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Abstract

The contributions of centering theory (CT)
have been widely accepted in linguistics, but
there has not yet been much published
research applying the theory to first
language (L1) interference. This study
applies CT to investigate L1 interference in
discourse coherence in essays written in
English by Thai university students.
A corpus compiled from 50 essays is
analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively.
Statistical results suggest that CT is more
reliable than human raters in measuring
coherence, since the data shows no influence
of subjective measurement. Further analysis
by CT shows that word repetition is the most
common form of Cb (focus of attention) in
the continuation states (56.6%), and



pronouns are the second most frequent form
(39.6%). These findings conflict with the
predictions of CT, which assert that
pronouns are usually preferred over noun
phrases. Results of qualitative analysis
pointed out that this discrepancy is caused
by L1 interference in writing, since word
repetition is commonly used in Thai
discourse. The Thai Students’
English-language writing abilities were at
pre-intermediate levels of competence.
However, this aspect is not considered
negative L1 interference since the use of
repetition in the students’ compositions
helped the raters follow the ideas in the
writing. The results also show that the
students were not aware of issues of
cohesion and were not confident in using
pronouns. The L1 interference in discourse
coherence, specifically word repetition, was
recognized by Thai raters but not by native
English-speaking (NES) raters.

Introduction

Coherence cannot be overlooked in the
study of discourse analysis because it is an
important quality in any text. This project
aims to find proper ways to guide students to
improve their writing ability by focusing on
discourse coherence analysis.

Since coherence involves the thinking
process, measuring coherence can be
problematic and is subjective. Levels of
coherence are not objectively measurable on
the surface of a text, unlike other errors such
as grammatical errors, spelling errors, and
errors in word choice. Therefore, measuring
coherence in writing is always challenging,
and particularly so in the EFL (English as a
foreign language) field. Several methods
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have been proposed for measuring text
coherence. For example, Todd et al. (2004)
proposed topic-based analysis, whereas Lee
(2004) applied tree diagrams in measuring
coherence in students’ essays. Some
electronic tools have also been designed
specifically to measure coherence in a text,
as described, for example, by Higgins et al.
(2004), Miltsakaki and Kukich (2000), and
Hasler (2008).

Higgins et al. (2004) developed a system
called Criterion, which is an online essay
evaluation service, to measure coherence
based on discourse elements. In the work of
Miltsakaki et al., centering theory (CT) was
applied in an e-rater tool by focusing on
rough-shift transition in the centering model.
Such machines are, however, not available
in regular classrooms. In addition, the
methods proposed for the electronic tools,
and in previous studies (i.e. Milsakaki et al.
2000, Higgins et al. 2004, Hasler 2008, Hu
et al. 2001) were limited only to the
measurement of specific types of coherence.
In order to extend CT to the field of EFL,
this study adopts CT not only to measure
coherence but also to analyze the techniques
which Thai students use in writing their
essays coherently. The results of the CT
analysis reveal particular aspects in students’
writing which can pinpoint L1 interference
with regard to discourse coherence.

Due to the fact that the organization of
discourse is different from language to
language, it is possible that EFL learners
may construct discourse in their first
language (L1) pattern. Like many other EFL
learners around the world, Thai students
have been documented as demonstrating
mother tongue (L1) interference (Pongpairoj
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2002, Bennui 2008, Watcharapunyawong
and Usaha 2013). Therefore, the researcher
hypothesized that the students who form the
demographic base in this study tend not to
write coherently in a natural English
discourse structure, but rather tend to relate
ideas and express focus of attention using a
discourse structure which more closely
matches conventional Thai writing. The
present study aims to investigate the
techniques that Thai university students are
likely to employ in writing coherently, and
what the Thai (L1) influence is on coherence
in students’ writing,.

By employing CT in the analysis, the
present study aims to reveal two points:
firstly, to what extent CT can be applied to
analyze coherence in students’ essays; and
secondly, how L1 interference influences
coherence in students’ writing. The results
are explained from the centering theory
perspective.

Review of Relevant Studies

This section attempts to synthesize
published work in two main areas, namely
centering theory (CT) and first-language
interference (L1 interference).

Centering theory (CT) is the main
framework of analysis used in the present
study. The theory was chosen because it can
measure discourse coherence by capturing
the focus of attention in a discourse
segment. Maintaining and changing the
focus from one utterance to another
utterance shows how ideas are connected in
a discourse segment.
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The concept of L1 interference is then
presented, and previous research studies in
this field reviewed, in order to explore
current theoretical understanding in the
published literature of L1 interference
especially as it applies to Thai students
learning English.

Centering Theory

Centering theory (CT) is a linguistic theory
which focuses on the center of attention in
an utterance and how the center or focus is
maintained or shifted between utterances in
a discourse segment. The theory has been
used in many discourse analysis works,
since it can explain coherence in discourse
both in terms of levels of coherence and the
use of referring expressions. From the
original work of Barbara Grosz in 1997, the
theory has been adopted and developed by
several researchers in the fields of discourse
analysis, computational linguistics, and
psycholinguistics, for example Brennan et
al. 1987, Gordon et al. 1993, Aroonmanakun
2000, Miltsakaki et al.2000, Hu et al. 2001
among many others.

Many experts in these fields have employed
the centering model to explain the different
degrees of discourse coherence, for example
Gordon et al. (1993) for English, Miltsakaki
et al.(2000) for Japanese, Hasler (2008) for
computer-aided  summarization and
Pathanasin et al. (2014) for English and
Thai. These works measured coherence by
focusing on the use of referring expressions
to point to the center of attention. One well-
known example by Grosz, Joshi, and
Weinstein (1995) is as follows:



Example 1:

a) Susan gave Betsy a pet hamster.

b) She reminded her that such hamsters
were quite shy.

c) She asked Betsy whether she liked the
gift.

In the above discourse segment, there are
two discourse entities realized by Susan and
Betsy which are possibly being referred to
by the pronoun ‘she’ in utterance (b).
According to Grosz et al., readers will prefer
to interpret “she” to mean Susan rather than
Betsy due to the fact that if Susan is the
antecedent, the center of attention will be
maintained between (a) and (b), resulting in
less processing load on readers. By contrast,
if ‘she’ in (b) refers to Betsy, the center of
attention is changed, which would increase
the processing load. According to CT, it
would be easier to process if the pronoun
refers to Susan. In conclusion, Susan is
preferred over Betsy for the coherence of
discourse.

CT provides a number of elements to be
integrated in order to explain different
relationships between utterances in a
discourse segment. These elements, namely
an utterance’s members, constraints,
ranking, and rules, are functional in
formulating transition states in local
discourse. There are four types of transition
states. Each type reflects different
relationships between utterances. Levels of
discourse coherence can be measured by
these transition states. Each element in the
theory is explained in brief below.
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Semantic entities in utterance

A discourse segment consists of a number of
utterances, which can each be labeled as, for
example U;....Un (utterance 1 to the last
utterance). To understand the relationship
between such utterances, it is crucial to
understand the primary role of each entity in
an utterance. According to CT, an utterance
consists of a set of semantic entities which
are included in a list of forward-looking
centers (Cf).

In a Cf set, there is only one entity, namely
the backward-looking center (Ch), that links
the current utterance (Ui) with its
immediately previous utterance (Ui.), and
there is one entity called the preferred center
(Cp) which is predicted to be the Cb of the
next utterance (Uis1). Note that the
prediction might not be true, so that the Cb
and Cp of a particular utterance might not be
the same entity.

According to Brennan, Friedman, and
Pollard (1987), the Cf members are ranked
according to their grammatical roles which
are: Subject > Object(s) > others. This
ranking explains that the subject is higher
priority than the object(s), which are again
higher in priority than others. For example,
we can determine the Cf members of
utterance (a) in example 1 above, as follows:

Example 2
(U1) Susan gave Betsy a pet hamster.

Cf: [Susan, Betsy, pet hamster]
Cp:[Susan]
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Utterance (U:) consists of three entities
which are Susan, Betsy, and pet hamster.
These three are therefore members of the Cf
set and are ranked according to their
grammatical roles. That is, Susan is the
subject, so is ranked highest. Betsy is the
first object, so is ranked second. The pet
hamster is ranked third, respectively. All
members are put in square brackets ([ ]) for
analysis. The first member in this set is the
preferred center (Cp) which is predicted to
be the backward-looking center (Cb) of the
next utterance. According to the theory, the
Cb is the most focused entity in an utterance
and is realized in the immediately previous
utterance.

According to the theory, the highest ranked
member in Cf(U1) realized in (U2) will be
the Cb(U.). Once again, it is predicted that
Susan will be Ch(U,) since Susan is the
Cp(U1), as demonstrated in the following.

Example 3

(U1) Susan gave Betsy a pet hamster.
Cf: [Susan, Betsy, pet hamster]
Cp: [Susan]

(U2) She reminded her that such hamsters
were quite shy.
Cf: [Susan (she), Betsy (her),
pet hamster]
Cp: [Susan (she)] Cb [Susan (she)]

Grosz, Joshi, and Weinstein (1995)

Following CT, Susan is the preferred
antecedent of the pronoun ‘she’ since the
entity is the Cp(U;) and Susan has the
highest rank by means of the Cf ranking.
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The above example shows that the focus of
(U1) is maintained in (U>).

Centering Transitions

As mentioned above, the focus (Cb) of an
utterance may or may not be maintained
between utterances. This relationship of
change (or non-change) of Cb from one
utterance to the next is called a transition
state. There are four types of transition state:
Continuation, retain, smooth shift, and
rough shift. Transition states express
different relations between the present
utterance (Uj) and the previous utterance (Ui
1) and they reflect levels of coherence in a
discourse segment. Basically, the more
Continuations there are, the more coherent
the discourse is.

This study will adopt the centering transition
states proposed by Brennan, Friedman, and
Pollard (1987). The transition states are
defined by the relationship between Cb and
Cp, as shown in Table 1. The symbol “[?]”
means that the current utterance does not
have a Ch. Note also that there are cases
where transition states cannot be calculated,
such as in the first utterance of a discourse.

Table 1 Transition states

Cb (Ui) = Cb (Ui1) Cb (Ui) # Cb
or Cb (Uia) = [?] (Ui)

Cb (U) = | CONTINUATION SMOOTH

Cp (V) SHIFT

Cb (U) # | RETAIN ROUGH

Cp (V) SHIFT

To demonstrate the computation of

transition states, example (3) above is taken
once again.




(U1) Susan gave Betsy a pet hamster.
Cf: [Susan, Betsy, pet hamster]
Cp:[Susan] Cb][?]
Transition: None

(U2) She reminded her that such hamsters
were quite shy.
Cf: [Susan (she), Betsy (her),
pet hamster]
Cp: [Susan (she)] Cb [Susan (she)]
Transition: Continuation

It can be seen in the above that U; has no
transition, which is expressed as None. Then
the utterance U is in the continuation state
according to the transition state formula
proposed by Brennan, Friedman, and Pollard
(1987) which can be demonstrated as
follows:

Cb (U2) = Cp (U) and
Cb (Uy) =[?]

Rules

The theory has two rules. The extent to
which a particular discourse follows, or does
not follow, these rules is related to the
processing load in understanding that
discourse. According to Grosz et al. (1995),
CT rules are:

For each U; in a discourse segment D
consisting of utterances Uy, ... Un:

1. If any element of Cf(Ui.1) is realized by a
pronoun in U;, then the Cb (U;) must be
realized by a pronoun also.

2. Sequences of continuation are preferred
over sequences of retaining; and
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sequences of retaining are preferred over
sequences of shifting.

Rule #1 is generally called the ‘Pronoun
Rule’. It deals with the use of a pronoun that
refers to the Cb of an utterance.

Rule #2 deals with the transition states. The
preference of the transition state is for
coherence of discourse. At this point, the
discourse in example (3) will be taken again
to demonstrate the importance of CT rule
#1.

(U1) Susan gave Betsy a pet hamster.

(Uz) She reminded her that such hamsters
were quite shy.

Cf: [Susan (she), Betsy (her),

pet hamster]

Cp: [Susan (she)] Cb [Susan (she)]

Uz in the above example obeys CT rule #1.
Since Betsy, which is not the Cb, is referred
to by a pronoun ‘her’, Susan, which is the
Ch, must be referred to by a pronoun as
well. According to the theory, if the Cb were
not referred to by the same pronoun as
before, but rather spelled out in full, then
this would increase the readers’ processing
load, an eventuality which competent
writers/speakers prefer to avoid.

It can be seen at this point that the centering
model is an explicit way to measure the
level of coherence in a discourse segment.
Therefore, the present study employed the
theory in its analysis. The present study is
not the first attempt to make use of the CT in
measuring students’ essays. In 2000,
Miltsakaki and Kukich exploited the
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centering model to improve performance of
the E-rater, or electronic essay rater. Their
experiment, which focused on CT rule #2,
aimed to explain the role of rough-shift
transitions in students’ essays. They pointed
out that much of the incoherence in students’
essays was caused by undeveloped topics,
and that coherence could therefore be
measured by the percentage of rough shift
transitions.

In contrast, a study by Gordon, Grosz, and
Gilliom (1993) focused on centering theory
Rule #1. This experiment examined the role
of pronouns in discourse. In their work, the
use of pronouns was explained by centering
theory Rule #1. The experiment’s so-called
‘Repeated-Name Penalty (RNP)’ revealed
that if the Cb was not referred to by a
pronoun, it would increase the processing
load in reading.

Next, a brief review of the notion of first
language interference, together with brief
summaries of some previous studies on L1
interference involving Thai students, are
presented below by way of background
knowledge underlying the present study.

First Language Interference in Thai
Students

First language (L1) interference is widely
accepted as an important barrier in foreign
language learning. Ahmed (2010) pointed
out that among many other factors such as
teaching method and socio-cultural issues,
the difference in rhetorical conventions
between English and Arabic was an
important challenge for Egyptian students in
choosing cohesive devices and developing
coherence in English essays. Due to the fact
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that coherence is language specific, a
coherent method might be suitable in one
language but not another.

A wide body of research has shown that L1
interference is an important problem for
Thai learners. In an attempt to help Thai
students overcome this barrier, many studies
e.g. Pongpairoj (2002), Bennui (2008),
Watcharapunyawong and Usaha (2013) have
been conducted in order to identify specific
L1 interference in Thai students. Some
common errors have been identified, and
suggestions made on how to solve these
problems.

Pongpairoj (2002) analyzed errors in English
paragraphs written by 100 Thai university
students.  Contrastive analysis was the
method employed in her study to explain
syntactic errors, morphological errors, and
word usage errors caused by first language
interference. Statistical results showed that
students produced the highest number of
errors in word usage. Morphological errors
and syntactic errors were respectively the
second and the lowest number of errors
found in her study. Causes for errors were
explained through contrastive analysis. Her
paper included some recommendations for
the design of better teaching materials.

Another study in the same area was done in
2008 by Pairote Bennui. The researcher
combined contrastive analysis, error analysis
and inter-language analysis with contrastive
rhetoric in analyzing 28 English paragraphs
written by Thai students. L1 interference
was found on word, syntactic, and discourse
levels. It was found that students directly
translated Thai words into English words
due to their misunderstanding of different



semantic  systems between the two
languages. The wrong word order was often
found, along with errors related to some
English grammar points such as tense,
articles, etc. The researcher pointed out that
Thai students employed Thai writing style
especially on the discourse level, with
incomplete rhetorical patterns and a high
level of redundancy.

Following Bennui (2008), error analysis was
employed in the work of
Watcharapunyawong and Usaha (2013)
which focused on L1 interference in Thai
EFL students. In their studies, 40 students
were assigned to write paragraphs on
different topics reflecting different genres,
and errors were found in all genre types in
16 categories i.e. verb tense, word choice,
article and pronoun. However, the results
pointed out that L1 interference affected
different genres differently. For example,
article use was the highest type of error
caused by L1 interference in descriptive
writing while verb tense was the highest L1
interference errors in narrative writing. The
researchers suggested that genre should be
taken into consideration in English essay
writing lessons.

Focusing on producing coherence in Thai
discourse, Ratitamkun (2010)’s study
showed that Thai speakers at 4 years of age
used lexical expressions more frequently
than reference expressions (i.e. pronoun) by
significant percentages (88% vs 12%). She
claimed that children will be capable of
using referential forms when they get older.
This could suggest that the use of lexical
expressions to form coherence is common in
Thai discourse.
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This field of study has proven the problem
of L1 interference in different aspects
including coherence. Results from previous
studies (i.e. Pongpairoj 2002, Bennui 2008,
Watcharapunyawong et al. 2013) directly
benefit the area of EFL in Thai contexts.
These studies have helped curriculum
developers to design better courses by
increasing their awareness of these
problems. Teachers of English should
choose materials and prepare lessons to help
students reduce L1 interference. However,
previous studies on L1 interference (i.e.
Pongpairoj 2002, Bennui 2008,
Watcharapunyawong et al. 2013) have been
conducted only on the surface level of texts,
focusing on issues such as grammatical
errors, word choice, and word order. There
is an absence of research conducted to
analyze specifically the way that L1
interference affects discourse coherence.
The present study aims to fill this gap by
exploring how L1 interference influences the
way that Thai students connect their ideas
between sentences in writing.

Methodology

Data

The data analyzed in the present study was
randomly selected from students’ essays at
Prince of Songkla University, Phuket,
Thailand. The demographic groups studied
comprise  first and second  year
undergraduate students who are studying
different majors within the Faculty of
International Studies. The corpus was
compiled from 50 essays, each of which
contains five paragraphs comparing and
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contrasting two phenomena, and features a
range of informative patterns.

These essays were part of the students’ final
examination; therefore, students wrote
essays without using any books or electronic
tools. In this task, students chose to write
one essay from three different topics given:
1) The differences between classroom-based
learning and online-based learning, 2)
Advantages of using technology for
communicating, and 3) Things foreigners
might not understand about Thai culture.

Human Raters

To measure the level of coherence in
students’ writing, the essays were marked by
two native English teachers (R1 and R2) and
then again by two Thai teachers (R3 and
R4). R1 and R2 are native speakers of
English with 3-5 years of experience
teaching English to Thai university students
and both hold a Bachelor’s degree. Living
and working in Thailand, both have some
communication skill in Thai. R3 and R4 are
Thai university lecturers holding a Ph.D. in
relevant fields and have 10-plus years of
experience teaching English to Thai students
on the university level.

All raters read all the essays and gave points
specifically on coherence for each essay.
They were asked to give between 1-5 points
where 1 referred to the lowest degree of
coherence and 5 referred to the highest
degree. Each essay received different points
and the points were calculated into
percentages. For example, an essay that
received 3 out of 5 points meant that the
essay’s level of coherence was 60%.
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The human raters understood that coherence
analysis was the main aim in the present
study; therefore, they overlooked other
errors  such as spelling, grammar,
capitalization, etc. After marking, all raters
were interviewed specifically on coherence
aspects. They gave opinions on students’
techniques in giving coherence to their
essays and in the wuse of referring
expressions. The interview questions
covered whether they could recognize any
first language interference in the essays.

In the meantime, the researcher constructed
an informal group interview with students in
the form of a classroom discussion. The
researcher asked students whether they
realized their own choice of cohesive
devices and asked them to give reasons for
their choices of reference expressions in
essay writing.

Compiling Corpus

In this step, a corpus was compiled for CT
analysis. All essays were separated on the
sentence level. Then, all utterances were
input in Excel: one worksheet for one essay.
In each worksheet, utterances were arranged
in the same column as presented in the
following:

Advantages of using technology for
communicating

In the world everything are depend on
technology.

Technology is beyond developed and make
a lot of good thing in today.

Technology have a lot of advantages such
3. | as, communicating, business and internet
something like that.

There are 3 main advantages of technology
for communicating in daily life.




Centering Analysis

To measure coherence in the data Cf
(forward-looking centers), Cb (backward-
looking center), and Cp (preferred center) of

Coherence in Thai Students’ Essays:
An Analysis Using Centering Theory

each utterance were identified and input in
the next columns respectively. Then
transition states between utterances were
calculated and recorded in the last column as
below:

Technology in dairy life CF CB CP TRANS
In the world everything are depend | the world, "
on technology. technology ' the world None
Technology is beyond developed
and make a lot of good thing in :ﬁic:nology, good technology | Technology | Continuation
today. 9
Technology has a lot of advantages technology,

L . advantages, . .
such as, communicating, business A technology | Technology | Continuation

. LS communicating,
and internet something like that. busi :
usiness, internet
There are 3 main advantages of 8 main advantages 3 main
NPT of technology, advantages A
technology for communicating in L technology Continuation
A communicating, of
daily life. R
daily life technology

Coherence analysis

Next, results of the three assessments - by
native English speaking raters, by Thai
raters, and by CT analysis - were compared
through descriptive statistical methods (Box
plot) to describe the distribution of coherent
scores by each rater and by CT analysis.
This stage of analysis aimed to measure the
levels of coherence in discourse and prove
the usefulness of CT in measuring discourse
coherence.

The last step was a deeper analysis of the CT
in order to determine if the use of referring
expressions conformed to the proposed
rules, particularly rule #1 of the CT, which
states that ‘If any element of Cf(Ui1) is
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realized by a pronoun in Uj, then the Cb (Uj)
must be realized by a pronoun also.” The
consequences of the conformation were
investigated, and the results of this analysis
are presented below.

Results and Discussion

The results from the quantitative descriptive
analysis show the differences in evaluation
between CT analysis and the four raters, as
presented in figure 1.
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Figure 1 Box Plot of distribution percentages among 50 students evaluated
by CT and four different raters.
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Figure 2: Distribution of percentages among
50 students rated by R1.
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Figure 3: Distribution of percentages among
50 students using CT analysis.



Figure 1 shows that all five coherence
evaluations, by CT analysis method, R1, R2,
R3, and R4, are significantly different from
each other. This can clearly be seen from the
data distribution using the box plot visual
data display method. The CT analysis
method and R1 show symmetric data
distribution, i.e., the data is equally divided
into quartiles. The data distribution depicted
in Figure 1 shows that R2, R3, and R4 did
not have the same equal distribution, and so
it is not possible to divide the data into four
parts (i.e. quartiles) by this method.

Further analysis to differentiate CT analysis
and R1 found that R1 was not normally
distributed and not continuous, as shown in
Figure 2. In contrast, an approximately
normal distribution was produced from the
results of the CT analysis (Figure 3).

The results could suggest that the coherence
analysis is subjective because different raters
evaluated the same set of data in different
ways. However, the results show that CT
analysis is the most reliable measurement
because this method was the only method to
produce a normal distribution of the data
under study. The normal distribution
showed no influence of subjectivity in the
measurement. This is because CT analysis is
an explicit way to analyze coherence in a
discourse segment by capturing the focus of
attention of an utterance and explaining the
relationship  between utterances. This
confirms the usefulness of the CT model in
coherence analysis.

The quantitative results led to a deeper
investigation into how students make their
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writing coherent. The results showed that in
all utterances with continuation states, which
contribute to maximal coherence, the focus
of attention, Cb, is carried on in different
forms. The frequency of each type of
referring expressions is presented in Table 2.

Table 2 Instances of referring expressions
found in utterances with each
continuation state

Reference expressions | Instances | %
Word Repetitions 226 56.6
Pronouns 158 39.6
Definite Noun Phrases 9 2.3
Zero Pronouns 6 1.5

As can be seen in Table 2, the types of
referring expressions found in utterances
with continuation states are word repetitions,
pronouns, definite noun phrases, and zero
pronouns respectively. Further analysis was
done to investigate the reasons why the
writers chose each type of reference
expression. The results are presented below.
Note that the students’ spelling and
typographical errors not relevant to the area
under analysis have been corrected to
enhance readability and protect the students’
privacy.

Word Repetitions

Results showed that repetition is the most
common form of referring expression found
in the data of the present study, with a
frequency of 56.6%. It was found that
students kept focus of attention by using the
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same words throughout the discourse
segment. The following example is an
excerpt from the beginning of an essay
entitled ‘Things foreigners might not
understand about Thai culture’.

Example 4

U1: Thailand has a long history and an
interesting culture.
<Cb = None, Cp = Thailand>

U2: Long time ago, Thailand was a
developing country.
<Cb=Thailand, Cp=Thailand>

U3: Today, Thailand is one of the most
popular countries in the world.
<Cb=Thailand, Cp=Thailand>

U4: Every year, Thailand has many
foreigners come to visit.
<Cb=Thailand, Cp=Thailand>

U5: Many foreigners come to Thailand and
want to learn about Thai language.
<Cb=Thailand, Cp=foreigners>

U6: Some foreigners want to learn and
understand about Thai culture.
<Cb=foreigners, Cp= foreigners>

U7: Many foreigners might not understand
Thai culture.
<Cb=foreigners, Cp= foreigners>

The above example showed that the student
connected her ideas using repetitions, in this
case, a proper noun: Thailand, and a
common noun: foreigners. If we look at the
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amount or percentage of continuation states
in students’ essays, this shows that the
essays are relatively coherent. However,
from the CT perspective, pronouns are
preferred over noun phrases (Gordon et al.
1993). The high frequency of word
repetition in the data, therefore, showed L1
interference in writing.

For the case of ‘Thailand’ the researcher
would like to elaborate that in the Thai
language a country name is neutral and is
not referred to by a pronoun ‘he’ or ‘she’.
Therefore, Thai students with low English
proficiency would not be keen to replace
‘Thailand’ with a pronoun, whether ‘it’ or
‘she’, as ‘it’ sounds inappropriate for a
respected institution while ‘she’ is feminine
although grammatically correct.
Nevertheless, ‘Thailand’ can be referred to
by a proper definite noun phrase such as ‘the
country’. Instead of trying to find a proper
referring expression or a synonym, the
writer picked the word repetition ‘Thailand’
to give coherence to her essay.

To support this claim, the researcher would
like to refer to Chanawangsa (1986), who
found in her research that word repetition is
often used in Thai for four purposes: to
avoid confusion and make a text easy to
comprehend, to reaffirm one’s viewpoint, to
express interest and to cooperate in
conversation. It could be pointed out here
that the students employed Thai discourse
structure in English writing.

From interviews with students, it was found
that some students were not aware that a
word should not be repeated many times in
writing. They said, for example, “Nobody
has ever told me that I cannot do this,” and



“It is easier for me to do this because it is
like when I think in Thai”. The other reason
that students gave was “I wanted to keep
focusing on the topic that | was writing
about.”

Unsurprisingly, even though the use of
repetition was noticeable by native English-
speaking (NES) raters (R1 and R2), they did
not recognize it as an example of L1
interference. The NES readers viewed this
weakness as poor grammatical ability, or
evidence of students’ low proficiency level
in English writing. One NES rater stated that
he would expect lower frequency of word
repetition in more advanced Thai students’
writing. In addition, he even pointed out
that the use of word repetition in the target
group positively helped the essays to be
more coherent. The wuse of synonyms,
paraphrases or pronouns might even be more
confusing and problematic if a wrong
pronoun or synonym was used. The other
NES rater said that word repetition
maintained the central idea in the essay. In
sum, the word repetition found in the corpus
helped the raters to follow the ideas in the
essay.

On the contrary, Thai readers (R3 and R4)
recognized repetition in students’ essays as
showing a similar pattern to typical Thai
discourse. They agreed that students were
not confident in using pronouns and
synonyms in English, probably due to a lack
of practical experience in reading and
writing complex discourses in English.
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Pronouns

The second most frequent cohesive devices
found in the data are pronouns. According
to Centering Theory, Cb should be referred
to (if not must be referred to) by a pronoun
(Gordon et al. 1993). Interestingly, the
percentage of pronouns found in the present
study is relatively low (39.6%) when
compared to word repetition (56.6%). In
addition, analysis shows that the use of
pronouns in the data is in an unclear pattern.
That is to say, students unpredictably chose
between pronouns and word repetition.

Example 5

Uio: Although technology for

communication has advantages and

disadvantages, it can help people.
<Cbh=technology, Cp=technology>

Uis: In my opinion, using technology for
communication has advantages more than
disadvantages.

<Cbh=technology, Cp=technology>

Ui4: It can help me communicate with
family, friends easily.
<Cbh=technology (it), Cp=technology>

Uis: Using it, | save time, money, and if |
have more free time, | can meet new friends
from this technology.

<Cbh=technology (it), Cp=technology>

Uis: For me, this technology is very good.
<Cbh=technology, Cp=technology>



MANUSYA: Journal of Humanities Regular 21.2, 2018

The above example is an excerpt from an
essay entitled ‘Advantages or disadvantages
of using technology for communicating.” It
shows the unpredictably mixed non-definite
NP (U12 and Us3), pronoun (U4 and Uss) and
definite NP (Uss) in referring to Cb, in this
case, technology. This confirms the above
claim that students were not confident in
using pronouns and/or were not aware of the
effect of using different cohesive devices in
their writing. According to the CT rule
proposed by Grosz et al. (1995), which the
present study chose to follow, the use of
different referring expressions in the data
did not violate CT rule #1 regarding the use
of pronouns in referring to Cb. However,
from Gordon et al. (1993)’s strong view, the
result could be considered a violation of the
rule which states that the Cb should be
pronominalized; otherwise it would increase
processing load in readers.

In addition, it is found in the data that
students use incorrect pronouns, such as
using a plural pronoun to refer to a singular
noun or vice versa. Note that these pronoun
errors did not affect the analysis, as the
researcher could identify the antecedents of
the pronouns. For example:

Example 6

Uss: Last week, | went to Phang-nga.
<Cb=None, Cp=I>

Uis: Two Spanish asked me “What is Krab
in Sawas-dee-krab?” and a lot of questions
from them.

<Cb=I (me), Cp=two Spanish>
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Ui7: | know my English is not good but | use
my body language and skills to speak with
him.

<Cb=lI, Cp=I>

The above excerpt from an essay titled
‘Things foreigners might not understand
about Thai culture’ showed a pronoun error
in Uiz where the student used the pronoun
‘him’ instead of ‘them’. As mentioned
above, the researcher could identify the
antecedent of the pronoun. Therefore, the
pronoun error did not affect the analysis.

Interestingly, discussion with  students
revealed that students did not believe they
had a problem choosing the right pronoun,
even though pronoun errors were noticeable.
A deeper analysis showed that the students
in the present study were not trained to use
pronouns sufficiently in writing. It could be
seen clearly in the results that pronouns,
which are not commonly used in Thai
writing, could be a problem for Thai learners
when performing English writing tasks.

Definite Noun Phrases

Definite Noun Phrases are considered a
frequently-used cohesive device in English
achieved by the selection of vocabulary,
called Lexical Cohesion in Halliday and
Hasan (1976). However, they are found in
only 2.3% of the utterances in this data set.
The discourse segment in example 7 was
selected from an essay on the topic ‘Things
foreigners might not understand about Thai
culture’.



Example 7

Uzo: They try to learn about Thai culture,
and travel in Thailand.
<Cb=foreigners (they), Cp=foreigners>

U21: The foreigners don’t understand Thai
culture, but they like to learn Thai culture.
<Cb=foreigners, Cp=foreigners>

From the analysis, the low number of
definite NPs can be attributed to L1
interference in students due to the fact that
Thai language does not have definite articles
(the). Therefore, it is rare to see definite NPs
used as reference expressions in the data.
Thai language often uses word repetition
without definiteness, and so it is not
surprising that this type of reference
expression is the most common reference
expression found in the data, as discussed
above.

Zero Pronoun

The least common type of referring
expression found in the data is zero
pronouns at only 1.5%. Example 8 shows an
excerpt from an essay on the topic
‘Advantages or disadvantages of using
technology for communicating’.

Example 8

Us: | think use technology to contact
foreigners is more comfortable and very
easy to use.

<Cb=[?], Cp=technology>
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Uz: @ Can make my life very easy and very
comfortable.
<Cb=technology (), Cp=technology (&)>

The above example presents the use
of the zero pronoun (@) when the entity in
U, is Ch: technology. This aspect violates
the CT rule because the use of the zero
pronoun does not exist in this position in
English. However, the zero pronoun in Thai
was the focal point in Aroonmanakun (2000)
who proposed CT rule #1 for Thai discourse
that If some element of Cf(Ui.1) is realized as
a zero pronoun in Ui, then so is Ch(U;).
Also, Pathanasin and Aroonmanakun (2014)
pointed out in their research that the zero
pronoun is used significantly often to refer
to the Cb entity in Thai discourse.

However, results showed that the zero
pronoun, which is the least common
cohesive device in the data of the present
study with a frequency of only 1.5%, does
not occur frequently enough to demonstrate
L1 interference in the target group. It could
be claimed that the target group generally
understand the basic sentence structure
S+V+0 in English, and did not generally
apply subject omission in Thai when writing
English, at least in 98.5% of utterances.
These results do not suggest a need for extra
instruction on this point. The focus should
be on choosing appropriate referring
expressions such as pronouns or definite
NPs in the subject position.

Conclusion

From applying centering theory in analyzing
discourse coherence in students’ essay
writing, two significant points emerge from
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the data. Firstly, the statistical results
suggest that centering analysis is a more
reliable method than four human raters for
the reason that the CT analysis shows no
influence of subjective measurement as
depicted by Box Plot distribution and
Distribution of percentages among 50
students by CT analysis in Figure 1 and
Figure 3 respectively. Secondly, CT
analysis shows that Thai university students
employed word repetition as the most
common form of referring expression at
56.6%, whereas pronouns are the second
most important cohesive devices found, at
39.6%, despite the fact that pronouns are
preferred over noun phrases in forming
coherent discourse segments according to
CT. The other two types of referring
expressions found were definite noun
phrases and zero pronouns, which were
found in small numbers at 2.3% and 1.5%
respectively.

A deeper analysis revealed L1 interference
in the choice of referring expressions in the
target group. That is to say, students
employed Thai written discourse structure,
in which word repetition is commonly used.
In addition, students were not keen on using
pronouns, due to their lack of English
writing practice, even though they did not
have  problems identifying  suitable
pronouns. The interview revealed that
students who are at a pre-intermediate level
of ability in English were not aware of the
effects of different cohesive devices on their
writing.

Nevertheless, the use of word repetition over
pronoun reference was not always a
drawback. NES raters said that word
repetition was useful in helping them follow
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students’ ideas in essays. Interestingly,
native raters saw students’ choices of
cohesive devices as evidence of weak
grammatical ability in English, whereas Thai
raters identified L1 interference in discourse
construction.

Implementation

For further studies, it is recommended that
investigations should be conducted with
Thai students with higher proficiency in
English to see the difference in coherency-
forming techniques. In terms of curriculum
development, the researcher recommends
that lessons on the use of cohesive devices
should be offered as part of English-
language academic writing courses in
Thailand.
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