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Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the problems Thematic Progression patterns found in academic writing 

of English students of Politeknik Negeri Bandung. The method applied in this study was qualitative one with 

descriptive analysis. The data were taken from English students’ final project reports, focusing on background 

section. The data were analyzed by using textual analysis of Systemic Functional Linguistics. The results show that 
there three types of problems related with Thematic Progression patterns. The problems are brand new theme, 

empty rheme, and confusing selection of textual theme. These findings have implication on academic writing, 

especially how to develop ideas in academic writing to make it cohesive and coherence. 

 

Keywords:  Thematic Progression patterns, academic writing, Systemic Functional Linguistics, cohesive and 
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Introduction 

It is well known that academic writing is Academic writing is the most challenging skill to learn, 

especially for ESL students. The challenges deal with some aspects, such as, mechanical and 

grammatical errors (Al Mubarak, 2017; Fitria, Tira Nur, 2021), writing introduction section (Diyana 

Binti Maznun et al., 2017), external and internal factors affecting academic writing (Budjalemba & 

Listyani, 2020; Fitria, 2022), language, style, content and methodological problems (Sadeghi & 

Shirzad Khajepasha, 2015), synthesizing critique or explaining the literature in their writing 

(Shahsavar & Kourepaz, 2020), and organizing information (Kuswoyo & Susardi, 2017).  

The ability of students in organizing information in academic writing can be detected from Thematic 

Progression (TP) used. TP refers to the options accessible to writers for connecting the themes and 

rhemes in one clause to those in surrounding clauses. It plays an important role in information 

structure because it serves as a link between the sentence and discourse levels, coordinating 

cohesiveness and coherence (Hawes, 2015). In connecting the sentences and discourse levels, there 

are two patterns of TP than can be followed as listed by Eggins (2004). They are zig-zag or multiple 

theme patterns. In zig-zag patter, the Rheme of the first clause becomes the Theme in the next 

clause. Also, the Rheme in the following clause becomes the Theme in the next one. Whereas in 

multiple theme patterns, the Theme of the next clauses derives from the Rheme of the previous 

clause because the Rheme has more than one idea to develop. However, studies showed that some 

problems have been found concerning with TP. Kuswoyo & Susardi (2017) found out that there are 

six problems of TP encountered by the fifth semester students. The problems cover the problem of 

brand new theme, the problem of double rheme, the problem of empty rheme, the problem of 

empty theme, the problem of overuse of constant theme pattern and the problem of confusing 
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selection of textual theme. In addition, other four new problems are also identified. They are the 

problem of incomplete clause, the problem of error in choosing topical theme, the problem of 

unneeded textual theme, and the problem of double textual theme. Meanwhile, (Truc, 2019) 

detected five problems of TP in students’argumentative essays. They problems are reversed order 

of theme-rheme, unidentified thematic progression, overuse of theme iteration, interrupted 

thematic progression, and inadequately developed thematic progression. Seeing that how 

important is TP in developing ideas of academic writing, this study raises an issue what problems 

encountered by English students in writing the background of their final project reports.  

The implication of this study can be used to improve students’ academic writings. As proved by 

Kraus (2018), making students aware of TP can improve their academic writing quality. In line with 

Kim Nhung & Huu Hiep (2023), TP can be used to upgrade the level of academic writing one band 

higher.   

 

Theoretical Framework 

Thematic Structure 

Thematic structure commonly has two elements: Theme and Rheme. Theme refers to the element 

serving as the point of departure of the message which locates and orients the clause within its 

context while Rheme is the rest of the message in the clause (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014: 89). 

Below is the instance of thematic sructure taken from Halliday & Matthiessen (2014).  

1) Goa Gajah + is the ‘elephant cave’ on the road to Gianyar, a Hindu-Buddhist temple area with 

several open structures, bathing pools and flowing fountains 

In clause 1), Goa Gajah represents Theme as the point of departure of the message while the rest 

of the clause serves as Rheme. Theme is always positioned first before the Rheme. Theme can be 

distinguished into three kinds known as Topical theme, Interpersonal theme, and Textual theme. 

Each of which is accounted for below. 

Topical Theme 

A clause in SFL has representational function, that is to construe a quantum of human experience: 

some process – some change, or in the limiting case lack of change, in the external or our own 

internal environment. Processes are construed as a configuration of three types of elements 

labelled as the process itself; the participants in that process; and any circumstantial factors such 

as time, manner or cause. The guiding principle of thematic structure is that the Theme contains 

one, and only one, of these experiential elements. This means that the Theme of a clause ends 

with the first constituent that is either participant, circumstance or process. This constituent refers 

to its textual function as the Topical Theme (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014). Eggins (2004: p 301-2) 

exemplified the Topical Theme in the following clauses. 

 
2) In most infants, there are frequent episodes of crying with no apparent causes. 

3) I’ve given blood 36 times. 

4) This was in Geneva. 

5) In Greece, they give you nothing. 
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6) However, cries are discomforting. 

In clauses 2) and 5), the Topical theme is realized by a constituent called circumstance. Whereas 

in 3), 4), and 6), they are realized by participants. In brief, a Topical theme can occur once and only 

be realized by one element in the Transitivity system.  

Interpersonal Theme 

Unlike the Topical theme which is concerned with Ideational function, the Interpersonal theme is 

related to Interpersonal function of a clause. Interpersonal theme refers to the theme other than 

Topical theme and Textual theme. Like interpersonal metafunction, Interpersonal theme is 

concerned with modal/comment Adjunct, vocative, and finite verbal operator (Halliday & 

Matthiessen, 2014: p 107).  Some examples taken from Eggins (2004, p 303-4) are below. 

7) Do you want some soup, Diana? 

8) Can you take my bag for me? 

9) Maybe Stephen could help. 

10) Just give me a whistle. 

11) Stephen, do you want some more soup? 

12) Simon, isn’t that where they put the noodle in? 

In 7) and 8), the clauses have Finite as interpersonal theme. They are realized by modal auxiliary 

do and can. In 9) and 10), the clauses have Mood Adjunct as Interpersonal theme realized by 

adverb maybe and just. And in 11) and 12) the clauses have Vocative Adjunct as Interpersonal 

theme.  Naturally, Vocative Adjunct occurs before Topical theme. 

Textual Theme 

Textual theme refers to the element that does not fulfil the position of topical theme or 

Interpersonal theme. The Topical theme can be continuative, conjunction, or conjunctive Adjunct. 

A continuative is one of a small set of words that signal a move in the discourse, that is, a response, 

in dialogue, or a new move to the next point if the same speaker is continuing. And Conjunctions 

link or bind clauses structurally. Semantically, it establishes a relationship of expansion or 

projection. Whereas, conjunctive Adjunct (‘discourse Adjunct’) are adverbial groups or 

prepositional phrases that relate the clause to the preceding text which cover roughly the same 

semantic space as conjunctions (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014). Some examples taken from 

(Eggins, 2004) will explain them. 

13) Oh they give you a cup of tea. 

14) No you wouldn’t. 

15) So they could actually do it through the umbilical artery or whatsoever. 

16) But I Switherland they give you a cognac. 
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In 13) and 14), the clauses have continuative Adjunct since the textual themes are the 

respond in a dialogue. In 15) and 16), the clauses possess conjunction realized by 

coordinator conjunctions of So and But. These themes can be accompanied by Topical 

theme as seen in the examples. 

Thematic progression  

Thematic progression refers to how themes (the beginning points of sentences) and 

rhemes (the rest of the clause) are ordered and developed throughout a text in order to 

achieve coherence and unity. It is a fundamental notion in Systemic Functional Linguistics 

(SFL) that aids in comprehending how information flows in a text. Thematic progression 

has two patterns: zig-zag and multiple themes (Eggins, 2004) as seen in the following 

figure. 

 

 

 

 

   Figure 1 The zig-zag pattern of Thematic development  

 

Figure 1 shows the zig-zag pattern of Thematic development. It shows that the Rheme in clause 1 

becomes the Theme in clause 2. And the Rheme in clause 2 becomes the Theme in clause 3. In other 

words, each consists of Given and New information. The Theme contains Given information while 

the Rheme represents New one. In the next clause, the New information becomes the Theme and 

the Rheme gives New one. But in multiple-Rheme pattern, the development of message is different 

as illustrated in the figure below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Figure 2 The multiple-Rheme pattern of Thematic development 

 

 

Clause 1 Theme  Rheme 

Clause 2 Theme  Rheme 

Clause 3 Theme  Rheme 

      a 

Clause 1 Theme  Rheme   b 

      c 

 

clause 2 Theme  Rheme 

 

clause 3 Theme  Rheme 

 
clause 4 Theme  Rheme 
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Method 

This study followed a descriptive qualitative research design. This kind of research design is chosen 

because this study aims at analyzing, describing, and interpreting data to recognize how textual 

organization of English students’ final project reports in a small scale. A descriptive qualitative 

research design was used to guide the research design to discover a meaningful description of a 
certain phenomenon through a textual analysis and interpretation.  

The data were obtained from five backgrounds of English students’ final project reports published 

in 2022. The background sections were chosen since they are critical in academic writing. They 

should be cohesively written to present not only the issue raised but also the novelty of the study 
to fulfil the gap.  

Analyzing the data took several steps. First, the problems of TP in the data were identified by 

referring to the problems listed by Bloor and Bloor in (Kuswoyo & Susardi, 2017). Then, the 

problems found were classified based on the types. Finally, the discussion of findings was discussed 
before conclusion was drawn. 

 

 Results and Discussion 

Results 

The data show that three types of problems of Thematic progression have been found. They are 

the problem of brand new theme, empty rheme, and confusing selection of textual theme while 

the problem of empty theme and overuse of constant theme pattern were not found. These 

findings are still aligned with what found by Kuswoyo & Susardi (2017) who found five problems in 

their study. The findings are discussed thoroughly below. 

 

Discussion 

Problem of brand new theme 

This problem occurs frequently in the data. It refers to putting new information in theme position 

which is not related to the previous theme or rheme. Some clauses were as the samples to show it. 

The Guardian Post is the largest news article in the United Kingdom (C1). The Guardian provides not 

only news articles but also research journals (C20. Therefore, many people usually search for 

credible data about cases or information on a large source such as The Guardian Post (C3).  There 
are three reasons  why this project was conducted (C4).  

The clauses above contain several problems of TP. The first problem is the problem of brand new 

theme as in clause 3 and 4. The theme does not stated in the previous Rheme or Theme. This causes 
that there is no new themes that are connected to the previous theme or rheme.   

 

The problem of empty rheme 

This problem appears when the writer fails to present new information in rheme position. It means 

that the rheme is not further developed. Some samples of this problem are seen below. 

Book writers often use figurative language as a variation in conveying the desired intention on their 

content (C5). Novels are one of the creations that implement figurative language (C6). The readers 
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often focus on the plot without paying attention to the use of figurative language (C7). The story 

will be more interesting if readers could observe the true writer intention without easily being 

affected (C8). The reader’s critical thinking might increase if they carefully read and analyze every 

word that has been written by the author (C9). Therefore, the focus of this project is to find out the 

number of figurative languages used in the novel based on three types that has been chosen to 
reveal their meanings (C10). 

Almost all clauses above have no connected to each other in terms of theme and rheme. The rheme 

in clause 5 (C5) is not further developed in the next clause. So are other clauses. In addition, all of 

the clauses have problem with brand new theme meaning that they are not related to previous 
themes or rhemes. 

The problem of confusing selection of textual theme 

This problem occurs when the writer finds difficulty in selecting the use of conjunctive adjunct/ 

conjunction as textual theme. It can be seen from the samples taken from the data which are 
presented below. 

The third reason is adverbs help to add depth of emotion, clarity and patterns (C11). They can be 

regarded as emojis that help the recipient receive the message properly with any emotions 

generated (C12). Moreover, adverbs can give rhythm and texture to any sentence, making it a lot 

better (C13). Furthermore, adverbs can provide descriptive details of the text, showing emotions 

and feelings about the things discussed (C14). For example, according to Bryson, A (2019), in Emily 

Dickinson poem: “Because I could not stop for death, he kindly stopped for me.” (C15) Here the 
adverb “kindly” makes the phrase more crucial (C16).  

The textual theme in C13 and 14 seem to be used unproperly. The rhemes in both clauses contain 

new information which are not the new to the previous themes or rhemes. Both types of textual 

theme in the clauses should serve to add more information to the previous themes or rhemes. 
Unfortunately, the themes and rhemes are not properly developed. 

 

Conclusion  

Based on the discussion above, it can be concluded several things. First, English students of 

Politeknik Negeri Bandung encounter some problems in academic writing in terms of Thematic 

Progression (TP). The major problems of TP refer to brand new theme, empty rheme, and confusing 

selection of textual theme. The problem of brand new theme seems to be accompanied by another 

problem, that is empty rheme. These findings can be used as the reference to improve students’ 

ability in writing academically, especially how to write cohesively and coherently. What found in 
this study is also in line with Kuswoyo & Susardi (2017).  
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