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ABSTRACT

The Role of Thematic Structure in Comprehending

Spoken Language

~ Human language is a system, of communication unique to human beings.
Other communication systems do not have the characteristics, features,
flexibilities, and caﬁabilit.ies -of. human language. Mainl.y human
communication has gqt two ménifestatfons: spoken and written. Every piece
- of language produced, either spoken or written is referred to as text.
The way a text is presented and staged hés been the center of attention by
discourse ahalysté, for research findings indicate that text structure can make

a text either easier or more difficult to comprehend.

Information is transferred Athrqugh the process of communication.
Therefore, t'h‘é‘ investigation of how information is transferred in text zif:d/or
ip discour‘se; has a . crucial irﬁpaét on the process of staging and
representation of discourse étx."ﬁctufe. For discoﬁrsc— analysis is tﬁc analysis of

how and why a piece of language/discourse is produced and understood in a

given context. Also there is a mutual relationship between context and a




piece of language/discourse produced, i.e., context determines what we say

and what we say détermin es the context (Halliday, 1978).

A text is made up of Information structure and Thematic structure. The -

former deals with the distribution of "Given - New" in an utterance and

refers to something new and is primarily a matter of stress and intonation.

The latter is a matter of arrangement and organization. However-;, the two

are concerned with how information is trdnsferred, or discourse structure is
staged. Also the two structures provide appropriate context and respond to

“both speaker and Listener (Vasconcellos, 1992: 157).

Linguists have expressed different views regarding the arrangement of

information in a text. For instance, De Beaugrand and Dressler (1981)

express disapproval to marked information organization and believe that it

‘makes text comprehension difficult. On the contrary, Firbas (1992) and
Givén (1988) hold that the unusual order of sentence elements fulfils an

additional communicative purpose not served by unmarked ordering.

In an attempt by the investigator to verify the truth of the above positions,

a test was devised to tap the subjects’ comprehension of three spoken texts

with three different Thematic Structureg. In fact this study is concerned with

_ the relationship between the variation in Thematice Structure and the

o




comprehension of spoken language. So the study focused on the following
questions:
- 1. Is there any relationship between thematic structure and the

comprehension of spoken language?

2. Which of the themes would have greater thematic force and be easier

fpf the subjects to comprehend?
’ Accoraingly, the following null hypotheses were set forth;
1. There would be no relatioﬁship between the variation in thematic
structgré and comprehending si)oken k-mguage.
2. There would be no difference betwc;en'the kind of vthcme' and the
comprehension of spoken laﬁguage.

i

In this study, the independent variable had more than two levels, so in

order to determine and discover whether the levels of the independent -

variable differ in how they in\ﬂucncq' the subjects’ pcrf()rmancé on the
dependentb variable, two way ANOVA and Scheffé Test were used. The study
was déne on the basis of a counterbalanced design.

The homogeneity of subjects was determinded through the adu;i.n;strzuion

- of a Michigan-test and running a one - way ANOVA over subjects score on

listening tests. Three groups of sophomore students majonng in Enghish

v



, Lit;fature and Translation at Allameh Tébatabaie’ University. were ;‘eledf@d ‘
The information presented in Table IV.1 reveals that the values observed
for F (in two - way ANOVA) exceed the. F '- critical value. Therefore, the
first null hypoihesis is rejected at .Oi level. Afso the information presented in
Tables IV.2, IV.3, and IV.4 reveals that t-observed values exceed the
t-'critical values at .05 and .01 levej of significancy. So the second null

hypothesis is rejected.
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CHAPIER L
INTRODUCTION
1.1 - Statement of the Problem

Thi; stﬁdy is concerned with the relationship between the variation in

thematic structure (Theme +- Rheme) and comprehending spoken language.

It als'o aims at investigatiné whether it is necessary to give priofity to
pragmatic (functional) pe'rspective or to syntactic perspective in devel.oping
material for courses dealing with listening comprehension in EFL situation.

Theé questions in this stud); are as follows:

-1Is fhere any rglationship between theivariation in thematic s.tructure and
the comprehension of spoken‘language.?

- Which of the themes would have greater force and be easier for the

subjects to comprehend?




1.2 - The Hypotheées

To be on the safe side, the present researcher's hypotheses are null -
hypotheses. They are as follows:
- Tl}'ere‘ 15 no relationship between thematic structure and comprehending
spokén language.
- ;I‘he;e would be no difference between the kjnd of theme aﬁd subjects’

comprehension of spokeﬁ texts.
1.3 - Significance of the Study

As for its signficance, the study will firstly answer the introduétéry
‘questio‘ns. The findings will be aI;o' beneficiai to the course designers to
determine what the pre-fequistgs of an EFL listéning comprehension course
shoujd be. Morés\;fel@ the results will show whether or not it is necessary in
preparing materials for listening comprehension to use the language for
which it is commonly used' in daily cqrﬁmunicafion, i.e.,the natura; grammar

in Halliday’s account. For instance, if different variations are found in every

_ day use of language, they should be included in EFL. listening‘comprehension
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