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A Journal Review of Discourse Processes

Discourse Processes is published bimonthly in two volumes, each consisting of three issues. As a multidisciplinary journal on discourse, Discourse Processes publishes research that practices discourse studies in all of its aspects (e.g., prose comprehension and recall, dialogue analysis, text grammar construction, computer simulation of natural language, cross-cultural comparisons of communicative competence etc.) from different disciplines. The general goals of Discourse Processes are to provide a forum for discussions of discourse from diverse disciplines such as sociolinguistics, psycholinguistics, ethnomethodology and the sociology of language, educational psychology, the philosophy of language, computer science, and other related disciplines that share a common interest in discourse, to promote the development of the new cross-discipline of discourse studies and to encourage debate on various issues in this domain, including both experimental studies on the implications of discourse in practice and theoretical discussions which substantially advance understanding of the structure and function of discourse. Representing research on discourse across disciplines and committed to facilitating an organized mode of scientific interaction of problems posed on discourse by different disciplines, Discourse Processes especially welcomes papers that examine topics and problems in discourse from fields such as Linguistics, Rhetoric, English Studies, Educational Psychology, Sociology, Pyscholinguistics, Cognitive Science, Communication and Computational Linguistics. This is reflected in its editorial board which is composed of scholars with a wide range of expertise in different subdomains of discourse studies across the country and from the world. Currently serving as the editor of Discourse Processes is Arthur Graesser (The University of Memphis), with the associate editors Susan E. Brennan (SUNY at Stony Brook), Susan R. Goldman (Vanderbilt University), and Michael F. Schober (New School for Social Research). 

In the past few years, Discourse Processes has been publishing articles that examine both the formation of theories on discourse that help understand the structure and function of discourse and experiments that use specific methods of analysis in discourse research. While there seems to be no preferences over the theoretical or the experimental/empirical nature of research, most studies on discourse genres and properties published in the journal are grounded on some theoretical points of view and satisfy the usual methodological requirements. Of special interest to editors of the journal are papers that examine the implications of research on discourse processing and comprehension in language education and development from a psychological perspective. Studies published in Discourse Processes use discourse analysis as the primary methodology of inquiry, both qualitatively and quantitatively, and analyze the strategies of discourse construction, comprehension and processing in various discourses and contexts. Topics of studies published in this journal range from narrative analysis of some particular discourse features such as thematic and grammatical predictors of adjustment to loss in narratives of bereavement, to the role of some rhetorical and discoursal devices in reading and comprehending a particular kind of text; from analysis of the motivations of writers’ and speakers’ linguistic choices such as the use of pronouns, to the study of processing strategies in reading and comprehending discourse. What these studies have in common is their interest in the implications of discourse studies in language education and development. In addition to these studies on specific discourse genres, Discourse Processes also publishes contrastive studies that compare and contrast various linguistic, rhetorical and discoursal features across languages and cultures, such as a contrastive analysis of “facilitating-discussion talk” as perceived by Americans, Germans, Chinese and Japanese, comparisons and contrasts of the central American and European American mothers’ elicitations styles in constructing personal narratives etc. Common to articles published in Discourse Processes is their inquiry on the role of discourse analysis in answering questions about text construction and comprehension at various levels (words, sentences, discourses) and in various contexts.

As an example of the kind of research that the journal is interested in publishing, the article titled “My Recaller is on Vacation: Discourse Analysis of Nursing-Home Residents With Dementia” coauthored by Katinka Dijkstra et al and published in volume 33 (2002), number 1, is a typical study that examines the role of discourse analysis in understanding issues and problems in real life. This kind of study constitutes a significant portion of articles published in Discourse Processes. Using discourse analysis schema as their method of inquiry, Dijkstra et al presents in their study an empirical analysis of the linguistic and discoursal features of nursing-home residents in the early, middle, and late stages of dementia. Basing their study of linguistic and discourse characteristics of their subjects on theories of cohesion and coherence in discourse proposed by such theorists as M.K. Halliday, Dijkstra et al examine the units and segments of discourse at different levels and focus on analyzing three basic discourse components – conciseness, coherence, and cohesion, and how they occur in discourse of nursing-home residents in different stages of dementia. After a brief review of the three basic components of discourse and a general discussion of how they may appear in discourse of people with dementia, Dijkstra et al conduct both a quantitative analysis and a content analysis of sixty transcripts of conversations between nursing-home residents with dementia and their nursing aides, paying particular attention to discourse features such as disruptive or abrupt topic shift, topic maintenance, conciseness, elaborations, global coherence (utterances that represent the topic of conversation), incorrect pronominal referencing, empty phrases, repetitions and revisions and local coherence (utterances that are semantically connected to the preceding sentence). 

Through their analysis of the conversation samples on an utterance-by-utterance basis, Dijkstra et al suggest that there were significant differences between early, middle and late stage dementia residents in their use of many discourse features and that discourse level and utterance level characteristics in conversations were affected by the stage of dementia in different ways. While utterance level characteristics, such as local coherence and cohesion, were more impaired in the late stages of dementia compared to early stages, discourse level characteristics, such as global coherence and elaborations on a topic, were more impaired in the middle and late stages of dementia compared to early stages. Their study further suggests that nursing aides, who used more facilitative conversation techniques when talking to early-stage dementia residents than when talking to late-stage dementia residents, did not seem to make attempts to compensate for memory deficits of dementia residents in their conversation where they would need to do that most: providing cues, repetitions and encouragements for late-stage dementia patients. They opted instead for the strategy of asking questions when talking to them. Dijistra et al tentatively conclude that using facilitative communication techniques with early-stage dementia residents has contributed to the coherence, cohesion, and conciseness of their discourse. At the end of their article, the authors make suggestions for further research on discourse analysis as it is used in analyzing processes and effects of communication among people with cognitive impairments.

With its detailed analysis of instances and frequencies of various discourse features in the conversations of a particular group of subjects, Dijkstra et al’s article represents the set of articles published in Discourse Processes that use discourse analysis to assess discourse characteristics of written or spoken documents produced in specific contexts and the insights that such analyses offer into discourse and language development as a whole.



In addition to regular issues, Discourse Processes also encompasses the variable nature of discourse analysis with its consolidation of topics of potential interest through theme-focused special issues and inviting guest editors for such issues. Volume 32 (2001), number 2&3, for example, is a special issue on argumentation in Psychology, and includes articles that examine argumentation in psychology from a theoretical perspective (e.g., James F. Voss and Julie A. Van Dyke’s “Argumentation in Psychology: Background Comments”) and those that use empirical methods to analyze the role of argumentation in psychology (e.g. Mark Felton and Deanna Kuhn’s “The Development of Argumentative Discourse Style”). Overall, articles published in Discourse Processes reveal its interest in developing both theoretical and analytic studies on discourse as it applies to various disciplines, and establishing research contacts among scholars with different expertise. A glance at major works often cited by authors of Discourse Processes can show the common topics of interest among articles published in the journal: M.A.K. Halliday and R. Hasan’s Cohesion in English (1976), R.J. Gerrig’s Experiencing Narrative Worlds (1993), C. Perelman and L. Olbrechts-Tyteca’s The New Rhetoric: A treatise on argumentation (1969),  T.A. van Dijk and W. Kintsch’s Strategies of Discourse Comprehension (1983), H.P Grice’s “Logic and Conversation” and so on.  


While the structures of articles in Discourse Processes vary depending on the content of each article, there is a general pattern of organization that most articles follow. Authors usually start their papers with a review of relevant research and/or theories proposed on the topic under discussion, followed by the presentation of their own study, which often includes introductions of the methods of experiments, descriptions and discussions of experiment results. In concluding their papers, authors usually summarize the significance of their research and the implications it has in research on discourses, and point out directions for further research on the topic. Each article in Discourse Processes is divided into subsections, with each section being preceded by a heading. Acknowledgements often appear at the end of articles.

Discourse Processes has specific requirements on submissions. Potential authors need to submit five copies of the manuscript, which normally do not exceed 35 double-spaced pages, to the editor of the journal. A title page indicating the title of the manuscript, authors’ names, addresses, and affiliations, and an abstract of 100-150 words should be provided. All materials should be typed, double spaced, and citations and references should follow the APA format. Discourse Processes also requires authors to submit a list of five possible reviewers, at least three of whom should be on the journal editorial board. The address and telephone number should be included for recommended reviewers who are not on the editorial board. 


Overall, Discourse Processes is a good journal for scholars considering publishing their work on any aspect of discourse analysis. Because of the attention the journal gives to cognitive and psychological aspects of language and discourse, it is especially appropriate for authors whose work focuses primarily on this aspect of discourse.

