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• Disclaimer	   –	   Influences	   Halliday’s	   (Systemic	   Func?onal	   Linguis?cs),	  
Corpus	   Linguis?cs	   (e.g.)	   Sinclair/Brazil	   and	   Firbas	   (Communica?ve	  
Dynamism)	  

• Text/Discourse	  Linguis?cs	  
• Terminology	  



 Syntax 

• Sentences	  contain	  a	  point	  of	  departure	  equally	  present	  to	  speaker	  and	  
hearer	  and	  culminate	  with	  a	  goal	  (Weil	  1887:	  29)	  	  

• Mathesius	  (1975:	  81ff)	  argued	  that	  sentences	  contained	  thema?c	  elements	  
which	  he	  defined	  as	  both	  the	  point	  of	  departure	  and	  the	  basis	  or	  
founda?on	  	  

• Halliday	  &	  Ma\hiessen	  (2014:	  107)	  defines	  Theme	  as	  the	  elements	  that	  
serve	  as	  the	  point	  of	  departure	  of	  the	  message	  and	  it	  serves	  to	  orient	  the	  
clause	  within	  its	  context	  and	  is	  iden?fied	  as	  culmina?ng	  in	  the	  first	  
experien?al	  element	  

• Firbas	  (1992)	  theme	  =	  elements	  with	  lowest	  communica?ve	  dynamism	  
(those	  that	  contribute	  least	  to	  the	  moving	  forward	  of	  the	  message).	  	  



Informa?on	  can	  be	  recoverable	  because:	  	  
• it	  is	  recoverable/predictable	  from	  the	  context	  	  
• salient	  because	  it	  is	  poten?ally	  accessible	  
• presupposed	  as	  common	  knowledge	  (Prince	  1981)	  	  
But	  in	  SFL:	  Given/New	  is	  projected	  by	  a	  combina?on	  of	  tonic	  (nuclear)	  
placement	  and	  context.	  	  



Given/New 

For	  Halliday:	  	  
•  Speech	  is	  chunked	  into	  tone	  groups,	  each	  of	  which	  represents	  an	  informa?on	  unit	  (a	  piece	  of	  
informa?on)	  and	  each	  tone	  group	  consists	  of	  a	  single	  New	  element	  realised	  by	  the	  nuclear	  
syllable	  and	  op?onal	  Given/New	  elements	  

•  Given	  informa?on	  is	  that	  which	  is	  presented	  by	  the	  speaker	  as	  recoverable	  from	  the	  context	  or	  

co-‐text	  (men?oned	  before)	  while	  New	  informa?on	  is	  presented	  as	  being	  non-‐recoverable.	  



Data methodology and Collection 

• Aim	  to	  generate	  spontaneous	  speech	  both	  in	  monologue	  and	  
conversa?on.	  

• 8	  par?cipants	  broken	  into	  3	  groups.	  
• Each	  individual	  was	  given	  a	  silent	  You	  Tube	  clip	  on	  the	  2013	  UK	  floods	  
to	  watch.	  Then	  they	  watched	  again	  in	  their	  group.	  They	  were	  asked	  to	  
talk	  for	  two	  minutes	  on	  what	  they	  had	  seen.	  Finally	  they	  were	  asked	  
to	  engage	  in	  a	  reflec?ve	  discussion	  of	  what	  they	  had	  seen.	  



Data #Tone Units by speaker 

X-‐squared	  =	  11.2804,	  df	  =	  4,	  p-‐value	  =	  0.02359	  



Data  



Data 

	  Referents	  were	  classed	  as	  new	  =	  indefinite	  NP,	  poten?ally	  recoverable	  
=	  definite	  NP	  and	  given	  =	  Pronoun	  





Repeated Referent 



Repeat Mentions 



Referential Distance 



An example of extended speech 





Conclusion and further work 
1.  Some	  support	  for	  previous	  informa?on	  hierarchies	  e.g	  Gundel	  et	  al	  (1993)	  and	  Lambrecht	  (1994);	  

2.  It	  is	  broadly	  suppor?ve	  of	  Givón’s	  (1983)	  claim	  that	  a	  referen?al	  distance	  of	  20	  clauses	  or	  more	  entails	  
that	  the	  second	  men?on	  of	  a	  referent	  cannot	  be	  anything	  other	  than	  new;	  

3.  Nuclear	  accents	  did	  not	  correspond	  with	  referen?al	  distance	  =	  some	  support	  for	  Halliday’s	  (1967)	  view	  
that	  speakers	  make	  tonic	  the	  items	  they	  signal	  as	  the	  most	  newsworthy	  regardless	  of	  whether	  the	  item	  is	  
recoverable	  or	  non-‐recoverable;	  

4.  The	  lack	  of	  a	  posi?ve	  rela?onship	  between	  larger	  referen?al	  distance	  and	  the	  presence	  of	  tonic	  accents	  
offers	  some	  support	  for	  Firbas’	  (1992)	  claim	  that	  in	  spoken	  language	  tonic	  accen?ng	  re-‐evaluates	  rather	  
than	  reflects	  informa?on	  structure;	  

5.  Nuclear	  accents	  represent	  the	  speaker’s	  projected	  assessment	  of	  whether	  or	  not	  the	  focal	  items	  are	  
newsworthy	  in	  the	  context	  in	  which	  they	  were	  expressed.	  The	  recoverability	  of	  a	  referent	  is	  instead	  
determined	  by	  its	  lexical	  realisa?on	  and	  falls	  broadly	  into	  three	  categories:	  (1)	  discourse	  new	  and	  hearer	  
new,	  (2)	  discourse	  new	  but	  hearer	  given/inferable,	  discourse	  distant	  and	  hearer	  given/inferable	  (3)	  
discourse	  and	  hearer	  given.	  	  

6.  More	  work	  is	  needed	  to	  (1)	  disambiguate	  the	  status	  of	  the	  two	  subcategories	  of	  poten?ally	  recoverable	  
items,	  (2)	  examine	  the	  possible	  informa?onal	  structuring	  effect	  of	  prenuclear	  accents	  and	  (3)	  the	  role	  of	  
linear	  modifica?on	  in	  signalling	  the	  most	  newsworthy	  (high	  CD)	  item	  in	  clauses	  and	  clause	  complexes.	   	  	  	  
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