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Abstract

This paper aims at finding out the types of themes and the thematic patterns used in the
discussion texts written by the third year students of English Department of Universitas Negeri
Padang. This study used a descriptive qualitative method taking 20 students of English
Department of Universitas Negeri Padang as the participants who were asked to write a
discussion text based on the suggested topics. The data were analyzed using a content analysis
method. The results of data analysis indicate that the four types of themes — simple unmarked
theme, simple marked theme, multiple unmarked theme, multiple marked theme — are used in
the students’ discussion texts. Then, the thematic patterns in the students’ discussion texts are:
Topical, Textual*Topical, and Interpersonal*Textual"Topical. Simple unmarked theme is the
thematic pattern found in all parts of discussion text and plays the most important role in
building the arguments. It is concluded that the choice of types of themes and thematic patterns
used in the students’ discussion texts indicate their lack of attention to the ideas organization,
especially in presenting the arguments in the discussion texts.
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Introduction

Theme as the starting point of a clause as a message (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004) plays an important
role in confirming a written well-organized text. Good organization of ideas distinguishes writing from
speaking, another mode of communicating a text. Consequently, the choice of theme of a clause should
consider the other message delivered in other clauses, and incorrectly choosing the theme of a particular
clause leads to awkwardness in presenting the ideas in a text.

The important role of clause theme in writing a text has attracted a number of researchers to conduct
studies on theme-rheme organization in a text, such as theme-rheme pattern (Belmonte & McCabe-Hidalgo,
1998; Dejica-Cartis & Cozma, 2013; Ebrahimi, 2016; Jingxia & Li, 2013), theme markedness (Rosa, 2007a;
Sofyan & Tarigan, 2018), and thematic progression (Gunawan & Aziza, 2017; He & Tian, 2018; Rahmawati,
2016; Rosa, 2007b, 2011; Yang, 2008; Yunita, 2018). Those studies are particularly aimed at showing the
contribution of theme-rheme patterns to the text cohesiveness due to several common problems related to
textual cohesion and coherence in writing.

In addition, those previous studies seek to characterize ideas organization in certain text types. Some of
them focused on ideas organization in exposition texts (Rosa, 2007a, 2007b), recount texts (Rahmawati,
2016; Yunita, 2018), explanation texts (Yang, 2008), and news item texts (Sofyan & Tarigan, 2018). The
results of their studies successfully formulate typical characteristics of theme and thematic progression
pattern in particular text types. Furthermore, those previous studies leave the gap for further exploration on
other text types, one of which is discussion text.

A discussion text has its own characteristics in presenting the issue and how the ideas supporting the
issue are organized. Unlike exposition texts, discussion texts present the issue from at least two points of
view (Gerot & Wignell, 1994; Rosa, Muryanti, Mulia, & Jaya, 2008), locating their writers in a neutral
position. Exploring how themes are used and organized in presenting arguments in a discussion text is
interesting since it provides two-sided arguments. Thus, this paper aims at finding out types of themes and
the thematic patterns used in the discussion texts written by English Department students at Universitas
Negeri Padang and how themes contribute to reveal the characteristics of discussion texts.

Method
This study used a descriptive qualitative method to explore problems and deeply understand the
phenomenon of thematic patterns of discussion written by students learning English as a foreign language.
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The data were the themes of the clauses used in the discussion texts written in English by the third year
students of English Department of Universitas Negeri Padang in the 2018/2019 academic year. 20 students
were taken as the participants who were asked to write a discussion text based on one of the three suggested
topics (use of Internet in learning, excluding English subject at elementary school, and application of online
learning in English Department of UNP). There was time limitation as the students were only given 90
minutes to complete their writing, and the uses of any resources (both printed and online resources) were
allowed. The discussion texts were divided into their clauses and were analyzed using a content analysis
method.

Results and Discussion

The results of data analysis indicate that the discussion texts written by the third year students of English
Department of Universitas Negeri Padang are composed of clauses constituted by four theme patterns:
simple unmarked topical theme (SUT), simple marked theme (SMT), multiple unmarked theme (MUT), and
multiple marked theme (MMT). One of the examples of the use of SMT in the students’ discussion texts can
be seen in (1).

(D) Internet is basically a network of many computers all over the world
Topical
SUT Rheme

The clause in (1) is only composed of one theme, i.e. “Internet”, which is therefore called simple theme.
The theme is also called topical theme because it is the element of transitivity. As the topical theme is
composed of first participant element, it belongs to an unmarked theme. Therefore, the type of theme of the
clause in (1) is called SUT. The other examples can also be seen in (2) to (5).

(2)  Internet is basically a network of many computers all over the world
Topical
SUT Rheme

(3) Many students gain knowledge or information with the help of internet.
Topical

SUT Rheme

(4)  Everybody needs internet for some or other purpose.
Topical
SUT Rheme

(5) Including English in Elementary school s the right decision of the government.
Topical
SUT

Rheme

As indicated by the clauses in (2) to (5), the participants that serve as the topical themes can be composed
of more than one word as long as they belong to a nominal group.

Although its uses are less frequent than SUT, SMT is also found in the students’ discussion texts, one of
which is presented in (6).

(6) In junior high school curriculum, the teacher do not focus teach vocabulary
-IS-I(\)/?.:_C&II Rheme

The theme constituent of the clause in (6) is circumstance of place indicating its role as a marked theme.
The use of marked theme in (6) is motivated by the student’s intention to emphasize the role of junior high
school curriculum as the main point of the message. As there is only a marked topical theme used as a theme,
the clause theme is called SMT.

The other type of circumstances used in the students’ discussion texts is circumstance of time whose
example is provided in (7).
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(7)  Nowadays, school assignments are now noticeably easier to find on the internet
Topical
SMT Rheme

The theme of the clause in (7), i.e. nowadays, is the circumstance of time used to highlight the current
fact about using internet sources in school assignments. The clause theme in (7) is called SMT because it is a
simple theme (composed of only one type of theme) and a marked theme (a topical theme made of
circumstance element). The choice of circumstance of time as the theme in this context is a good decision
since the previous clauses (see the extract paragraph from the data in (8)) do not give any information related
to the time.

(8) Internet presence provides positive benefits for the world of information, but it also has negative
effects. Many students gain knowledge or information with the help of internet. Nowadays, school
assignments are now noticeably easier to find on the internet. It is undeniable that internet gives
effect to student in learning process.

As shown in (8), the first three clauses do not provide any time-related information which is necessary to
specify when the phenomena of using internet elaborated in the paragraph take place. Therefore, placing a
circumstance of time as the theme of the fourth clause in (8) is a good decision.

Using circumstance of place and time dominates the SMT in the students’ discussion texts; nevertheless,
there are also few instances where the students use circumstance of angle as the clause theme as shown in

(9).
(9) Forthatreason  the use of internet in study provides both positive and negative effects.
Topical Rheme
SMT

The clause theme in (9) is “For that reason” leading to the presence of positive and negative effects of
internet in study. As the theme is a circumstance of cause, which is a constituent of topical theme, it is
categorized as a marked theme. Furthermore, as there is only one theme in the clause (indicating simple
theme), the clause theme is called SMT.

The topical theme element that serves as the marked theme in the students’ discussion texts does not only
contain circumstance element but it also contains second participant as shown in (10).

(10)  All aspect of life, both positive and negative students can access and obtain from the internet
Topical
SMT

Rheme

Although the theme of the clause in (10) is composed of a nominal group (participant), it is not a
common element of a theme. It is identified as the second participant which is usually located after the
process. The first participant “students’, that should ideally be the clause theme, is placed in the rheme
position. Such uncommon use of theme is known as marked theme. Moreover, as the theme is only
composed of one type of theme, the theme of the clause in (10) belongs to SMT.

In addition to simple themes, there are a number of clauses composed of multiple themes. The clause in
(11) is the example of MUT.

(11) Even though learning language in early age is better.
Textual | Topical Rheme
MUT

The clause in (11) is composed of two theme elements: the conjunctive “Even though” and the participant
“learning language in early age”, constituting a thematic pattern “Textual*Topical”. This means that the
clause is composed of textual and topical themes which is, therefore, called multiple theme. Furthermore, as
the topical theme is the participant element, it belongs to unmarked theme. Thus, the thematic pattern of the
clause in (11) is called MUT. The use of conjunctive “Even though” is intended to contrast the idea
presented in the clause from those presented in the previous clauses.

In addition to using contrast conjunctives as the themes, other MUT clauses in the students’ discussion
texts are also composed of time conjunctives as presented in (12).
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(12) When their teacher ask to do some task,
Textual | Topical Rheme
MUT

The MUT of the clause in (12) is composed of textual theme “when” and topical theme “their teacher”,
constituting a thematic pattern “Textual*Topical.”. The use of conjunctive “when” in the clause indicates
time relation with another clause that follows. Moreover, the clause theme in (12) is called MUT because it is
composed of two themes and the topical theme is an unmarked theme.

Furthermore, the constituent of textual theme in the students’ discussion text is also generated from
conjunctions. One of the examples is shown in (13).

(13) and the resource availability is very much convenience to students
Textual | Topical Rheme
MUT

The conjunction used as the textual theme in the clause in (13) is “and”. It is used to show a paratactic
relation with the previous clause to construct a clause complex. The conjunction “and” together with the
participant “the resource availability” constitute the MUT.

Moreover, the MUT pattern in the students’ discussion texts is also composed of three different types of
themes: interpersonal, textual and topical themes. One of the examples can be seen in (14).

(14) Maybe when elementary school student cannot speak English
Interpersonal | Textual [ Topical
MUT Rheme

The clause in (14) shows that its thematic pattern is “Interpersonal*Textual Topical”. The interpersonal
theme used in the clause is “Maybe”, a modal adjunct showing probability. The textual theme is “when”, a
conjunctive adjunct indicating time. The topical theme is “elementary school student”, a participant serving
as the clause subject. This participant is also called first participant, and its use in the clause typically results
in an unmarked theme. Thus, the thematic pattern composed of three themes in the clause in (14) is called
MUT.

The other type of theme used in the students’ discussion texts is MMT. Nevertheless, it is used much less
frequently than the other theme types. One of the examples is provided in (15).

(15) So in learning there is information or knowledge
Textual | Topical
MUT Rheme

The MMT in the clause in (15) is composed of textual theme “So” and topical theme “in learning”,
constituting a thematic pattern “Textual*Topical”. The conjunctive “So” is used to show that the clause is the
result of the previous process described in the previous clause. Then, the circumstance “in learning” indicates
the location where information or knowledge can be obtained. Unlike the MUT which is composed of two or
more than two themes, the MMT in the students’ discussion texts is only composed of two themes.

Based on the results of data analysis, it is found that SUT is the thematic pattern most frequently used in
the students’ discussion texts as displayed in Table 1.

Table 1. Types of thems in the students’ discussion texts

Frequency
No. Types of theme Number Percentage
1  Simple Unmarked Theme (SUT) 338 52.98%
2  Simple Marked Theme (SMT) 71 11.13%
3 Multiple Unmarked Theme (MUT) 206 32.29%
4  Multiple Marked Theme (MMT) 23 03.60%
Total 638 100%

The very frequent use of SUT as displayed in Table 1 does not only dominate the clauses in the
introduction and conclusion but also in the arguments, meaning that both pros and cons in the students’
discussion texts are mostly presented in SUT clauses. This finding is in contrast with the finding of the
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previous study (Rosa, 2007a) arguing that con arguments are more frequently presented in marked themes.
The difference might be due to the writers’ different experience in writing (student writers and expert
writers). Student writers are usually novice writers that are less creative and pay less attention to ideas
organization. These characteristics have been mentioned in several previous studies involving student or
novice writers (McCutchen, 2011; Nayan & Jusoff, 2009; Rosa, 2019). In contrast, MMT is the type of
theme which is least frequently used in the students’ discussion text. This is motivated by the students’
preference to focus on “who” or “what” rather than on “when”, “where”, “why” or “how” in presenting their
arguments through MMT clauses.

Furthermore, the thematic pattern most frequently used in the students’ discussion texts is “Topical”,
composed of only one theme. The finding concerning the thematic patterns of the students’ discussion texts
is presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Thematic patterns in the students’ discussion texts

. Frequency
No. Thematic patterns Number Percentage
1  Topical 409 64.11%
2  Textual*Topical 225 35.26%
3 Interpersonal*TextualTopical 4 00.63%
Total 638 100%

The very frequent use of Topical pattern as displayed in Table 2 is motivated by the dominant use of
simple theme in the students’ discussion text. In addition, the frequent use of Textual*Topical pattern is
motivated by the absence of interpersonal theme in the multiple theme composed of two types of themes.
Meanwhile, the least frequent use of Interpersonal*TextualTopical pattern is motivated by the very small
occurrence of interpersonal theme in the students’ discussion texts. The rare use of interpersonal theme is
caused by the arguments provided in the students’ discussion text that are typically made of facts. In fact,
arguments presented in a discussion text must not always be facts, opinions and assumptions are applicable
as well which are permissible to present possibilities and usualities, such as the use of modality or modality
expressions (Roman & Zapata, 2019).

Conclusion

Based on the results of the study it is concluded that the SUT is the type of theme most frequently used in
the discussion texts written by the third year students of English Department of Universitas Negeri Padang.
This indicates that the ideas or arguments are not presented in a good organization. One of the indicators of
well-organized ideas is the frequent use of conjunctions and conjunctives to show how the arguments are
related one another. Besides, it is also concluded that the students’ discussion texts are made of three
thematic patterns, and due to the dominant use of simple theme, Topical pattern dominates the clause themes.
These findings imply that the students are less creative in presenting ideas especially in providing their pro
and con arguments. In addition, the implication leads to the students’ lack of ability in writing a discussion
text. Therefore, the learning process of writing discussion texts should pay more attention to the quality of
arguments, not merely introducing and modeling the generic structure and lexicogrammatical features of a
discussion text. This refers to the nature of discussion texts whose strength is located in the way how the
arguments are presented. Moreover, for further studies, it is advisable to do studies involving expert writers
to see how their arguments in discussion texts are different from those written by student or novice writers.
Finally, it is suggested for other researchers to conduct studies on thematic patterns in other different text

types.
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