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 Social studies texts often pose a challenge for readers because of their complex 

linguistics features, which can cause comprehension issues. Drawing upon 

Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL), this study examines how authors create 

cohesive messages and meaning in an 11th-grade U.S. history textbook in 

relation to the history of diseases. Findings reveal four main cohesive resources: 

(1) referring words, (2) ellipses, (3) lexical cohesion, and (4) text connectives, 

are utilized to construct a message that holds together and builds from clause to 

clause. Consequently, a responsibility is placed on the reader to track the 

participant(s) while also forcing them to track the events in the rest of the clause. 

Although the function of cohesive resources helps the writer to express their 

ideas, it may also impede novice readers, such as emergent bilinguals, from 

keeping track of all the participants and information. Implications provide ways 

social studies teachers can take up a role as a language teacher to support 

comprehension of social studies content and language development. 
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Introduction 

 

Given the ultimate goal of the social studies to develop responsible and engaged citizens, educating 

emergent bilinguals becomes a civic imperative. If we hope to prepare citizens for a multicultural, global 

society, we must examine how we can utilize culturally relevant and inclusive social studies curriculum 

and pedagogy to meet language and content needs of emergent bilingual students (Salinas et al., 2017, p. 

457)  

 

I begin with a quote from Salinas et al. (2017) to challenge social studies teachers to become language teachers, 

if they are not already because language is the most urgent obstacle for emergent bilinguals. Notably, the 

―introduction of a second language through academic instruction and materials presents distinctive challenges‖ 

in social studies classrooms (Salinas et al., 2017, p. 444). For example, emergent bilinguals may not fully 

engage in schools due to language and cultural adjustments, resulting in and viewing social studies classes as 

―meaningless and irrelevant‖ (Choi, 2013, p. 12). Additionally, social studies texts contain complex and 

distinctive features that may be unfamiliar to the everyday discourse of a student, such as nominalization, time 

markers, and noun groups (Zhang, 2017; Martin, 2002); thus, making the text challenging to comprehend for 

emergent bilinguals.  
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This comprehension issue creates a more profound problem as many states require testing in social studies at 

both the elementary and secondary school levels (Vogler & Virtue, 2007). For instance, in Florida, the End-of-

Course (EOC) assessment for United States History is a requirement for 11th-grade students on the diploma 

track and constitutes 30% of the final course grade. Thus, if students in Florida cannot learn and comprehend 

social studies content, they may not be equipped to pass the EOC assessment; therefore, affecting their course 

credit for graduation. The effect of social studies state tests has been particularly more difficult for emergent 

bilinguals. Approximately 72.1% of non-ELLs and 24% of ELLs pass with a ―Level 3‖ (Florida Department of 

Education, 2020). In comparing the differences in scores, I do not want to paint a deficit view of emergent 

bilinguals. Instead, I use the comparison in two ways: first, to focus this empirical study on emergent bilinguals 

to better support their literacy and language needs in social studies, and second, to demonstrate why social 

studies teachers need to become language teachers who explicitly teach language.  

 

For my study, I selected the current 11th-grade U.S. history textbook in Florida to understand ―how language is 

used to make meaning‖ (de Oliveira & Smith, 2019 p. 19) and how authors‘ language choices create a cohesive 

message. Situated in the current COVID-19 pandemic, this study looks at the history of diseases as news media 

has looked to the past to examine diseases and pandemics. Namely, the Influenza Pandemic of 1918 gets 

compared to COVID-19 (Alison, 2020; Baskar & Kwong, 2020; Usero, 2020; Yan, 2020). The goal is to 

understand the content students are expected to learn in social studies classes and examine how textbook authors 

organize and communicate content on diseases across the textbook since it is a commonly used instructional 

resource (Gay et al., 2020). Zhang (2017) has called for ―teachers [to] point out the discourse structure and help 

students see how the message is delivered throughout the text‖ (p. 205). Therefore, this study builds on prior 

studies that are ―critical of language and its usage in education‖ (Díaz & Deroo, 2020, p. 24) by utilizing 

Michael Halliday‘s (1978) theory of Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) to examine how textbook authors 

create cohesive messages and meaning about diseases in a U.S. history textbook. Two research questions guide 

this study: (1) How do authors‘ language choices create cohesive messages and meaning throughout an 11th-

grade U.S. history textbook? (2) How might teaching reference devices affect text comprehension for emergent 

bilingual students?  

 

Literature Review 

 

Teachers often make decisions as to what strategies and methods will be used ―to perform teaching in the most 

effective way‖ for their students (Ozmantar, 2017, p. 327). These practices are often supported by the work of 

various scholars (Choi, 2013; Dong, 2017) who have produced research literature examining emergent 

bilinguals‘ experiences in social studies, particularly the challenges emergent bilinguals students encounter in 

schooling. For example, Cho and Reich (2008) examined the practices, challenges, and instructional needs of 

emergent bilinguals by surveying 211 teachers in Virginia. Their study reported that challenges included: the 

emergent bilinguals‘ lack of background knowledge and ―lack of time, resources, and support‖ (Cho & Reich, 

2008, p. 237). Moreover, Weisman and Hansen (2007) state some of the challenges emergent bilingual students 

face are due to the various cultures, languages, and prior educational experiences. Additionally, ―Social studies 

may be the most difficult subject for ELLs‖ because it depends tremendously on language skills (Weisman & 
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Hansen, 2007, p. 181). Scholarly literature has sought to mitigate the challenges and found ways to support 

emergent bilingual students to learn historical content. 

 

Methods, Practices, and Pedagogy to Support Emergent Bilingual Students 

 

Scholarly research (Fránquiz and Salinas, 2013; Mathews, 2016) continues to examine emergent bilinguals‘ 

experiences in social studies classrooms; particularly, by examining the best practices, pedagogy, and 

approaches to address the obstacles and challenges experienced by emergent bilingual students. For example, 

Wang et al. (2008) examined a teacher‘s experiences and needs of 9th-grade emergent bilinguals (n=340) 

mainstreamed in general education classes. Findings showed revealed differentiated instruction such as 

cooperative learning and peer teaching, oral instructions with visual aids, and understanding that emergent 

bilingual students ―need multiple chances to access information‖ (Wang et al., 2008, p. 79). Similarly, Cho and 

Reich‗s (2008) surveyed 33 social studies teachers from ESL-centered high schools to elicit their practices, 

challenges, and needs when instructing English Language Learners (ELLs). The findings showed the 

collaboration between content teachers and those with specialized knowledge while also incorporating a range 

of media and technology helped during instruction. Additionally, results revealed specific accommodations by 

teachers, which include: ―increase the comprehensibility of texts and speech, increase interactions between 

native speakers and ELLs, and increase teachers‘ linguistic and cultural awareness‖ (Cho & Reich, 2008, p. 

238). 

 

Other research scholars have utilized various pedagogies that aid emergent bilinguals in overcoming challenges 

in social studies. For instance, Choi (2013) examined a case study of an 8th-grade social studies teacher who 

implemented Culturally Relevant strategies engaged English Language Learners in social studies curricula. 

Findings demonstrated various practical methods for teaching social studies to emergent bilinguals, including 

emphasizing multicultural and global perceptive, creating collaborative learning communities, and incorporating 

literacy within the curriculum (Choi, 2013). Additionally, Dong (2017) examined how prior knowledge and 

meaningful connections to a student‘s culture and linguistic differences help in understanding social studies 

concepts. Utilizing a culturally relevant pedagogy and linguistically responsive teaching frame, Dong‘s (2017) 

study identified three strategies used by 25 preservice teachers to prompt effective social studies instruction for 

emergent bilinguals. These practices included: 1) ―Uncovering and connecting ELLs‘ prior knowledge‖, 2) 

―Building on ELLs‘ prior knowledge for deeper understanding,‖ and 3) ―Developing ELLs‘ historical thinking 

skills through historical narrative and perspective comparisons‖ (Dong, 2017, p. 145). By including these in 

their lessons, teachers ―made connections between their ELLs‘ backgrounds and perspectives‖ while also 

building students‘ confidence and critical-thinking skills (Dong, 2017, p. 149).  

 

Additionally, scholars (de Oliveira & Schleppegrell, 2016) have pushed to integrate language and social studies 

to support emergent bilingual students‘ literacy development. For example, Fránquiz and Salinas (2013) utilized 

a case study approach to examine one Texas teacher, who infused literacy skills and social studies content 

through history inquiry on primary sources such as Document Based Questions (DBQs). The study identified 

strategies and practices that encourage emergent bilingual participation, including: 1) scaffolding, (2) use of 
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internet technologies, (3) building content vocabulary, and (4) even ―accept compositions in native languages, 

second languages,‖ or with a mix of both languages (p. 354-355). Additionally, Szpara and Ahmad‘s (2007) 

study focused on the effective instructional approaches of five high school teachers as a way to increase ―the 

comprehension of course content and achieve competency in school subjects‖ of ESL students (p. 190). The 

results demonstrated three best practices for social studies classrooms: ―(1) the development of socially 

supportive classroom environments, (2) the explicit teaching of academic skills through the Cognitive Academic 

Language Learning Approach (CALLA), and (3) approaches for reducing cognitive load in curriculum materials 

combined with strategies for increasing the accessibility of complex content‖ (Szpara & Ahmad, 2007, p. 190).  

 

Moreover, educational linguistics have also largely contributed to the pedagogical recommendations that utilize 

SFL (Gebhard et al., 2014) for instruction of emergent bilinguals. Foundational work, such as Fang and 

Schleppegrell (2010), provide a functional linguistics approach that ―provides a metalanguage for talking about 

the meaning in the choices authors make as they write clauses, sentences, and texts‖ (p. 588). The utilization of 

SFL in social studies text has been adopted as an alternative way to analyze content. For example, Wang (2010) 

applied a transitivity analysis, along with Critical Discourse Analysis, to two of Barack Obama‘s speeches. The 

findings revealed that use process types (e.g., action verb processes) provide evidence for hope in government 

while also demonstrating that pronouns can help shorten the distance between the reader and their audience 

(Wang, 2010). Furthermore, Díaz & Deroo (2020) took up an SFL approach, specifically ideational 

metafunction, to examine the representation of Latinx states, people, and communities across three U.S. high 

school history textbooks. Results demonstrated a biased history that positioned the United States as authoritarian 

and powerful while portraying Latinx identifying individuals in subservient and passive roles (Díaz & Deroo, 

2020). Collectively, these studies demonstrate the important and vastly different approaches by researchers to 

support emergent bilinguals. However, additional work is needed, as scholars such as Zhang (2017) encouraged 

―teachers to point out the discourse structure and help students see how the message is delivered throughout the 

text‖ (p. 205). Therefore, I seek to contribute to the literature base by examining how textbook authors utilize 

cohesive resources to construct meaning through a U.S. history textbook to demonstrate why social studies 

teachers need to teach language. 

 

Theoretical Framework  

 

This study explores ―approaches to learning theory that are based on consideration of language‖ (Halliday, 

1993, p. 94) by calling upon systemic functional linguistics (SFL). Halliday (1993) conceptualized learning as a 

semiotic process or ―process of making meaning,‖ which takes a ―prototypical form‖ as language (p. 94). Put in 

other words, SFL sees language as a way to construct, organize, negotiate, and reconstruct human experiences 

(Fang, 2005) and ―is best studied by observing how language is used in its situation‖ (O‘Donnell, 2011, p. 7) or 

social context (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014). The model of language for SFL can be divided into three general 

social functions for language (Martin & Rose, 2007) that Halliday (1978) calls metafunctions of language. The 

three general metafunctions of language are: (1) the interpersonal (i.e., language to ―enact social relationships,‖ 

(2) the ideational (i.e., language to ―represent experience‖), and (3) the textual (i.e., language to "organize text‖ 

(Martin & Rose, 2007, p. 7). The three metafunctions are interconnected and work together throughout the text 
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so all three social functions can be achieved concurrently (Martin & Rose, 2007). Through utilizing a linguistic 

approval with SFL, I seek to show ―the power of language and the role it plays in the demands and challenges 

of schooling‖ (Schleppegrell 2004, p. 18), specifically in textbooks. 

 

As textbook authors use language to ―construct a message that holds together and builds from clause to clause‖ 

(de Oliveira & Schleppegrell, 2016, pp. 46-47), it is vital to examine how content develops throughout the text. 

This study calls upon the textual metafunction, which focuses on the sequencing of discourse and the overall 

organization of and cohesion of text (Martin & Rose, 2007). The cohesion of text, or ―the way in which a text is 

composed so it ‗hangs together,‘‖ is connected through various linguistic resources (Humphrey et al., 2012). 

Humphrey et al. (2012) state the five primary cohesive resources are references, ellipsis and substitutions, 

lexical cohesion, and text connectives. Table 1 provides examples and definitions of each cohesive resource 

(Humphrey et al., 2012, pp. 148-156). 

 

Table 1. Cohesive Resources 

Cohesive 

Resource 

Definition Word Examples Text Example 

References 

(or referring 

words) 

―Referring words 

refer back to 

people and things, 

even sections of 

text, which have 

been mentioned 

before in text‖ 

(Humphrey et al., 

2012, p. 148). 

 Personal Pronouns: I, me, mine, we, 

ours, him, hers, it, its, theirs, you 

 Demonstratives: the (definite article); 

this, that, those, other (pronouns); 

here, now, there, then (adverbs) 

 Comparatives: same/different; 

more/less; other 

 Text Reference: this, these 

(Humphrey et al., 2012, p. 148). 

The oesophagus lies 

beneath the trachea inside 

the chest. It runs behind 

the lungs and heart. This is 

the view down the inside 

of the oesophagus. (From 

The Human Body (Harris 

2000:11 as cited by 

Humphrey et al., 2012, p. 

149). 

Ellipsis ―Omitting a clause 

part‖ 

(Humphrey et al., 

2012, p. 150). 

Original: The oesophagus lies beneath the trachea inside the chest. It 

runs behind the lungs and heart. 

 

With Ellipsis: The oesophagus lies beneath the trachea inside the chest 

and (it) runs behind the lungs and heart. 

Substitutions ―Replacing a 

noun, verb or 

whole clause with 

a short word‖ 

(Humphrey et al., 

2012, p. 150). 

Nonsubstitution: one, same, others, more, 

else 

She wore a red shirt, her 

friend wore one too, but I 

wore something else. 

Verb substitution: do, does, did They can‘t sing as well as 

he does. 

Clause substitution: so, not Will it rain? – The forecast 

says so, but I hope not. 

Lexical 

cohesion 

―Refers to word 

association, or the 

Synonyms (i.e., words that similar 

meaning): herbivores/plant-eaters  

Wombats are Australia‘s 

largest burrowing 
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ways words, or 

lexical items, are 

tied together by 

meaning in order 

to contribute to 

text cohesion‖ 

(Humphrey et al., 

2012, p. 151). 

Antonyms (i.e., words that have opposite 

or contrastive meanings): long/short; 

coarse fur/soft 

marsupial. There are two 

types of wombat, the 

Common wombat and the 

Hairy-Nosed wombat. The 

Common wombat has 

coarse fur and no hair on 

its nose. Their body is 1.1 

metres long and they have 

a short tail…In 

comparison, the Hairy-

Nosed wombat has soft, 

silky, fur…Wombats are 

nocturnal. They sleep in 

their burros during the day 

and come out to feed at 

night. Wombats are also 

herbivores, which means 

that they are plant-eaters 

(Humphrey et al., 2012, 

pp. 151-152). 

Repetition (i.e., words that repeated 

across a text): wombats, The Common 

wombat; the Hair-Nosed Wombat 

Collocation (i.e., words that tend to co-

occur): sleep/day/feed/night 

Classification (i.e., words the identify a 

class or category and its sub-classes or 

sub-categories): burrowing 

marsupial/wombat; nocturnal/wombat; 

herbivore/wombat 

Composition (i.e., words the identify a 

whole and its parts): body -- fur/nose/tail; 

wombat – Common/Hair-Nosed 

Text 

connectives 

―Ideas in texts can 

be connected 

logically by: 

adding them 

together, 

contrasting them; 

sequencing them 

according to 

chronological 

order or 

significance; and 

relating them in 

terms of time, 

place, cause, 

manner, condition 

or concession‖ 

(Humphrey et al., 

2012 p. 57) 

Extending meaning: 

as addition: and 

as replacing/contrasting: but, yet, or not, 

except that, instead of, besides (p. 59) 

Then it was over, and all 

the people went home to 

bed and I went home to 

dream of dancing. 

(Humphrey et al., 2012, p. 

59). 

Enhancing meaning: 

sequence: before, after, since 

time: when, as, while, until 

manner: by, as if 

cause: so, because, since, so that 

Because you dance so 

well, you must dance for 

the people of the village. 

You must dance for the 

people of the village one 

night when the moon is full 

(Humphrey et al., 2012, p. 

59). 

Elaborating meanings (i.e., restating, 

reformulating, describing, exemplifying, 

apposition): that is, like, such as, in fact, 

as 

Dance and music are very 

closely linked; in fact, 

according to the Balinese 

dance is ‗music made 

visible.‘ (Humphrey et al., 

2012, p. 59). 
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These linguistics features help writers structure information, present logical meanings, refer back to points 

already made, and elaborate ideas (de Oliveira, 2011). Therefore, the textual metafunction best suits this study 

as it seeks to focus and understand the cohesion of text and how it develops throughout the U.S. history 

textbook. This study contributes to the research field by taking a linguistic approach to social studies, which has 

been absent in social studies (Yoder & Kibler, 2016). Simultaneously, I seek to challenge and change the roles 

of social studies teachers by becoming language teachers. 

 

Methodology 

Researchers’ Perspectives 

 

My identity as a bilingual Xicano drives my work in social studies education. As a former reading and social 

studies teacher, I am committed to the belief that social studies teachers are language teachers. Teaching 

language does not have to be taught separately from social studies content. Instead, language and social studies 

content can and should be taught together. However, not every social studies teacher takes up a similar belief 

and stance. Therefore, I implore teachers to consider a shift to the explicit teaching of language features in 

history texts to help emergent bilingual students develop their language skills while simultaneously learning 

historical content. 

 

Data Collection 

 

For this study, I used the most recently adopted U.S. textbook from Florida, Florida United States History 

(Lapsansky-Werner et al., 2018), published by Pearson. The textbook will be referred to by its publisher to 

guide the reader. This textbook's examination is pertinent because, as one of the largest school districts, Miami-

Dade County Public Schools (M-DCPS) relies on this textbook as an instructional resource. Moreover, I 

examined this textbook to understand how social issues such as pandemics are communicated to readers. This 

examination is incredibly vital, as, in contemporary times, we are faced with the COVID-19 pandemic, which 

has resembled other crises concerning diseases such as the Influenza pandemic of 1918 and AIDS in the 1980s. 

Therefore, my study calls into question what textbook authors state about diseases and how they communicate 

their message to the reader. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

In this study, I first used the index to identify all the diseases in the Pearson (2018) textbook. In total, six 

diseases (e.g., AIDS, cholera, Influenza) were identified. After this identification process, I conducted a page-

by-page analysis for all the paragraph passages that mentioned each of the diseases. However, while extracting 

passages, I came across the disease Malaria, located in the same sentence Yellow Fever was mentioned. 

Similarly, Whooping Cough was mentioned along with Tuberculous in the same sentence, although it was also 

omitted from the index. While both Malaria and Whooping Cough were not mentioned in the index, I included 

both diseases to reflect a total of eight diseases. Collectively, 15 passages were extracted from the textbook. The 

details of the passages are below (see Table 2) and organized alphabetically by disease. 
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Table 2. Passage Details 

Disease Topic Page 

Number(s) 

Number of 

Passages 

Acquired immune deficiency 

syndrome (AIDS) 

Topic 12: Post War America 709 3 

Cholera Topic 2: Industry and Immigration 133 2 

Influenza Topic 5: WWI and the 1920s 292-293;  

297-298 

6 

Polio Topic 6: The Great Depression and 

the New Deal 

Topic 5: WWI and the 1920s 

368;  

 

525 

2 

Tuberculosis (& Whooping 

cough) 

Topic 5: WWI and the 1920s 525 1 

Yellow Fever (& Malaria) Topic 4: America Comes of Age 244 1 

 

After the identification and extraction process, I used ATLAS.ti: The Qualitative Data Analysis & Research 

Software to code the passages. Utilizing a grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), I engaged in 

opening coding of each passage (Charmaz, 2014). This coding resulted in 41 codes generated (e.g., Defining 

AIDS/HIV; Origin of the Flu; Creating feelings of "doom and dread"; Demonstrations by AIDS activist; 

Creation of polio vaccine).  

 

After another round of coding, the open codes were organized into 13 focused codes (e.g., Defining disease; 

Government response to diseases; Placing the responsibility of deaths on diseases; Consequences of disease in 

the United States). The focused codes were then categorized into three overarching themes about diseases: (1) 

Defining the disease (e.g., origin of disease; symptoms), (2) Impact of disease in the United States (e.g., 

Creating feelings of "doom and dread;‖ Cholera becomes an epidemic); and (3) Response to the disease (e.g., 

government reaction to AIDS; Developed vaccine for polio). While these themes demonstrate what information 

the author typically presents about diseases, this study is more interested in how the content is organized to 

create meaning (i.e., how cohesive messages flow and are connected). 

 

Therefore, I also engaged in coding cohesive resources for each of the eight diseases identified. The decision to 

code them individually is because I am examining how ideas flow from clause to clause, so it is best to keep 

each paragraph intact. I utilized various typographical emphasis to identify the five cohesive resources within 

each of the passages: 

1. ―Ellipsis (leaving words out, forcing the reader to infer them from the previous text) are indicated by 

inserting the omitted words and placing them by a strikethrough, like this‖  

2. Reference items and who they are referring to are in italics. The arrow connects the referred to the 

referrer.  

3. ―Text connectives are bold.‖  

4. The arrows used for the reference links being made between items. In addition, lexical cohesion 
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devices are underlined. 

5. Substitutions are double underlined. 

 

My analysis of the passages builds on Derewianka‘s (2011, p. 166) example of analyzed text to code the 

cohesive resources that are used to track the participants in a clause. I identified the different cohesive resources 

for each of the 15 passages and used the typographic emphasis, as mentioned above, to classify how each was 

used. Below (see Table 3), I present an example of one passage about AIDS that was analyzed for cohesive 

resources.  

 

Table 3. Analysis of Passage using SFL 

In addition, the nation faced the threat of a new disease, Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome (AIDS), which 

AIDS first came to doctors‘ attention in 1981. AIDS is the latest stage of the Human Immunodeficiency Virus 

(HIV), which AIDS attacks the immune system of its victims. There is no known cure for AIDS. When AIDS 

first reached the United States, it spread mainly among homosexual men and intravenous drug users. Later, the 

virus began injecting various other groups of people. By 1994, AIDS had killed more than 250,000 Americans.  

 

The example above demonstrates how each of the cohesive resources was identified. This type of textual 

analysis allows understanding how the text builds and progresses throughout the passage (Díaz & Deroo, 2020) 

while also tracking essential parts of the clause, such as participants. Additionally, this approach helps to 

identify the way authors link together text to create cohesive and coherent ideas and information (Derewianka, 

2011). 

 

Limitations 

 

There are various limitations to this study. First, the examination of diseases only accounts for 15 paragraphs of 

the 776 pages in the Pearson (2018) textbook. Future studies should consider adopting the textbook entirely or at 

least the content covered by the standards. Additionally, the study only analyzed the most current U.S. history 

textbook. I encourage researchers to explore how diseases (or other topics) in textbooks have evolved over time. 

For example, exploring textbooks from various decades may reveal ways diseases are defined, 

reacted/responded to, and communicated to students. Furthermore, SFL is seen as very complex and not very 

practical to the classroom. Scholarly research should purposely incorporate linguistic approaches like SFL into 

classrooms and examine its practical use from the view of students and teachers.  

 

Findings 

 

Findings from this study revealed the four main cohesive resources used included: (1) Referring Words, (2) 

Ellipses, (3) Lexical Cohesion, and (4) Text Connectives. The fifth cohesive resource, Substitution, was not 

found to be in these passages, which is not surprising since substitutions are typically more common in spoken 

texts (Humphrey et al., 2012). In the next section, the cumulative results are arranged by the four cohesive 

resources mentioned above to demonstrate the application of theory to findings based on the author‘s use of 
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cohesive resources. Lastly, I demonstrate how the cohesive resources work together to build meaning. 

 

Referring Words 

 

Referring Words tend to refer back to the previous sections of the text and also include referring back to people 

and things that have already been mentioned (Humphrey et al., 2012). Specifically, textbooks authors relied on 

personal pronouns (e.g., his, he, it, they), text references (e.g., these, this), and demonstratives including adverbs 

(e.g., there) and the definite article (e.g., the), (Humphrey et al., 2012). For instance, the passages about AIDS 

(see Table 4) reveal various ways referring words are used to track people and other nouns as the text unfolds 

(Humphrey et al., 2012). As a reminder for the reader, reference items and whom they are referring to are in 

italics and are connected by the arrow that connects the referred to the referrer. 

 

Table 4. Example of Referring Words in Passage 

In addition, the nation faced the threat of a new disease, Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome (AIDS), which 

first came to doctors‘ attention in 1981. AIDS is the latest stage of the Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV), 

which attacks the immune system of its victims. There is no known cure. When AIDS first reached the United 

States, it spread mainly among homosexual men and intravenous drug users. Later, the virus began injecting 

various other groups of people. By 1994, AIDS had killed more than 250,000 Americans.  

 

President Reagan was criticized for the government‘s lack of response to the AIDS epidemic. Congress 

consistently felt that Reagan‘s requests for funds to battle the epidemic were too low and nearly doubled the 

money earmarked for AIDS research and education.  

 

Meanwhile, AIDS activist groups demonstrated throughout the country. In Washington, D.C., they unveiled a 

memorial quilt containing the names of some 2000 people who had died of AIDS. But not until George H.W. 

Bush‘s presidency did funding for research on the disease rise substantially. (Pearson, 2018, p. 709) 

 

In the passage above, the pronouns it and its refer back to the participant previously introduced, Acquired 

Immunodeficiency Syndrome (AIDS). Instead of referring to AIDS, using the pronouns minimizes the disease by 

substituting the subject or participant of the sentence. Furthermore, the use of the definite article the in front of 

the nouns is used, which assumes the reader understands whom the authors refer to. For instance, as seen in the 

example above, the authors expect the students to know ―the nation‖ refers to the United States.  

 

Additionally, the adverb there is used to introduce the fact that there is no cure for AIDS. Collectively, referring 

words requires students to remember multiple people or participants in the text, which may be difficult because 

the referring word may be far back in the text or vague (Derewianka, 2011). Therefore, social studies teachers 

need to purposefully and intentionally teach students how references are used in texts (e.g., to avoid repetition) 

(Humphrey et al., 2012) in order to avoid comprehension problems, especially since references are not 

straightforward (Derewianka, 2011). 

 



International Journal on Social and Education Sciences (IJonSES) 

 

207 

Ellipses 

 

As defined previously, ellipses can refer to participants by leaving them out to delete repetition (Derewianka, 

2011). Across the passages, ellipsis was utilized to avoid repetition by omitting various participants, processes, 

and circumstances (Humphrey et al., 2012). Throughout the textbook, the textbook authors deleted various 

participants in the form of nouns (e.g., the virus, Americans, AIDS) and circumstances (e.g., from Santiago‘s 

harbor). Below (see Table 5), I provide an example where ellipsis was utilized when explaining polio, which 

will be identified by inserting the omitted words and placing them by a strikethrough, like this. 

 

Table 5. Example of Ellipses 

While vacationing, FDR slipped off his boat into the chilly waters of the North Atlantic Ocean. That evening, he 

awoke with a high fever and severe pains in his back and legs. Two weeks later, Roosevelt was diagnosed with 

polio, a dreaded disease that at the time had no treatment. He never fully recovered the use of his legs. (Pearson, 

2018 p. 368) 

 

During the 1950s, American families benefited from numerous advances in medicine. By 1952, Dr. Jonas Salk 

was refining a vaccine against polio, the disease that had struck down Franklin Roosevelt and that, in 1952 

alone, polio had crippled tens of thousands of Americans and polio killed 1,400 Americans, mostly children. By 

1960, the widespread distribution of Salk‘s new vaccine and the widespread distribution of an oral vaccine 

developed by Albert Sabin had nearly eliminated the disease. (Pearson, 2018, p. 525) 

 

By omitting various parts of the clause, textbook authors force readers to think about what words were deleted 

and what they refer to (Derewianka, 2011). For instance, ocean was omitted, which leaves students to figure out 

the type of body of water the North Atlantic refers to and forces them to think about the event geographically. 

This may pose a challenge for some students if they have not received quality instruction about the world‘s 

geography because it expects them to figure out the setting of where FDR first had an accident that led to him 

being diagnosed with polio. Furthermore, both polio and Americans were left out of the example above. 

Therefore, when the authors mention the number of deaths because of the disease polio, the insinuation is that 

readers will understand they are referring only to Americans, although polio affected the entire globe. The only 

reference students can refer back to is American families to figure out who specifically was ―crippled…and 

killed…‖ because of the disease (Pearson, 2018, p. 525).  

 

Additionally, the deletion of larger parts of the clause, such as the widespread distribution of, demonstrates 

students should understand both vaccines helped to ―nearly eliminate the disease‖ (Pearson, 2018, p. 525) while 

simultaneously having students differentiate between how the two vaccines are administered without being 

implicitly stated. The overuse of cohesive resources such as ellipsis can become ―very tiresome for the reader if 

the information is difficult to ‗retrieve‘‖ (Humphrey et al., 2012, p. 150). Consequently, social studies teachers 

can help to draw attention to the deleted or omitted word(s), which can aid students who may be struggling with 

reading fluency (Derewianka, 2011).  
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Lexical Cohesion 

 

Lexical cohesion refers to the way words or lexical items are ―tied together by meaning‖ to add cohesion to a 

text (Humphrey et al., 2012, p. 151). These links tie text together through synonyms, antonyms, repetition, 

collocation, classification, and composition (Humphrey et al., 2012). The textbook authors heavily used 

synonyms and repetition to construct meaning about diseases, as seen in the example below (see Table 6). Each 

of the lexical cohesion devices will be underlined. 

 

Table 6. Example of Lexical Cohesion 

The movement from war to peace would have been difficult even in the best of times. But the end of 1918 and 

1919 were not the best of times. In September 1918, an unusually deadly form of the influenza, or flu, virus 

appeared. Research in recent years shows that the 1918 influenza virus was originally a bird flu that mutated to 

spread to humans. Many historians now believe that the virus originated in the United States, then the virus 

traveled around the world, thus the virus becoming a pandemic. 

 

As many as 50 million people died—among them, about 675,000 Americans. The Great Influenza pandemic, 

also called the Great Pandemic or the Flu Pandemic of 1918, coming on the heels of the Great War, gave a sense 

of doom and dread to people around the globe. 

 

The pandemic may have even reached Wilson at the Paris Peace Conference. He fell seriously ill, and his 

temperature reached 103 degrees. Wilson‘s physician diagnosed the president as suffering from the flu. 

Although there is some doubt that it was actually the flu, there is no doubt that Wilson‘s sickness kept him from 

participating in many meetings. His illness may have been a factor in Wilson not achieving all he had hoped to. 

(Pearson, 2018, pp. 292-293) 

 

Here, we see various lexical items used to describe the participants, which are often repeated. Virus, flu, and 

pandemic are repeated five times throughout the three paragraphs. Although the same term is used repetitively 

to identify the participant, it serves as an advantage for readers. However, textbook authors also utilize 

synonyms to refer to their participants, which are presented in the form of nouns and noun groups. For instance, 

influenza is referred to with five different names (e.g., influenza; bird flu that mutated; flu; virus; 1918 influenza 

virus), while pandemic is referred to with four synonyms (pandemic; Great Influenza pandemic; Great 

Pandemic; Flu Pandemic of 1918). These varying synonyms ―add interest and subtlety to the text,‖ but 

simultaneously can make it difficult for readers to track participants (Derewianka 2011, p. 156). Readers will 

have to differentiate whether the authors refer to influenza as a disease (e.g., flu; 1918 influenza virus) or as an 

event (e.g., Flu Pandemic of 1918). 

 

Text Connectives 

 

Text connectives contribute to the text‘s cohesion by developing and linking stretches of text (e.g., therefore, 

next, to illustrate) (Derewianka, 2011). Namely, text connective words were used to clarify, indicate time, show 
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cause and effect, and contrast. The example below (see Table 7) demonstrates the text connectives that 

contributed to the cohesion of passages on tuberculosis and whooping cough and will be bolded.  

 

Table 7. Example of Text Connectives 

At the same time, antibiotics, such as penicillin, came into widespread use. The antibiotics helped control 

numerous infectious diseases caused by bacteria, such as whooping cough and tuberculosis. As a result of 

these medical advances and a better understanding of the importance of diet, children born after 1946 had a 

longer life expectancy than those born before 1946. (Pearson, 2018, p. 525) 

 

As illustrated above, various text connectives are utilized to further the content on diseases. Words and phrases 

such as after 1946 and before 1946 indicate a specific time period when life expectancy changed for children. 

Furthermore, text connectives that show cause and result included caused by and as a result of. These phrases 

emphasize the reasoning why children lived longer, which was ―as a result of these medical advances and a 

better understanding of the importance of diet‖ (Pearson, 2018, p. 525). Additionally, authors use clarifying text 

connectives (e.g., such as) to elaborate on the numerous infectious diseases by specifically naming whooping 

cough and tuberculosis. Because these text connectives serve various functions, students may confuse them with 

conjunctions, which leave teachers needing to delineate the two because when reading, students will need to 

learn to ―decode‖ conjunctions and text connectives accurately (Humphrey et al., 2012, p. 74). 

 

How Cohesive Resources Work Together 

 

Separating cohesive resources may help to understand how each individually functions. However, in text, 

cohesive resources often work simultaneously with one another and should therefore be examined together. In 

Table 8, I refer back to the example on AIDS but include how the four cohesive resources jointly create 

meaning.  

 

Table 8. Cohesive Resources in Text 

In addition, the nation faced the threat of a new disease, Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome (AIDS), which 

AIDS first came to doctors‘ attention in 1981. AIDS is the latest stage of the Human Immunodeficiency Virus 

(HIV), which AIDS attacks the immune system of its victims. There is no known cure for AIDS. When AIDS first 

reached the United States, it spread mainly among homosexual men and intravenous drug users. Later, the virus 

began injecting various other groups of people. By 1994, AIDS had killed more than 250,000 Americans.  

 

President Reagan was criticized for the government‘s lack of response to the AIDS epidemic. Congress 

consistently felt that Reagan‘s requests for funds to battle the AIDS epidemic were too low and Congress nearly 

doubled the money earmarked for AIDS research and education.  

 

Meanwhile, AIDS activist groups demonstrated throughout the country. In Washington, D.C., they unveiled a 

memorial quilt containing the names of some 2000 people who had died of AIDS. But not until George H.W. 

Bush‘s presidency did funding for research on the disease rise substantially. (Pearson, 2018, p. 709) 
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As seen above, information is jam-packed into each paragraph and brought together through various cohesive 

resources. Students are required to keep track of time and dates (e.g., By 1994, Meanwhile, But not until), while 

simultaneously following the participants (e.g., AIDS, HIV, Congress, Reagan) through the text, which becomes 

complex since the participants are referred to by various synonyms (e.g., virus, AIDS, disease). Building on 

tracking the participants throughout the passages, various government branches are discussed vaguely because it 

is assumed students understand the difference between Congress and the president's responsibilities. 

Furthermore, the use of references and referring words (e.g., it, they, its) refers to previous participants‘ names 

already introduced previously in the text. While the tracking of participants is overwhelming when texts are 

packaged with information, as seen in many social studies texts, teachers can draw attention to the cohesive 

resources while still teaching the content. In other words, social studies teachers can teach language and history 

content concurrently. By explicitly focusing attention on language features, students, among all emergent 

bilingual students, stand to benefit from understanding how the text ―hangs together‖ (Humphrey et al., 2012, p. 

148), which in turn can aid their reading fluency and develop their writing skills. 

 

Discussion 

 

This study demonstrated how the textbook authors use cohesion resources to tie and connect the text and create 

meaning. Through the utilization of SFL‘s textual metafunction, the findings reveal the use of four cohesive 

resources: (1) Referring words, (2) Ellipses, (3) Lexical Cohesion, and (4) Text Connectives, across the 

passages on diseases. Specifically, the analysis shows that the cohesive resources work jointly to: refer back to 

previous parts of the text in various ways, sometimes specific, but more often vague; omit different parts of the 

clause, specifically the main participant; emphasize certain ideas and terms over others through repetition; and 

link and develop the text by utilizing signposts indicating time, clarifying, showing cause and effect, and 

sequencing events. The results of these cohesive resources place responsibility on the reader to track the 

participants while forcing them to track what is going on in the rest of the clause. Put another way, textbook 

authors jam-pack each paragraph with mounds of information and leave the reader to figure out and comprehend 

the text on their own. 

 

Essentially, the overuse of cohesive resources poses potential challenges for novice readers and/or those 

students struggling with fluency (Derewianka, 2011). As Martin and Rose (2007) state, ―In order to make sense 

of discourse, one thing we need is to be able to keep track of who or what is being talked about at any point‖ (p. 

156). However, if readers, such as emergent bilinguals, cannot follow as the text develops through various 

cohesive resources, comprehension will be compromised relatively quickly. For instance, comprehension 

problems can be triggered by the use of referring words, such as pronouns (e.g., he, him, they), determiners 

(e.g., these, there), and definite article (e.g., the), because the participant ―being referred to is far way in the text; 

there are multiple characters in a story being referred to; the referring word refers back to a long stretch of text 

or to something valued and difficult to retrieve‖ (Derewianka, 2011, p. 152). In the example about AIDS, the 

analysis demonstrates referring words often are vague and simultaneously leaves readers to figure out what 

other social groups besides homosexuals and intravenous drug users were infected with AIDS/HIV. In other 

words, keeping track of participants, events, and things can become an overwhelming task in itself, but also 
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filling in the vague information on your own makes it more challenging to comprehend. If students are not 

aware of AIDS, it exposes them to fill in the gap with information from other media sources that may be more 

biased. 

 

However, this challenge of tracking the participant(s) becomes more complicated when certain parts of the 

clause are omitted. The textbook authors use the ellipsis to avoid repetition (Humphrey et al., 2012), 

redundancy, and clumsiness in texts (Derewianka, 2011), but consequently, leave the reader to figure out the 

deleted word(s), which causes comprehension issues as emergent bilingual students will ―often find such 

deletions…mystifying‖ (Derewianka, 2011, p. 154). For instance, omitting main participants, such as Americans 

and polio, and parts of the circumstance (e.g., ocean), the textbook authors force readers to identify the deleted 

word and what that word refers to in the text (Derewianka, 2011). Having to think back to what the omitted 

word refers to can cause a breakdown of comprehension if the link between the text is not made.  

 

Furthermore, understanding the function of cohesive resources may also contribute to fluency and 

comprehension issues. In particular, the function of text connectives, which links between sentences of other 

sections of the texts, vary from conjunctions, which connects ‗two clauses and only operates within a sentence‖ 

(Derewianka, 2011, p. 154). Thus, understanding whether the meaning is linked to another part of the text or 

just joining two sentences is necessary. In the example of whooping cough and tuberculosis, various text 

connectives refer to time (e.g., after 1946; before 1946), situate the event occurring. Moreover, the cause/result 

text connectives (e.g., as a result of) were utilized to show a causal relationship. However, because history texts 

tend to utilize these cohesive resources, it is imperative students can follow the sequence of events and 

understand when events happened chronologically. 

 

Additionally, textbook authors utilized many lexical items (e.g., synonyms, antonyms, repetition) to add 

cohesion to the text. Specifically, synonyms were utilized, which places responsibility on the reader to 

remember all the names of Influenza and the Great Pandemic. Also, it requires students to understand when the 

lexical items are being used to a singular noun (e.g., flu) or as a noun group that refers to an event (e.g., Flu 

pandemic). These synonyms weave throughout the text require students to identify the patterns and associations 

between ideas (Derewianka, 2011). 

 

The analysis of the passages in a U.S. history textbook demonstrates how cohesive resources are utilized and 

how they may cause problems for readers, specifically for emergent bilinguals. While a social studies textbook 

that targets the needs of emergent bilinguals does not yet exist (Szpara & Ahmad, 2007), social studies teachers 

can meanwhile ―point out the discourse structure of text,‖ which may benefit ―students to see how the message 

is being delivered throughout the text‖ (Zhang, 2017, p. 205). Drawing the students' attention to a text's structure 

can "raise their consciousness about how English works" (de Oliveira & Schleppegrell, 2016, p. 71). In other 

words, emergent bilingual students can benefit tremendously from explicit grammar instruction from social 

studies teachers by meeting their language and content needs (Salinas et al., 2017). 

 

However, the tension for social studies teachers is ―how to support students in learning both language and 
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content as they participate in classroom instruction‖ (de Oliveira & Schleppegrell, 2016, p. 50). Therefore, I 

believe SFL can be used as a tool to analyze the organization of text and can demonstrate a way to identify 

where readers are ―unable to manage the flow of information through text‖ (Derewianka, 2011, p. 143). 

Textbook authors tend to use cohesive resources to organize their ideas; thus, explicit instruction of cohesive 

resources is important because the context of the student varies from the writer and ―so do not have access to 

clues such as gestures and tone of voice to guide them thought the text and to focus their attention on the 

meanings the writer wants to foreground‖ (Humphrey et al., 2012, p. 156). SFL offers a way to engage students 

in social studies text by being ―critical of language and its usage‖ (Díaz & Deroo, 2020, p. 24). By 

understanding what makes the text difficult for readers, authors and publishers may have a ―meaningful 

direction for future efforts‖ to develop textbooks that are culturally and lingually inclusive (Ozmantar, 2017, p. 

327). 

 

Implications 

 

In my commitment to ensuring equity for all students, especially emergent bilinguals, I believe that social 

studies teachers should be/are language teachers. As de Oliveira & Schleppegrell (2016) state, ―Neither a focus 

solely on form nor a focus solely on meaning is sufficient in helping children engage with and use the complex 

language expected in participating in school subjects‖ (p. 55). In other words, social studies teachers need to 

teach both language and content if they genuinely want their students to succeed academically. SFL offers 

students a way to critically engage with text while also supporting their comprehension of social studies content 

and language development. Below, I provide some implications for educators to consider.  

 

Teachers can first teach the function of reference devices and help to avoid repetition (Humphrey et al., 2012). 

Humphrey et al. (2012) recommend teaching students ―how to refer the reader to a previous section of the text‖ 

and ensuring their emergent bilingual students are accurately using the reference device (e.g., gender, number) 

(p. 149). Additionally, social studies teachers should consider the positive results that come from explicitly 

teaching the structure of the text. For instance, reading a text aloud containing various types of clauses and 

―using intonation to indicate boundaries and chunks‖ may help understand the relationship between ideas 

instead of skimming the text (Derewianka, 2011, p. 102). Furthermore, de Oliveira and Schleppegrell (2016) 

provide activities to incorporate SFL into elementary and secondary classes, such as drawing the students‘ 

attention to process types (i.e., verb processes) to help understand the structure of the text. Educational 

researchers, teacher educators, and teachers should consider SFL as a way to disrupt power structures in schools 

that keep students from learning history and seek more effective ways to be inclusive of culturally and 

linguistically diverse backgrounds in schools. 

 

Conclusion  

 

Emergent bilingual students deserve access and opportunities to engage with social studies texts and learn 

history. Therefore, social studies educators need to expand their teaching repertoire by embedding culturally 

responsive practices (e.g., learning about students‘ culture and prior learning) (Dong, 2017) and include explicit 
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instruction of language to show how meaning is created in written texts. This study utilized SFL as a linguistic 

approach to analyze the cohesive resources (i.e., referring words, ellipses, lexical cohesion, and text 

connectives) used throughout a U.S. history textbook to develop further and link ideas about diseases. 

Collectively, the study contributes to the growing field of social studies education and emergent bilinguals by 

providing an alternative approach to potentially teach language in social studies classrooms. The development of 

language is the responsibility of all teachers. Thus, the opportunity must be seized now to provide students the 

equitable education and access to history they deserve. 
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