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A Study on Chinese Topic Chains Based on Narrative Texts of

Primary School Students and Its Pedagogical Implications
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Topic chains serve as a vital textual organizational structure in Chinese discourse, typically comprising a topic and a
sequence of subsequent comment clauses. Research indicates that the textual functions of topic chains in Chinese
narrative texts are influenced by the relationships among their comment clauses. Topic chains can be categorized into
four types based on the combinational relations of the comment clauses, with their textual functions ranked from
strong to weak as follows: temporal topic chains > additive topic chains > causal topic chains > adversative topic
chains. The classification of topic chains into distinct structural types and the analysis of their textual functions not
only broaden the theoretical framework of Chinese topic chain research but also offer valuable insights for teaching

Chinese as a second language, particularly in the context of text instruction.
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Introduction

Topic chain is a prevalent linguistic phenomenon in Chinese discourse and is considered one of the defining
features of the Chinese language. It typically appears as a sequential structure comprising multiple explanatory
clauses controlled by a single topic. The term “topic chain” was first proposed by the Australian linguist Dixon
(1972). Tsao (1979) later incorporated this concept into Chinese linguistic research to tackle the issue of sentence
boundary ambiguity in Chinese. Subsequent to that, scholarly discourse concerning the Chinese topic chain has
progressively expanded. Scholars have examined this linguistic phenomenon from various angles, such as
syntactic structure, functional traits, language instruction, cross-linguistic analysis, and similar aspects. Examples
of pertinent research are outlined below. Shi (1989) argued that the topic chain in Chinese functions as a syntactic
unit equivalent to a sentence. Chu (1998) viewed the topic chain as a cohesive device and established the
definition of the textual sentence in Chinese within this framework. Wang (2004; 2006a) delved into the internal
structure of topic chains, investigating the combinational rules of comment clauses in static and dynamic topic
chains?®, respectively. Yang and Li (2009) classified topic chains at the discourse level, emphasizing their
importance in discourse analysis and text teaching. In reviewing and summarizing existing research on Chinese
topic chains, Wang (2012) suggested addressing the boundary problem of topic chains by initially identifying
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and defining the topic. Sun (2014) examined the characteristics of topic chains through the lens of form-meaning
integration, proposing new definitions and classifications. Wang and He (2016) analyzed English translations of
Chinese topic chains, highlighting cross-linguistic differences in discourse anaphora between Chinese and
English. Wang (2019) conducted a study on how variations in the animacy hierarchies of topics within topic
chains affect their overall textual functions. Weng and Cheng (2023) explained the mechanisms and realization
strategies of discourse coherence in Chinese run-on sentences through a systematic analysis of topic chains.

Research on Chinese topic chains from a functional perspective is extensive. However, scholarly focus on
the relationship between the internal structure and external function of the topic chain is limited. As an integrated
structural unit, both the “topic” and “comment” components are crucial for the realization of the textual function.
Sun (2015) emphasized the necessity of investigating the internal structural characteristics of topic chains to
conduct a comprehensive analysis of their textual functions. In this context, this study initiates by analyzing the
combination patterns of comment clauses within topic chains to investigate the impact of their structural
variations on overall textual functions.

Discussion on the Definition of Topic Chain

Currently, there is no unanimous agreement within the field of Chinese discourse studies regarding the
definition of the topic chain. Several representative viewpoints are noteworthy. Tsao (1979) argued that the topic
should be positioned at the beginning of a topic chain, without specifying any requirements for its form (zero
form, pronoun form, or noun form) in the subsequent comment clauses. Li and Thomson (1989) similarly asserted
that the topic must appear at the start of a topic chain, emphasizing that the topics in the subsequent comment
clauses should consistently utilize zero anaphora. Chu (1998) suggested that the topic does not always occupy
the initial position within a topic chain, while also asserting that each subsequent comment clause must be
connected through zero anaphora. Additionally, Wang (2004) contended that topic chains in particular discourse
contexts could be classified into two types: independent topic chains and non-independent topic chains. Example
(1)? is taken from Wang Jing’s article.

Example (1)

a X b, (gBTELIRT L, oG F KA, oI5 135 bl P A B 21 7 s o X
WL FAEF 2T ETN 1777 2N B A 19 2175 i

a zhewé gémmg xign gi i, igzudza ta shi yi shang, igshen chuan chang p&o, ig shou woshiz juan; b ta j
sihi z&a xidang xing gudan bang de célvé jgyau sthi zai mido huTjiiz bdi litish iwan p mg fang gong i shén
zhou dadide héng wei 1an tGe

This revolutionary pioneer, sitting on a large armchair, dressed in a long gown and holding a scroll, seems
to be contemplating strategies for the prosperity and stability of the country, or perhaps sketching a grand
blueprint for the 9.6 million square kilometers of the Chinese land.

Wang Jing’s analysis (2004) identifies two topic chains in Example (1), labeled as “a” and “b”. Topic chain
“a” appears unfinished, exhibiting both semantic incompleteness and grammatical inadequacy. In contrast, the

2 All examples related to topic chains in this article are accompanied by their corresponding Hanyu Pinyin transcriptions and
English translations.

% In Example (1)a, “IX {7 #A7JE0K zhéwé gémig xidn qi (this revolutionary pioneer)” serves as the topic of the topic chain,
marked with ‘i’, and ‘ig’ in each subsequent comment clause represents the zero anaphoric form of the topic. The following
examples uniformly employ this marking convention.
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topic chain “b” is grammatically independent and semantically self-sufficient, achieving a complete closure at
this juncture. Wang (2004) distinguishes between two types of topic chains: non-independent topic chains, such
as “a”, and independent topic chains, such as “b”.

Chinese discourse anaphora can be roughly divided into three types: noun anaphora, pronoun anaphora, and
zero anaphora (You, 2024). Among these forms, zero anaphora serves as a significant mechanism of textual
cohesion (You, 2024) and is essential for the establishment of a topic chain. Integrating the preceding analysis
and in accordance with the objectives of this study, we define a topic chain as an independent, semantically self-
sufficient discourse segment comprising multiple clauses (no fewer than two) that share a common explicit topic.
The explicit topic must occupy the initial position of the chain, with zero anaphora serving as its referential form
in all subsequent clauses. Moreover, the topic chain exhibits textual properties and may extend across sentences
or paragraphs. Example (2)* offers a concrete illustration.

Example (2)

WEIAG P — 157, o RPIMIRAT, ol A EMELT T, 0l RIFHE T —IR, o285 2.
(Excerpted from Book A, p. 154)

Xiézh¥feng i kan déo zhéyr q ng X Ry, igla dao ta yan gidn, igbd shiz zhéng zhdng de jiao géi le ta, igshen
shén de kau le ta yt yadn, igqiao rén | iqtu

Seeing this, Xie Zhifeng came up to him, solemnly handed him the book, gave him a deep look, and then
quietly left.

The Classification of Topic Chains in This Study

From the perspective of internal structure, the combinational relationships among comment clauses within
topic chains are not homogeneous; rather, they display multiple patterns. Halliday and Hasan (1976) categorized
the logical semantic relations between clauses into four distinct types based on cohesion and coherence: additive,
adversative, causal, and temporal. Drawing on the classification mentioned above, this study categorizes Chinese
topic chains into four types: additive topic chains, adversative topic chains, causal topic chains, and temporal
topic chains. Subsequently, specific examples will be used to demonstrate the inherent logical semantic features
of these four types of topic chains.

The term “additive” refers to a linguistic phenomenon that permits the addition of supplementary
information after completing a clause or statement. See Example (3).

Example (3)

R ALF A 10, i vl 1941 7 #5747 - (Excerpted from Book C, p. 3)

naké yai hdo ké lian a, iglidn zhan de difang dou mé you le.

That tooth is so pitiful. It doesn’t even have a place to stand.

The term “adversative” signifies the contrastive relationship between the events or states described in the
two clauses before and after. These two clauses share certain similarities yet diverge in particular aspects. See
Example (4).

4 The corpora selected for this study are all from the following three books, which are respectively referred to as Book A, Book B,
and Book C for convenience. Book A, titled A Collection of Classified Essays for Primary School Students ( (/24243 54 30—
A4) ), was published by Yanbian University Press in 2016 (%1 K 2% Hi fi4t, 2016); Book B, titled A Comprehensive Collection
of Classified Essays for Primary School Students —Narrative Essays ( /N34 53 280 0k ——41EEA/E ) ), was published
by Yanbian Education Press in 2019 (ZEiZ1#F H! i 4, 2019); Book C, titled Narrative Essays for Primary School Students ( {/)»
A AUEEAETC) ), was published by Cultural Development Press in 2021 (324 & J@ Hi i, 2021).
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Example (4)
HEES = (" LT LT, PATEHLEE— (ALY, o/ R DAE L LIS F 7 72045 AL (Excerpted from
Book B, p. 81)

méi ni& “San ba” fii nii jié wo i dou huiscng nm yi fén I wiy iz mé xicng d&o ji nidn hulyi zhézhong
fang shigei nm sang li wab

Every March 8th, on International Women'’s Day, [ would always give you a gift. This year, however, [ never
expected that | would give you a gift in this way.

The term “causal” denotes the cause-and-effect relationship manifested between clauses. See Example (5).

Example (5)

LR R —EHFEN, S llio Rk TIRNK K & L7 RATHITEM . (Excerpted from Book A, p. 31)

“méi nii” ma ma i céng shi yt ming jiin rén, suo yi ig ydng chéng le feng feng huo huc. 1éi li feng xing de
zZuo fengo.

My beautiful mother previously served in the military, a background that fostered her dynamic and decisive
demeanor.

The term “temporal” denotes the sequential order of event occurrence. Altering the positions of the clauses
results in a change in the sequence of objective events. See Example (6).

Example (6)

— KL, FOH T AL, (o RN E IR K 19 7 . (Excerpted from Book C, p. 60)

yI tian wan shang, wo i ji le wé sheng jian, igti rén ting dao la ji tong li fa chiz “cha cha” de sheng yin.

One night, | went into the bathroom and suddenly heard a sizzling sound coming from the trash can.

To clearly delineate the logical semantic relations among clauses, the topic chains illustrated in the four
preceding examples consist solely of two comment clauses. Nevertheless, in many instances, the number of
comment clauses within a topic chain frequently exceeds two. Consequently, the combinational relationships
among these clauses may not be unitary. To address this issue, this study employs the textual segmentation
approach developed by Mann and Thompson (1988), guided by Rhetorical Structure Theory (RST). RST posits
that the arrangement of clauses within a text is hierarchical. Two fundamental components merge to create a
larger unit, which subsequently integrates with another component to form an even larger unit. This concept is
exemplified through the analysis of Chinese topic chains, as demonstrated in Example (7).

Example (7)

A B LNEEN, bHZig N BTG 15, ciliHig—& /% 55/% 7 - (Excerpted from Book A,
p. 46)

a baba i surrén gong zudjido mang, b dan shiigzhi yao you kéngr bian kan shi, ¢ ér gi¢ igyr kan jiumé
wan mé ligo.

Although my father is quite busy with work, whenever he has free time, he reads books, and once he starts,
he just can’t stop.

We will now examine the combinational relationships between comment clauses in the topic chain of
Example (7) through the lens of RST. In this example, the primary relationship among the comment clauses is
adversative, where “a” functions as the core clause, while “b” and “c” serve as satellite clauses. “b” and “c”
establish a lower-level, additive relationship, with “b” as the core clause and “c” as the satellite clause. This study
primarily categorizes topic chains based on the highest-level relationship present within a textual segment. As a
result, Example (7) is classified as an adversative topic chain.
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The Influence of the Internal Structural Differences of Chinese
Topic Chains on Their Textual Functions

In the preceding section, we classified topic chains into four categories: additive, adversative, causal, and
temporal topic chains. To explore the textual functions of these categories, a quantitative statistical method based
on a corpus analysis is predominantly utilized. The analysis is guided by two key factors: the “textual distribution
ratio” and the “topic persistence value”.

Previous studies have shown that discourse organizational patterns and syntactic structures vary
significantly across different types of discourses (Wang, 2006b). In general, longer texts are more likely to exhibit
mixed genres, which complicates the analysis of their syntactic structural features (Wang, 2006b). To address
this issue, this study opts for narrative compositions written by primary school students as the corpus source.
While the complexity and volume of information in these writings may not match those of more sophisticated
works, they exhibit semantic completeness, coherent expression, and focused content, embodying fundamental
traits of a proficient text.

Statistics and Analysis of the Textual Distribution Ratios of Different Types of Topic Chains

In this section, we first elucidate the concept of the textual distribution ratio and subsequently perform a
statistical analysis of the textual distribution ratios across different types of topic chains.

Explanation of the textual distribution ratio of topic chains. The utilization of syntactic structure in
discourse is not random but rather influenced by communicative intentions and discourse genres. In specific texts,
the distribution ratios of topic chains featuring different internal structures exhibit significant variations: some
demonstrate a high distribution ratio, whereas others show a low one. Generally, topic chains with a high
distribution ratio tend to have relatively strong textual functions, while those with a low distribution ratio tend to
have relatively weak textual functions.

A comparison of the textual distribution ratios of different types of topic chains. This study collected
806 topic chains meeting the research criteria from a corpus of 640 narrative essays authored by primary school
students. Of these, 350 are classified as temporal topic chains, 301 as additive topic chains, 89 as causal topic
chains, and 66 as adversative topic chains. The formula for calculating the textual distribution ratio is defined as
follows: Textual Distribution Ratio = (the Number of Each Type of Topic Chains =+ Total Number of Topic
Chains) % 100%. The textual distribution ratios of different types of topic chains are presented in Table 1.

Table 1

The Textual Distribution Ratios of Different Types of Topic Chains

Types of topic chains Number of topic chains Textual distribution ratio
Temporal 350 43.42%

Additive 301 37.34%

Causal 89 11.04%

Adversative 66 8.19%

Total 806 100%

Table 1 indicates that temporal topic chains and additive topic chains constitute a significant portion of
Chinese narrative texts, with their combined share totaling 80.76%. In contrast, causal topic chains and
adversative topic chains represent a smaller fraction, with their combined share amounting to only 19.23%. This
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phenomenon can be explained through the lens of text genre. Labov (1972) proposed that a narrative text
generally consists of six structural elements: abstract, orientation, complication, evaluation, resolution, and coda.
However, in practice, not all narrative texts include all six of these components. Nevertheless, the sections on
“orientation” and “complication” are essential. The “orientation” section usually provides contextual information
about the text, offering an unrestricted portrayal of the narrative’s time and place, characters, and events, among
other aspects. This contextual information generally displays a static semantic extension, serving to establish the
conceptual foundation for the narrative’s subsequent development. As previously noted, the term “additive”
denotes the capacity to append or augment information based on a completed clause. This implies that the
structural characteristics of additive topic chains can be used for presenting and elaborating on contextual details.
Consequently, the “orientation” segments establish circumstances conducive to utilizing additive topic chains. In
narrative texts, “complication” denotes the progression of the story and the evolution of events, constituting the
central element of the narrative framework. This segment typically comprises a sequence of events mirroring the
external reality and is predominantly conveyed through narrative clauses within the text. “Temporality”
constitutes a significant characteristic of this phenomenon. It refers to the requirement that events unfold
chronologically, aligning closely with the inherent characteristics of the temporal topic chain. Consequently, the
“complication” sections facilitate the utilization of temporal topic chains. Due to the essential roles of “orientation”
and “complication” in narrative texts, along with their significant presence in textual content, the distribution
ratios of temporal topic chains and additive topic chains are consequently found to be high. Causal topic chains
and adversative topic chains are commonly utilized in the “evaluation” section of narrative texts, which serves
as a comprehensive assessment of the reasons, key points, and significance of the narrative. It reflects the
narrator’s perspective and can convey attitudes or generate suspense, thereby augmenting the emotional impact
of the narrative. However, “evaluation” is not integral to a narrative text and occupies a small portion of the text.
This circumstance has led to a comparatively low distribution rate of causal topic chains and adversative topic
chains.

In conclusion, after analyzing textual distribution ratios, the textual functions of the four types of topic
chains in Chinese narrative texts can be ranked in the following descending order: temporal topic chains >
additive topic chains > causal topic chains > adversative topic chains.

Statistics and Analysis of the Topic Persistence Values of Different Types of Topic Chains

In this section, we first elucidate the concept of topic persistence value, followed by a statistical analysis of
the topic persistence values associated with different types of topic chains.

The calculation method of the topic persistence value in the topic chain. From the perspective of internal
composition, a topic chain consists of two parts: the “topic” and the “comment”. The two parts interact with and
influence each other. The intrinsic properties of the topic, such as animacy, definiteness, or indefiniteness, impose
certain restrictions on the combinational patterns of the comment clauses. On the other hand, the combinational
patterns of comment clauses influence the continuity of the topic. Certain combinational patterns of comment
clauses promote the continuation of a topic, while others tend to interrupt or terminate it. Zhong (2015) introduced
a method for calculating the persistence value of a noun entity in the text, tailored to meet specific research
requirements. That is, the persistence value of a noun entity refers to the frequency of its recurrence within the
following ten clauses after its initial mention in the text. Based on this framework, we establish the calculation
procedure for determining the topic persistence value of a topic chain. The persistence value of a topic, defined
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as the number of comment clauses linked through zero anaphora following its initial introduction into the topic
chain, can be illustrated in Example (8).

Example (8)

NI I E [ o018 HZ XA KR IFSE: (0 a5 (T oD it A A
FHOILFHTEH B LT SR IR /LT AT T2 HI K i /1780 P 7% 7. (Excerpted from Book C, pp. 77-
78)

zhi'jian ta i qu shliang mian fen, igshdo liang qi¢ dua cide jia rawen shui fan fade réu ya; igjié zhe zhiin
bé jido zi xian, ighd tido wé pin dao ragezhong gie hdo de shic& zhong jigo yin; rén hau ig bd r&i hdo de
mian tuan nachi 14, igydng gan mian zhang gan chéng b&o bing.

She took an appropriate amount of flour and added warm water in small amounts several times, kneading
and pressing it repeatedly. Then she prepared the filling, pouring the seasonings into the various chopped
ingredients and stirring them well. After that, she took out the kneaded dough and rolled it into thin wrappers
with a rolling pin.

In the aforementioned topic chain, there are a total of 6 comment clauses. Following the initial introduction
of the topic “Iftita (she)” into the chain, it carries five zero anaphoric clauses. Hence, the “topic persistence value”
of Example (8) is 5.

A comparison of the average topic persistence values of different types of topic chains. The “topic
persistence value” is defined with respect to an individual topic chain. When considering a category of topic
chains, one should calculate the “average topic persistence value”. The formula for computing the average topic
persistence value is as follows: Average Topic Persistence Value = The Sum of Topic Persistence Values <+Total
Number of Topic Chains.

Table 2 presents the statistical results of the average topic persistence values for 350 temporal topic chains,
301 additive topic chains, 89 causal topic chains, and 66 adversative topic chains in 640 Chinese narrative texts.

Table 2

The Average Topic Persistence Values of Different Types of Topic Chains

Types of Sum of topic Total number of Average topic
topic chains persistence values topic chains persistence value
Temporal 889 350 2.54

Additive 623 301 2.07

Causal 165 89 1.85
Adversative 115 66 1.74

Table 2 data reveals variations in average topic persistence values among different types of topic chains.
The average topic persistence values are significantly high for temporal topic chains (2.54) and additive topic
chains (2.07), whereas they are relatively lower for causal topic chains (1.85) and adversative topic chains (1.74).

This phenomenon is explicable by analyzing the information transmission characteristics across different
types of topic chains. Chen (1987) suggested that by connecting the surface forms of discourse, a continuous
stream of information is transmitted from the speaker to the listener. In terms of information combination modes,
Guo (2004) provided insightful perspectives that serve as valuable references for future research. The overall
structure of discourse information aligns with human cognitive principles, and the composition of discourse
information often mirrors people’s cognitive habits (Guo, 2004). Building on this premise, we examine how
information is conveyed across different types of topic chains. In a topic chain, the likelihood of topic
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continuation increases when the information transmission mode of the comment clauses adheres to human
cognitive laws and habits. Temporal topic chains serve to illustrate the chronological sequence of events or
actions, and additive topic chains are used to contextualize a specific object or event by offering background
information. The modes of information transmission in these two types of topic chains typically align with the
inherent characteristics and developmental trends of the subjects they address. In most cases, they are predictable
and consistent with human cognitive habits. Consequently, topics within temporal and additive topic chains
typically demonstrate high persistence. The causal topic chain emphasizes the logical causal relationships among
events and phenomena, and the adversative topic chain primarily conveys situations in which the meanings
preceding and following are relatively or entirely opposite. Information transmission within these two types of
topic chains is often disrupted by situational variations, which renders it unpredictable and conflicts with human
cognitive habits. As a result, these conditions are prone to causing the interruption or cessation of topics.

In conclusion, after analyzing topic persistence values, the textual functions of the four types of topic chains
in Chinese narrative texts can be ranked in descending order as follows: temporal topic chains > additive topic
chains > causal topic chains > adversative topic chains. This result is consistent with the conclusion derived from
our analysis of the textual distribution ratios.

Conclusion and Teaching Implications

This study examines the textual functions of four types of topic chains in Chinese narrative texts, analyzing
them through two dimensions: textual distribution ratio and topic persistence value. The results demonstrate that
internal structural variations among topic chains significantly influence their textual functions. The textual
functions of the four types of topic chains can be ranked in descending order as follows: temporal topic chains >
additive topic chains > causal topic chains > adversative topic chains. Nevertheless, our study primarily focuses
on analyzing narrative essays authored by elementary school students, and the corpus size is relatively small. Due
to primary school students’ limited expressive abilities, the transmission of information within topic chains may
be affected. Furthermore, the aforementioned conclusion is based on corpus statistics and should be viewed as a
trend rather than an absolute, unchanging formula. It suggests that, in particular contexts, the hierarchical
arrangement of textual functions linked to different types of topic chains demonstrates a degree of flexibility.
This study not only broadens the research perspectives on Chinese topic chains and enhances the existing corpus
of findings in this area, but it also provides valuable insights for teaching Chinese as a second language. A brief
discussion follows.

Since the 1980s, with the development of discourse linguistics, people have gradually realized the
importance of text teaching for learners of Chinese as a second language. The primary aim of Chinese text
teaching is to enhance students’ ability to express themselves coherently at the paragraph level. Topic chains, as
an important unit of Chinese texts, naturally fall within the scope of key teaching points. Based on the insights
from this study, we believe that when teaching about Chinese topic chains, the following points should be taken
into consideration. First of all, in the early stage of teaching Chinese as a second language, emphasis should be
placed on topic chain teaching in order to cultivate students’ awareness of the textual structure. Analysis of the
textual corpus in this study reveals that topic chains account for a non-negligible proportion of the narrative
essays written by primary school students. Narrative writing is a key focus in the teaching of basic-level Chinese
composition. Teachers should consciously expose students to topic chains and highlight the specific elements,
such as “topic”, “zero anaphora”, “comment clause”, etc. By engaging in focused and structured exercises,
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students can develop proficiency in constructing Chinese topic chains, enhancing their expressive skills. Secondly,
when teaching Chinese topic chains, it is essential to guide students in recognizing the combinational
relationships among the comment clauses. A topic chain consists of a topic followed by several comment clauses.
However, second language Chinese learners often encounter challenges in accurately positioning comment
clauses within the topic chain. In teaching, educators should help students elucidate the logical connections
among comment clauses in different types of topic chains to enhance students’ proficiency in employing topic
chains. In this way, students will gradually improve their accuracy in using topic chains. For instance, when
students understand that comment clauses within a temporal topic chain are organized chronologically, they can
more effectively discern the logical sequence of events in their application of temporal topic chains. Finally,
make use of the textual function characteristics of different types of topic chains to improve teaching effectiveness.
Li (2016) conducted an empirical study and demonstrated that learners of Chinese as a second language have
difficulty continuing the topic within a topic chain when writing narrative texts. Topic chains produced by
Chinese learners that incorporate two comment clauses are significantly more common, whereas those containing
three or more comment clauses occur considerably less frequently. The findings of this study show that the topic
persistence value varies across different types of topic chains in Chinese narrative texts. Among them, the
temporal and additive topic chains exhibit relatively high persistence values because the combinations of the
comment clauses in these two types of topic chains are more in line with human cognitive processing.
Accordingly, in order to help students develop their ability to continue the topic, teachers should start by focusing
on the temporal topic chains and the additive topic chains. In addition, it is necessary to explain the reasons and
methods for the continuation of topics in these two types of topic chains, thereby enhancing students’
understanding and usage of topic chains.
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