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Thematic parentheticals and discourse competence, Mike 

Hannay, VU University Amsterdam; Maria de los Ángeles 

Gómez González, University of Santiago de Compostela 

 

Building on earlier work (Hannay & Gómez González 2012), 

this contribution investigates how so-called thematic 

parentheticals (henceforth TP), in bold print in (1) and (2), are 

used in English academic writing by advanced learners.  

 

(1)    Alternatively, at the older age (33 months) the children 

were less likely to point on the sham hiding trials. 

 

(2)    By the early 1970s, however, this attitude was changing 

and Sir Robert Mark, who took over as Metropolitan Police Commissioner, promised to 

do away with corruption within the force. 

 

We define TPs as any parenthetical element which occurs immediately after an element 

of the Theme and is anchored by that element. TPs are thus taken to be part of an 

"extended multiple theme" (underlined) (Gómez González, 1998, 2001: 329ff.). In (1), 

for instance, the textual Theme (alternatively) is followed by a marked circumstantial 

Theme, at the older age, which anchors the TP, 33 months, and then establishes a 

circumstantial framework for introducing the topìcal Theme, the children. In (2), in 

contrast, the initial circumstantial element, by the early 1970s, provides a temporal 

setting for the whole sentence, while the textual TP, however, relates the whole sentence 

to the preceding discourse by signalling a contrast and prepares the discourse for the 

introduction of the topical Theme, this attitude. 

 

First, we will refine the categories of thematic parentheticals introduced in Hannay & 

Gómez González (2012). A basic distinction will be made between theme-oriented and 

rheme-oriented parentheticals. The former serve an array of functions: they may provide 

extra information to enrich the theme in descriptive terms; they may clarify an implied 
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proposition in the initial thematic element, or they may ground the theme in the 

discourse, thus investing the choice of theme with relevance (cf. Loock 2013). Rheme-

oriented parentheticals, by contrast, supplement the initial theme expression to create a 

complex thematic frame, adding information which guides the reader to interpret the 

rheme in a particular way. 

Secondly, we will also present the findings of a quantitative analysis based on a small 

corpus of academic texts written by advanced Dutch and Spanish-speaking learners. The 

analysis will show the extent to which learners use thematic parentheticals in their 

writing, specified according to parenthetical function, and will be supplemented by a 

qualitative analysis to gauge the success of the thematic framing. This additional 

analysis is useful in the light of claims that learners have difficulty with managing the 

distribution of information, leading to text which is "disconnected and disjointed 

because there is no clear information structure" (Francis 1989: 220). A second 

qualitative study will also be conducted relating to segments extracted from the corpus 

which are characterized by the presence of short single-clause sentences. Our intention 

is to investigate to what extent these sentences might best be reformulated as thematic 

parentheticals within either the preceding or immediately following sentence. By 

identifying the kind of sentence involved here we can formulate advice for training 

material designed to help learners further develop their discourse competence. 

 

Taken together, our quantitative and qualitative analyses will allow us to characterize 

the extent to which advanced learners both at bachelor and master levels have 

developed this specific element of discourse competence. It will be shown that the 

successful use of thematic parenthetical constructions can thus be seen as a feature of 

advanced discourse competence, illustrating the writer"s ability at the C2 level to 

"create coherent and cohesive text making full and appropriate use of a variety of 

organisational patterns and a wide range of cohesive devices" (Council of Europe 2001: 

125) (cf. also Hannay 2007). From the point of view of clause combining, incorporating 

parenthetical information into the running clause allows the writer to distinguish 

between foregrounded and non-foregrounded information, which otherwise might be 

expressed as two independent sentences. From an interactional view of theme and 

sentence construction, thematical parentheticals allow writers "to accommodate 

audience needs" (Hartnett 1995: 211) providing an answer to the writer"s question 
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"what does my reader need to know for me to successfully build a rheme onto this 

theme?". 
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