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Introduction
• Information structures in discourse
• Linguistic theories independent 
• Studies in word order
• Pedagogical considerations primary
• Theoretical issues postponed
• References simplified or omitted



Information Structure
in a Grammar

Halliday (1985): 

Systemic Functional Grammar

3 metafunctions : ideational, 
interpersonal, textual

Textual: cohesion, information 
structure and thematic structure



Dik, Simon C. (1997):
Discourse Functional Grammar

Constituents (parts of speech) of a linguistic utterance are 
assigned three types or levels of functions:

• Semantic function (Agent, Patient, Recipient, etc)
• Syntactic functions (Subject and Object)
• Pragmatic functions (Theme and Tail, Topic and 

Focus), defining the informational status of constituents, 
determined by the pragmatic context of the verbal interaction



(1996):



What is Information 
Structure?

• Halliday (1967): the partitioning of 
sentences into categories such as focus, 
background, topic, comment etc.

• Chafe (1976): information packaging
• the Prague School (1960’s): functional 

sentence perspective 



Elements of 
Information Structure

• New information, Old information
• Topic, Focus, Contrast
• ???



Old and New information

• In communication, Old Info is what has 
already been mentioned previously.

• All New
• Portion new, portion old
• All old??
• Old: Pronominalisation, Drop (zero)



Topic and Focus etc

• Topic = Old
• Focus = New
• Contrast = New with a contrasted element
• Topic-shift: Old? New? …



Mechanisms of 
Information Structure

• Phonology: stress/accent, intonation

!    ==

• Morphology: affixation
• Syntax: word order, info-marker ( )



Word Order Studies
• Deep Structure, Standard theory
• Case Grammar
• Language Typology
• Cognitive Syntax
• Information Structure



InfoStruc &Word Order

• OldInfo initial; NewInfo final
• InfoStruc alters Base Structures for 

signalling



Base Structures
• Base Structure as output of DeepStruc, 

Cognitive Principles etc.
• Base Structures vs. Derived Structures
• Major structures inclusive of negation, 

interrogation, imperative etc.
• Every sentence has a temporal and/or 

spatial frame.



• Canonical structures
• SVO, SV (from argument structure, transitivity 

relations)
• SVauxVO, S-PP-VP
• Advb-VP, Attr-NP



Structural Variants
• Non-canonical structures
• Derived structures via transformations
• ??Lambrecht (1996): allo-sentences 
• SVO: SVO, OSV, SOV; VO, SV, OV, V
• SV: SV, VS, V
• S-PP-VP: S-PP-V, SV-PP



Major Operations
Topicalisation:

( 2004)

( 2004)
Chao1968



Contrast-fronting:

(Xinhong)

(Xinhong)

Focus

?
??



Dethematisation:



Thematic Roles Alternation

1994

1994

1994



Figure-Ground Alternation

Chiu 2011



Existential Sentences
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Pedagogical Principles of 
Information Structure

• Say only what’s important information.
• Say what has already been mentioned first.
• Say what is important last.
• Don’t be redundant.

– Be succinct.
– Don’t repeat.
– Drop all nouns already mentioned.
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