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COHESION AND COHERENCE IN CHINESE ESL WRITING
by
Hong Zhu
(ABSTRACT)

Cohesion and coherence are important features for
effective writing. Studies in contrastive rhetoric and text
linguistics suggest that cohesion and coherence may vary
across languages and cultures. This study examined cohesion
and coherence features of Chinese ESL writings, explored the
similarities and the differences between Chinese and

/English, and investigated the role of language transfer and
yinterference in Chinese ESL writings.

Four Chinese graduate students each composed two
expository essays in English and two in Chinese and their
writing sessions were videotaped. Essays were scrutinized
for cohesion and coherence features, and along with
transcripts, interviews and observations, they were examined
for evidence of transfers and interferences.

Findings indicate that the Chinese language depends

<. more on lexical ties and similarities of structures whereas

. English employs more connectors. References in Chinese
often take the form of lexical repetition and sometimes zero
anaphora while English uses more pronouns and deictics,N In
addition, more ellipses are utilized in Chinese. Cbhereﬁgé

features show that Chinese essays are more implicit and



general while English writings emphasize explicitness with
thesis statements and topic sentences. Chinese writings are
writer-centered, and demand more of the reader to make sense
of the text.

Iinterferences and transfers were identified. Students
were unable to use a variety of connectors that English
offers in their own writings and often connections were
missing and sometimes misleading. They occasionally failed
to mark sentence boundaries; their essays often lacked a
clearly defined thesis; and topic sentences were rarely
used. The discussion was general, implicit, and writer-

centered.
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CHAPTER |
Introduction and Purpose

Writing is a difficult task for both ESL (English as a
Second Language) students and native speakers. To write in
a language in which they are not fully competent creates
more problems for ESL students than for native speakers. I'n
university settings, ESL students are often required to
write prose acceptable to native speakers of English for a
variety of scholastic purposes, ranging from taking notes on
materials they read to the writing of theses and
dissertations (Arapoff, 1989). To a large degree the
academic success of these students is judged on the basis of
what they write in papers and tests, regardless of their
abilities in the spoken language or what they know in the
content area. 'Thus the need to write effectively is evident
to all ESL students who want to succeed in American
universities.

For ESL teachers of writing, providing their students

with effective writing skills is a rga] concern (Connor, ;};%
1984). To many ESL?{Hstructors,their?étudents' writing Cﬁ“fik“di

_ - 0
strikes them as "foreign" despite the correct grammar. C “@gﬂ

Although these students are able to construct well-formed w{£i7l)



sentences, they are unablie to produce texts that meet "the

iogical and cultural expectations' of native speakers of

BN

Eng]1sh (Kaplan, 1970, p. 26). The reason for this must be
found at a level or 1eve]s beyond sentences As Harris
/?;Q/ L(1964‘ points out, "Language does not occur in stray words

or sentences, but in connected discourse” (p. 35).

Accordingly, writing effectively requires that ESL students
have the ability to re]ate and organ1ze jdeas_in paragraphs

and in essay patterns (Carr, 1967) Moreover, they must

organj;e them 1n a way that is familiar to professors as

acceptable American academic prose (Reid, 1984).

e Cohes1on and coherence have been studied by linguists

and researchers as a key to the understanding of effective

wr1t1ng (e g. Connor, 1984; Haliliday & Hasan, 1976; Johns,

1986) dnt11 recent]y, however, coherence has been equated
—_——— A e - -
with cohesion features 1dent1f1ed by Ha111day and Hasan

AN -

(1976), name]y, the1r f1ve categor1es of 11ngu1st1c ties

which 11nk sentences together Today distinctions are

1ncreas1ng1y be1ng ‘made between cohesive ties that connect

sentences and structures that create discourse level or

global coherence (Bamberg, 1984). While /cohesion refers to
the overt links or ties between sentendes that help form a
text (Enkvist, 1990), coherence is defined as the ordering

and interiinking of propositions or assertions within a text



by use of appropriate information structure (Johns, 1986). -

Cohesion is often a necessary condition to hoid a text

together, but it is not a sufficient one. In written

communication, it is coherence that contributes to the ST

overall discourse theme (Grabe, 1985).

?6% a text to be coherent, linguists and researchers
)

(Bamberg, 1984; Shakir, 1991; van Dijk, 198C) have - T S AR

identified features beyond sentence boundaries and in

s T

addition to the role of cohesive connectives: topic v %\ o

development, relevance of ideas to the rhetorical function

of the writing task, organization, focus, and so on. Thus Ny

in order to study ESL writing, both cohesion and coherence

features need to be addressed.

#
7

Studies in contrastive rhetoric and contrastive
pragmatics (Enkvist, 1990; Kaplan, 1966, 1972, 1976) have

also shown that different cultures and 1anguages have
different rhetoriéal‘prefefences. As most ESL students are
eduéated>in their own countrie#, differences in rhetoricail
preferences often mean a clash between what they have
ijearned in their native languages and cultures and what is
expected of them from native speakers of English. For them
coherence may mean a different way of presenting their

logical arguments. Thus when these students write 1in

English, they can be influenced by their native languages.



The errors they make in the process of learning Engiish car.
be a result of interference from what they have learned in
their native languages. Such an issue must be taken into
consideration in the process of examining ESL writing.

The present study was designed to examine features of
cohesion and coherence in Chinese ESL learners’' writings.
Cohesion, in this study, corresponds to the traditional
features identified by Halliday and Hasan (1976), while

coherence refers to g1oba1 features, such as topic

deve:opment, focus, context organxzation, and the orders of m3ﬁ;

propos1t1ons, that help create text. Features of cohesion

and coherence in Chinese ESL learners' English writings were
identified and compared with their writings in their native

1anguage, Chinese, in order to determ1ne ‘the’ potent1a1

transfer from one language to another. Halliday and Hasan's

~.
e

(1976) theory was used to ana1yze cohesion in their

writings, and L1eber s (1980) funct1ona1 units were used to

e T

examine relat1onsh1ps among success1ve propos1t1ons
Furthermore, the cowoos1ng proeesses of these writers
were observed in order to determine the strategies hhaEmyere
USEE“E9 exam1ne students’ considerations for,ooherengew
features such as topic development and organization, and to

exp]ore the potential interferences of the native language

on target language in terms of cohesion and coherence.

——



Specifically, the research questions in the following

section guided the present study.

Research Questions

The following research questions were asked in the
present study:

(1) What are the cohesion features of Chinese ESL
writings in English and in Chinese?

- (2) What are the coherence features of Chinese- ESL
~——writings in English and in Chinese?
(3) What are the sdimilarities and differences between
cohesion and coherence features in English and in
Chinese? N :

(4) Is there evidence of language transfers and

ihterferences from Chinese to English and vice
versa in the areas of cohesion and coherence?

Definitions, Assumptions, Limitations and Delimitations

Definitions of Terms

For this study, the foliowing terms were defined:

First language (L1) refers to a iearner's native
language or mother tongue, which, in this study, is Chinese.

Second language (L2), or foreign language, refers to
the language that is learned or acquired through training,

which, in this study, is English.



Text refers to the actual writing produced.

Cohesion refers to overt grammatically and lexically
describablie links on the textual surface (Enkvist, 1990;
Halliday and Hasan, 1976).

Coherence cons.sts of the order1ng and 1nter]ink1ng of

propos1t.ons w1th1n a text by use of appropriate information

structure (Jonns, 1986) It a]so refers to the underlying

re]at1ons bnat hon oetween assert1ons or propositions

(Grabe,‘[g§§). A detailed discussion of cohesion and

coherence appears later in the chapter.

Strategy, in this study, refers to decisions writers
make or methods writers use at different stages of writing
in order to create text.

Language switch refers to the interchangeab]e use of L1
and L2 when one is thinking while composing in either L1 or
L2;'“§eé$ufse to L1 often happens when one encounters
dffficu]ties in L2; thus language switch can be defined as a

strategy for L2 learners when they are composing in L2.

Language transfer is the iearning of structures in the

target 1anguage by virtue of their similarities to the

corresponding forms in the native language. [t can be

positive or negative.



Language interference refers to the impeding of

iearning because of the dissimiiaritiesrof corresponding
structures in two different languages.

Stimulated-recall involves interviews with writers
based on replays of videotapes. in a stimulated-recall
session, videotapes of writers at work are replayed for the
writers foilowing a taping session, and the writers are then
asked to comment on what they were thinking at specific
moments (Per!, 1984).

Expository writing is a type of writing in which the

primary function is to inform or to instruct the reader.

Assumptions

Two assumptions were made in the study. First, the
physical presence of the researcher and videotaping
equipment would not interfere with the writing process to

the degree that the resuits would be 1nva11dated,’ Second, 

e

/the researcher aséﬁhed-£héf"wr{ter§ Qé&idwgéwggEe to recall
certain aspects of mental processes by observing themselves
and then commenting on them when questioned by the
researcher and that what they told the researcher was an

accurate reflection of their thinking.



Limitations

Two limitations were inherent in the use of stimuliated-
recall procedures. First, stimulated-recall brought into
the writing environment a video camera which could have
influenced students’ writing to some degree. Second,
stimulated-recall procedures reliied on students' memories to
recall mental processes. Even with the aid of a video
camera, certain mental processes would escape from the
subjects' short-term memories and thus were not available

for recall.

Delimitations

For the purpose of this study, the following
delimitations were set:

(1) The language being studied was limited to Mandarin
Chinese as there are considerable differences among dialects
of Chinese. Thus the subjects being studied were also
limited to those from mainland China who speak Mandarin
Chinese. This criterion was set in order to avoid regional
differences that could lead to distinct linguistic
differences as only writings in Mandarin Chinese were
compared to those in English.

(2) The sample size of the study was small due to the

complexities involved in the writing process and the large



amount of data from the stimulated-recall. A small sample
also allowed an in-depth analysis of individual writers'
work.

(3) This research was not intended to be a comparative
study of English and Chinese. The scope of the study was
limited to inferences that could be derived from data
provided by the subjects. The researcher has also limited

the study descriptive case studies that were exploratory in

nature.

Analytical Framework

Cohesion and Coherence
Linguists and researchers (Bamberg, 1984; Connor, 1984;

Enkvj§Elr1990; Halliday & Hasan, 1376; Johns, 1986; Sgakir{bg ﬁﬁﬁ

e e s 4 F

1ggllﬂhave made a d

j§tinction between cohesion and
coherence. Such a distincégbn is also necessary for the
current study. Cohesion refers to the "overt links on the
textual surface"” (Enkvist, 1990, p. 14), and it 1is one
aspect of the notion of textuality in a text (Connor, 1984,
p. 302).

Halliday and Hasan (1976) define Eext as a semantjc

unit, whose parts areblinked together by explicit qohesiveyg

ties. Cohesion is expressed through grammatical and lexical



items that make text hang together. Take the following
sentence for example:

Wash and core six cooking apples. Put them into a
fireproof dish.

The sentences form a text by means of reference; that is,
“them" refers back to "six cooking apples” in the first

sentence. The two sentences are linked together by these

explicit cohesive ties, and the proposxt1ons a1so make sense

to the reader. R

e s

However, as argued by textua1 ana]ysts IEnkv1st 1990;

}van D1Jk 1980) ~the presence of "local"” cohesion markers in

Ta text does not necessarily lead to a g]oba]ly coherent

text. For example:

My car 1is biack. Black English was a controversial

subject in the seventies. At seventy most people
have retired. To re-tire means "to put new tires
on vehicle.” Some vehicles such as hovercraft
p have no wheels. Wheeis go round.
. (Enkvist, 1990, p. 12)
$§g Although the text contains overt cohesive ties by means of
- '\}{,
{9{‘ lexical repetitions as in "black™ and "Black," and
&:ﬁ Q:sfventies" and seventy;“ the text is not coherent. As
\?\» e e e e
N cohesive ties fa11 to 11nk the text together, it is

necessary to study the ways contextual meanings are related

\and 11nked in the parts of the d1scourse and the ™

re]at1onsh1ps among the d1fferent 1deas 1n a text
- o

(W1ddowson, 1978).

e

10



S

\

~

T )

,./”"

\\cherence has been def1ned by linguists and researchers

T > '7“"/ . 5
1in dlfferent ways. Accordxng to Charolles (1978), coherence oo
... y 2
is achieved by the continuity of thought or meaning, the ‘;5fh

;’v o

development of ideas previously expressed, and the internal "

cons1stency of the discourse (see-Omaggio, 1986). Van Dijk““”

(1980) expiains that in a coherent text, certain speech acts

are(homogeneous>and be.ong together When accounting for

communication, Grice (1975) states that there is a general
agreement of co-operation between a speaker and a hearer.
His Co-operative Principle includes a maxim of being
relevant, meaning that if the listener recognizes the
intention of the speaker to be relevant, such an assumption
will guide the listener in interpreting the speaker's
utterances. Sperber and Wilson (1986) expand on Grice's
theory and conclude that for _communication-to be-successful,
meaning must be understood as a multidimensional _concept:

SN e

from the linguistic mean1ng of a sentencejto a contextua1]y T

interpreted message, invoiving intentionality, mutual /
A V>

cognitive environment, and the Co-operative Principle.

f-

Although linguists define coherence differently, it is

a general consensus that cohesion is a necessary condition .

for a text to be cons1dered coherent but not a suff1c1ent
one. L1ndeberg (1985&) stud1ed ESL wr1t1ngs of advanced

students and found that the difference between what are



considered ''good’ and "bad" essays does not lie in the

number of cohesive ties used, but rather in the ways -

propositions are linked 1nto arguments. Essays w1th

unsupported c]a1ms rece1ve lower grades than those essays

that have support1ve arguments in these cases, it was the

log1ca1 argumentat1on assocxated w1th the argumentat1ve
essay type that 1ed the readers to the appropr1ate text
\\“War_—-

wor ld. Other qual1t1es have been identified by researchers

(Bamberg, 1984; Connor, & Lauer, 1985; Shakir, 1991) as

contributing to the qualities of good writing. These

~

l{

qualities include 1nterconnect1v1ty of sentences, topic

— ,\ .
development, re]evance of 1deas to the rhetor1ca1 function

.. \‘

e

- e : ‘)

e, o ”/, )
of the writing task, closure, context "and so on. - SN

[ e— s

In the present study, features of hoth cohes1on and
coherence of Chinese ESL writings were examined. As
cohesion is determined by lexically and grammatically overt
intersentential relationships, the researcher examined the
role of cohesive connectives and lexical items used in the
realization of the function of the text. In add1t1on, the

researcher explored the strateg1es by whifh topics weré

~—— ,.._..»«—v“'

e s s T

,.

e —— e T

deve]oped and the manner 1in which assert1ons werc made and

- e

supported. To examine cohes1ve connect1ves, Ha111day and

T ——

HasanTs'(1976) taxonomy was used; to explore the coherence

12




features, essays were analyzed in terms of functional roles
developed by Lieber (1980).

Analysis of Cohesion

To analyze cohesion, the taxonomy developed by Halliday
and Hasan (1976) was used. The researcher believed that
Halliday and Hasan offered the most comprehensive account of
cohesion and their taxonomy was also appropriate to analyze
ESL writings.

According to Halliday and Hasan (1976), cohesion is a
set of possibilities that exist in language for making
sentences understood as connected discourse. in other
words, cohesion helps create text. |t expresses the
continuity that exists between one part of the text and
another, and the continuity enables the reader to supply all
the missing pieces (p. 299). Halliday and Hasan identified
five major types of cohesive ties that help form text:
reference, substitution, ellipsis, conjunction, and lexical
cohesion, each of which has subclasses and sub-subclasses.
The five types are summarized below:

(1) Reference. Reference concerns any specific
information that is signalled for retrieval (p. 31). it can
be anaphoric, referring to the preceding text, or

cataphoric, referring to the following text. The three

13



major types of reference are personal (!, him, hers, etc.),
deictics (this, those, here, etc.), and comparative
(similarly, likewise, better, more, etc.). For example:

Doctor Foster went to Gloucester in a shower of

rain. He stepped in a puddle right up to his

middle and never went there again.

In this text, "he" is a personal anaphora pronoun of the
referent "Doctor Foster,” and "there" is a deictic anaphora
element of "Gloucester.” Reference here provides cohesion
for the text to make sense for the reader.

(2) Substitution. Substitution is the replacement of a
noun, a verb, or a clause by that of another (p. 88). It
differs from reference in that substitution is a relation in
wording rather than in the meaning. For example, in:

My axe is too blunt. | must get a sharper one.
"one" substitutes for "axe.” In substitution, the
substitute helps recover the actual word or phrase being
used, whereas in reference, the reference signals that the
meaning is recoverable. In this case, "one" does not refer
to the same item signalled by "my axe"” (not reference) but
rather to the same class of items by "axe.” Halliday and
Hasan also point out that the classification of cohesive

relations should not be seen as a rigid one, and there are

instances when cohesive ties could be interpreted as

14



belonging to different types. Major types of substitution
involve the use of "one,"” '"do," and "so."

(3) Ellipsis. Ellipsis is the omission of an item or
substitution by zero (p. 143). In nominal ellipsis as in

"Some say one thing, others say another,” the noun "thing"
is omitted in the second half of the sentence. In verbal
ellipsis as in "i'm staying at home this weekend. | haven't

for some time,"” the verb "stayed” is omitted. Finally, in

clausal ellipsis as in "i kept quiet because Mary gets very
embarrassed if anyone mentions John's name. I don't know
why,"” the phrase "Mary gets very embarrassed” is omitted

"

after "why.

(4) Conjunction. Conjunction differs from reference,
substitution, or ellipsis quite significantly, because
conjunctions provide cohesion not by means of words
themselves, but by virtue of their specific meanings. in
other words, they are not primarily devices for reaching out
into the preceding texts as seen in reference, substitution,
or ellipsis, they express certain meanings which "presuppose
the presence of other components in the discourse” (p. 226).
The major types of conjunctive relations identified by

Halliday and Hasan are:
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A. additive, by using conjunctions 1like "and,” "nor,"

or" and words like '"furthermore," "for instance,’

etc.;

(X '

B. adversative, as expressed by words like ''yet,

"

"though," "in fact,"” "instead," "however,” etc.;

C. causal, as connected by words like "therefore,"
"because,” "as a result,”" "consequently," and
"otherwise”;

D. and temporal, which is expressed by words such as
"then," "next," "at the same time," "meanwhile,"”

"finally,"” "in short,"” etc.

(5) Lexical cohesion. Lexical cohesion refers to the
cohesive effect achieved by the selection of vocabulary (p.
274). Types of lexical cohesion include reiteration of the
same word, a synonym, a superordinate and general word, and

collocation. |In the following example:

Why does this little boy wriggle all the time?
Girls don't wriggle.

cohesion is achieved through the association of lexical
items that regularly co-occur: "boys" and "girls.”"” They are
related to the same semantic field, which, in this case, 1is
kinship terms.

The five types of cohesive ties discussed above were
used to analyze Chinese ESL writings in the current

research. Although Halliday and Hasan's taxonomy was being
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adopted, the unit of analysis and the focus of the present
study differed from Halliday and Hasan. The unit of
analysis in this study was a functional unit (F-unit) as
discussed in the following section, and not a sentence as in
Halliday and Hasan. The reason for using functional unit as
the unit of analysis was also discussed in the following
section. Further, the focus of the present study was the
quality and quantity of cohesive ties, and not the distance

between each tie as discussed by Halliday and Hasan.

Analysis of Coherence

As cohesive ties do not necessarily lead to a well-
formed text, it is important that the strategies by which
the ideas are developed and the manner in which assertions
are made be analyzed for coherence as well. To analyze such
strategies, the functional units and functional roles

developed by Lieber (1980) were adopted.

Functional units are structures in discourse that serve
certain_linguistic functions. Their use is justified when
the purpose is to examine how successive propositions or
assertions are connected into discourse and how topics are
being developed. Functional units instead of sentences are
used for analysis because several authors (e.g. Kaplan,

1972; Pitkin, 1969) have pointed out the inadequacies of
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using the sentence as the unit of analysis. As students’
sentence structures and punctuations are often erratic, it
is important to segment discourse not by spatial joints such
as periods, semicoions, but by meaningful junctures (Pitkin,
1969, p. 139). Functional units provide a tool for such
segmentation. They Lake into consideration the rhetorical
};;;tions ofmianguage and treat language as units of
discourse. Functional units also break down sentence
boundaries and can account for run-on sentences that
frequently occur in ESL writings.

Functional roles are the linguistic functions that each
unit plays in discourse. Analysis of functional roles is
important because sequences of functional roles which form
coherence patterns might be seen as characteristic of good
writing and poor writing, respectively (Lindeberg, 1985b).
In addition, ghe depth of the development of ideas, which is
thought to be aw;ﬁaracteristic of good Qriﬁfhg kcébiaﬁ;wé
Kéééh, 19505; may>élso be examined through functional roles.
Furthermore, functional roles allow the text to be examined
at a broader level, which cohesive ties do not. [t also
needs to be pointed out, however, that as this research
instrument has been used only by a few researchers (Chelala,
1981; Lindeberg, 1985b), the use of it in the current study
is exploratory.
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The criteria to separate F-units from non-F-units were
set based on Lieber's analysis of the linguistic theory of

rank-shifting and the transformational concept of the root

- e

sentence. The following structures were considered as /;ﬁ“

different F-units:

(1) Nonrestrlct*ve re]at1ve clauses.

?//
e.g. Hamid, s;ud1ed at’ _the ALI before com1n9 to
Poly, wé§“ ed into HU103. R
(2) Nonrestrictive appositives. ; ‘ bog T

e.g. Garvin's, Jjust arofhd the_\oﬁh4r ‘is a pleasant k,fif
place to go for Sunaay"bFunch. l/ﬁjﬂe
_’, *,- 5 X, i

(3) Nonrestrictive comparative clauses or modifierg,ﬁ<
" S

e.g. Sam always wears red socks, j

k;,/—e*‘“\‘ o N
th r than travel by air, I'd prefer a week on a -

(4) Subordinate adverbial clauses and clause equivalents,
with the exception of temporal and locative clauses.

foe ,
e.g. John is going out for dinner<ffffus;;hi§ wife is

cooking Japanese food. /

B

(5) Absolute constructions related to adverbial clauses or
nonrestrictive relatives.

e

e.g. Ih ingilsunn he decided to play golf.

y
A -

ey

(6) Clauses joined B; coordinatianconjunctions.

e.g. John broiled the steak,(ﬁed)Bob made the salad.

(7) Coordinated sentences with the second verb being

omitted. / / e~
; .

e.g. Nxc& preparéd the steak, and Tony thé/eg§§ert.

N
(8) Clauses containing conjoined verbal structures.
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