal. Tﬁe 1deation#1 is concerned with content,
with the function that language has qf being about something. The
interpersonal is concerned with social, expressive, and conative
functions; with expressing attitudes;_judgments, role relationships and
motives for speaking or writing. The cohesion system does not and cannot
capture or describe these ideational or interpersonal qualities of
language. Consequently, cohesion should not be the exclusive or central
emphasis of either a pedagogy or an evaluation method for writing.

In the language of test—makers and evaluators, the cohesion svstem
lacks content validity or domain selection validity (Popham, 1975, 120,
156-159). In other words, measuring cohesion is not measuring enough of
all the things that should be measured if one wishes to accurately
evaluate a language act. Classroom teachers even more than researchers
will feel constrained if they attempt to rely heavily on estimates or
counts of cohesive ties in evaluating student writing,'because such an
emphasis may detract attention from the quality of ideas, the seﬁse of
audience, the development of purpcse, and the creation of persona, all of
which should be more central to evaluation. Cohesion is also on the
borderline of usability, another important quality of evaluattoﬁ\systems.
The full 1list of all types of ties in Halliday and Haéaﬁ's system
represents 176 categories and subcategories. Only 18 plus the distance
values were reported in this research, but that represents more categories
than most teachers would wish to deal with for purposes of routine

classroom evaluation.
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Ann Ruggles Gere (1980) argues persuasively that an evaluation method
based on all three of Halliday and Hasan's language functions would be
superior to such current methods as analytic scales, primary trait
scoring, general impression scales, and holistic scoring. Such a method
would.represent'the first theoretically sound evaluation system. But the
attempt to use cohesion as the primary emphasis for evaluation would be
doomed to failure. Cohesion, except for certain characteristics of
cohesive chains and distances, 1is simply_not sufficiently related to
writing quality. In addition, the research reported here finds some
aspects of cohesion sensitive to length of essay, and this could introduce
confusion into the evaluation of writings that vary greatly in length.

Regarding pedagogy, only one controlled and systematic attempt.to
teach cohesion as the emphasis in instruction and then evaluate essays by
counting types of ties has been pitblished. Hartnett (1980) had mixed
results, with no significant differences‘being found for teacher,
treatﬁent, or mo&e of writing for the experimentals over the controls and
a relatively low correlation (.2076) between the number of different
cohesive tids (Hartnett's basic variable) and holistic score.

The research reported here svggests that a better use of the cohesion
system would be in a teacher's responding to a full piece of writing and
in suggesting revisions. For example, pointing out reiterations in'a text
could help a student understand excesses or insufficilences of redundancy.
By circling items in a cohesive chain, a teacher could help explain his or
her perceptions of the too rapid or too slow pace and development of the
student's ideas. Pointing out the distances between precursor and coherer

items could help the student appreciate the teacher's difficulty in
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following the thread of meaning if too much space intervenes between terms
As Holloway (1981) has suggested, this kind of

in a cohesive relation.
instruction could become not just a new jargon but an invitation for

students themselves to ask new and higher-order questions about théir

writing, including: "What is the old information I need to present so
that I can tie this idea to what has gone before?” "and "Have I reflected

the connections of thought in my thesis statement implicitly or explicitly

in the devices I have used for cohesion in the body cf my paper?”

Questions such as these combine the insights of the cohesion scheme with

the concerns for ideational and interpersonal functions necessary to make
Coherence implies that the

the text coherent as well as cohesive,
ideational and interpersonal functions of language must be respected as

3

first principles.
In conclusion, this research clearly suggests that the cohesion scheme

not be over-prompted as a testing or evaluation method or as a central
emphasls in the teaching of writing. Counting up cohesive ties in general

did not distinguish the good from the poor writinggexamined in this

And cohesion is surely too narrow an aspect of language to have as

study.
the center of teaching writing.
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