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Notes on Birner on 
Information Structure

LSA Summer Linguistics Institute 2019
Introduction to Pragmatics

Instructor: Anne Bezuidenhout

Given-New Principle and CWO
Information structure: Every sentence structures its propositional content so as to mark the information status of its 
constituents.

The statuses we will be concerned with here are “given” vs. “new” – that is, does the constituent represent new or 
old information?

It has been suggested that languages like English follow the Given-New Principle (that is, they respect the idea that 
given information should occur earlier in a sentence than the new information, presumably for ease of processing by 
listeners.

Languages generally have some sort of canonical word order (CWO). E.g., English is classified as a SVO language, 
Korean as an SOV language, etc. 

But in certain situations, speakers will use non-canonical word orders (NWO). Such uses are marked, and of course 
they convey pragmatic information. However, the information structural properties of NWOs are constrained. If you 
use a NWO, you have to obey these constraints or your conversational contribution will be perceived as incoherent.

However, CWO can typically be used without these information status constraints. (E.g., while CWO prefers given 
before new, you can present new before given so long as you preserve the CWO)
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Terminology

Topic-Focus (Topic-Comment) structure:
The utterance topic is what the utterance is about, whereas the focus is the new information presented about it or the 
comment being made about it.

Sentence vs. discourse topic
We should distinguish the topic of a sentence from the topic of the wider discourse of which the sentence is a part. 
These need not coincide.

Topic markers:
These are used in languages like Korean and Japanese and will not be discussed here, since Birner is describing the facts 
for English.

Topicalization (vs. Focus movement):
These constitute two types of cases where a constituent is ”moved” to the front of the sentence and will be discussed 
in detail in a moment. (“Move” here is not be be taken as advocating any sort of syntactic movement)

Focal stress
This is a way for telling what is being focused in a sentence and is one way to tell topicalization apart from focus 
movement (as we will see on the next slide).

Focal stress

This was a store building and [on its shelves] he placed a stock of general merchandise.

[On a little grassy hill], he built it, and used it as a store building.

ʹ ʹ

ʹʹ

• These focal stress patterns show that the fronted phrase in the first example is a case 
of TOPICALIZATION, whereas the second example is a case of FOCUS MOVEMENT, 
because in the 2nd case it is a focused constituent that is moved.

• By the way, topicalization, despite its mis-leading label, is not always or necessarily 
the movement of a topic phrase. In the example just given, the grassy hill is not the 
sentence topic; rather it is the house that was built that is the topic.
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Tests for topichood

Birner is rather skeptical about the tests that have been proposed in the literature for 
determining when something is a topic.

She mentions:

1. Gundel’s “as for” and “what about” tests

2. Reinhart’s “say-about” test

Birner argues that none of these tests is decisive, since things that are clearly what a sentence 
is about fail these tests.

She mentions Centering Theory (CT) as an alternative framework for getting a handle on the 
notion of topic.

I will give a brief characterization of CT at the end of this presentation.

Open propositions
An open proposition is a propositional schema, in which one or more elements is left unspecified.

Birner appeals to OPs as one way in which to think about what information is given in an utterance. OPs are 

bits of information that are made salient by an utterance.

Take the sentence ‘Mr. Meany did not get out of the cab” This makes salient the following OPs:

1. Mr. Meany {did/ did not} get out of the cab

2. X got out of the cab

3. Mr. Meany did X

4. Mr. Meany did not do X

5. X did Y

If we have made these OPs salient, then it will be legitimate to follow up this sentence with the sentence “It 

was Owen who got out…”. Here Owen is the focus – the new information.

The “It-cleft” construction requires that the that-clause represents given information, and it is, because the OP 

(2) above will already be salient.

Open propositions vs. presuppositions: Birner distinguishes OPs from presuppositions (which are propositions 

already in the common ground of the interlocutors – or so the traditional story goes. More about 

presuppositions in Class 7).
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Discourse and Hearer Status
Discourse Old Discourse New

Hearer Old 3. 2.

Hearer New 4. 1.

When[Hollywood producer Lawrence Bender]put out [Al Gore’s film, “An Inconvenient Truth”,] 

[he] had no idea [it] would so strongly hit the public zeitgeist on climate change.

…he was able to tiptoe to the kitchen along the dark passage. Once there, he dared not turn on a light, 

but there was [the refrigerator light] and that was enough.

1 2

4

3

Bridging Inferences and “inferrables”

blah blah…the kitchen…blah 
blah… the refrigerator light.

Fortunately, his parents were in the living room watching 
television. So he was able to tip toe to the kitchen along the dark 
passage. Once there he dared not turn on the light, but…
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Preposing: Topicalization vs. Focus Movement

Similarities:

• Both require a salient OP
• Both require the preposed constituent to be discourse-old (which could mean that it is an 

inferrable)

Differences:

• In focus movement, it is the focus that appears in preposed position

• In topicalization, it is some other constituent that appears in preposed position

Examples to illustrate the difference
Topicalization: 

“She put the cameo inside a sock…She would sell it and [with the money] she would buy a new suit.”
• The preposed constituent is associated with a salient OP – something like ‘The sale of the cameo produced X’.
• It does not contain the focal stress.
• And it is discourse old, in the sense of being inferrable from the fact that the cameo was sold and that the sale produced 

some amount of money that could then be used for some purpose.

Focus movement:

“They remembered the brick shop building…with the stone rosettes under the eaves. [Three stories], it 
was.”

• The preposed constituent is associated with a salient OP – something like ‘The building had feature X’.
• It does contain the focal stress.
• And it is discourse old, in the sense of being inferrable from the fact that a building has been mentioned and buildings have

some number of levels/stories.

ʹ ʹ

ʹ ʹ
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Postposing
This involves the post-verbal positioning of a constituent that would normally appear in 
subject position.

Existential vs. presentational “there”:

Existential = there + to be: “We have known for a century that [there is [a complex of so-
called Western diseases]]”
Presentational = there + some verb other than to be: “Into her head [there popped [a 
strange notion]]”
1. Both “there” constructions involve the post-verbal positioning of a canonical subject 

constituent

2. The former requires the postposed NP to represent both discourse- and hearer-new 
information; the latter requires the postposed NP to represent merely discourse-new 
information

Examples to illustrate the different constraints 
on the two types of “there” constructions

Birner gives the following made-up examples (pp.223-224) to illustrate her claim that the existential 
“there” construction is more demanding than the presentational one:

Example of presentational “there”:
The President appeared at the podium…behind him there stood the VP. (Said to be OK, b/c the VP is discourse new)

Example of existential “there”:
The President appeared at the podium …behind him there was the VP. (Said not to be OK, b/c the VP is hearer-old)

Birner is saying ‘the VP’ is hearer-old but discourse new because the existence of the VP is simply 
something that was in the common ground (just as we saw in an earlier example that Al Gore’s film 
“An Inconvenient Truth” can be assumed to be hearer-old).
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Challenging the “Definiteness effect”

The “definiteness effect” is the alleged constraint that says that definites (such as ‘the 
elderly patients’) cannot appear in postposed position in existential “there” sentences.
Birner shows data to the contrary.
Will skip over this in the interests of time. 
If you are interested, look at her discussion and examples on pp. 224-225.

Argument reversal: Inversion
In Preposing and Postposing, the constraints about the information status of the pre- and post-
posed elements is absolute.

In the case of inversion, the information status of the inverted constituents is constrained relative to 
each other.

All that matters is that the postposed constituent be newer or have the same status as the preposed 
constituent. The preposed constituent can’t be newer, but both could be new or both could be old.

Caveat: when both constituents have been previously mentioned (and so both are discourse-old), 
the more recently mentioned is considered more familiar, while the less recently mentioned is less 
familiar. 

In this case, if we have an inversion, the “less familiar” must be in postposed position:
E.g., “…with [him] was [the man I am speaking of]”
[him] refers to the man from Durban who was most recently mentioned. [the man I am speaking of] is the topic of 
conversation but was mentioned less recently in the discourse and so counts as “less familiar”.



7/12/19

8

Argument reversal: Passivization

Two cases - Presence of absence of a “by-phrase:
1. There have been four previous ages or “suns”… Each sun was destroyed.
2. There have been four previous ages or “suns”…  Each sun was destroyed by a different 

cataclysm.
The 2nd types shares with inversions the requirement that the preposed constituent not 
represent less familiar information than the postposed constituent.
In Canonical Word Order (CWO):
3. A different cataclysm destroyed each sun.
Here the new information is mentioned first and that is quite alright, when we are dealing 
with a CWO sentence.

Functional compositionality
Prepositional phrase (PP) + presentational or existential “there” constructions:

Example:

(1) [On the table] there was a lighted tallow candle.

‘The table’ is old information, ‘the candle’ is new information.

Here we have a structure that appears to be built up in such a way that the preposed and postposed 

constituents bring along their information status requirements and the construction as a whole inherits its 

information status constraints in a compositional way.

These structures may resemble cases of inversion, but Birner argues that they are in fact distinct.

If we drop “there” from (1), we get:

(2) On the table was a lighted tallow candle.

This a case of inversion and as we saw for inversions, their information status constraints are relative rather 

than absolute.

So, we could in principle have a felicitous case of inversion where the preposed element is a PP and where 

both preposed and postposed constituents are, say, discourse-old. If we then inserted a “there”, we would 

get an infelicitous [PP + there] construction, because the [PP + there] construction requires the postposed 

constituent to be new information.
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The Givenness Hierarchy (Gundel, Hedberg & 
Zacharski, 1993) 

In focus activated familiar uniquely identifiable referential type identifiable 
It this/that N that N the N indef. this N a(n) N

1. Type identifiable - identify what kind of thing this is. 
2. Referential- associate a unique representation by the time the sentence is processed 
3. Uniquely identifiable - associate a unique representation by the time the nominal is 

processed 
4. Familiar - associate a representation already in memory 
5. Activated - associate a representation from working memory 
6. In focus - associate a representation that your attention is currently focused on.

Centering Theory (CT)
A model of local discourse coherence proposed by computational linguist Barbara Grosz and her 

colleagues. It is “a theory that relates focus of attention, choice of referring expression, and 

perceived coherence of utterances within a discourse segment”. (Grosz, Joshi and Weinstein 

1995:204)

Centers of attention

Single backward-looking center Cb(uttn) 

Ranked set of forward-looking centers Cf(uttn) 

Preferred center Cp(uttn) 

Center transitions

Continue

Shift

Retain
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Rules of CT

• Rule 1
• If any element of Cf(uttn) is realized by a pronoun in uttn+1, then Cb(uttn+1) 

must be realized by a pronoun too.
• Rule 2
• Sequences of continuing are preferred to sequences of retaining, which in 

turn are preferred to sequences of shifting.

Transitions

Cb(uttn) = Cb(uttn-1) Cb(uttn) ¹Cb(uttn-1)

Cb(uttn) = Cp(uttn) = 
Cp(uttn-1) Continue Smooth-Shift

Cb(uttn) = Cp(uttn) 
¹Cp(uttn-1) Expensive-Continue Expensive-Smooth-

Shift

Cb(uttn) ¹Cp(uttn) Retain Rough-Shift
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Factors affecting ranking
• Formal

• Theoretical work by Grosz et al. (1995) and experimental work by 
Gordon et al. (1993)
• Emphasizes factors such as the grammatical role and/or sentence 

position of terms referring to entities

• Functional
• Corpus study of Strube & Hahn (1999)

• Emphasizes information structure; ranks entities according to whether 
they are discourse old or new, hearer old or new, inferable vs. 
explicitly mentioned, etc.

Experimental Studies

• Work by Gordon et al. (1993); Gordon & Scearse (1995); and Gordon & Chan 
(1995).

• Focuses on factors influencing the determination of the backward-looking 
center.

• However, Gordon et al. (1993) did focus on factors influencing forward-
looking centers in their Experiment 5.
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Repeated Name Penalty (RNP)
(1) a. Susan gave Betsy a pet hamster.

b. She/Susan reminded her/Betsy that hamsters are shy.

Gordon et al.’s (1993) findings:
• The version of utterance (1b) in which the subject is pronominalized is read more 

quickly than the version in which the subject NP is a proper name.

• No difference in reading times for the version of (1b) that uses the name ‘Betsy’ vs. 
the version that uses the pronoun ‘her’. Entities referred to by object NPs and entities 
referred to by non-subject NPs in sentence-initial position do not show a RNP. 

Gordon at al.’s conclusion:
Topics will be realized by grammatical subjects, if possible. 

Gordon et al. (1993): Exp.4
What happens to the RNP when there is a shift in topic?

(2) a. Sue bought Fred a pet hamster.
b. She shouldn’t have done that.
c. Fred/he doesn’t have anywhere to put a cage.

Since Fred is not a salient member of the set of forward-looking centers of 
(2b), and in fact is not even mentioned in (2b), there is no cost to using a 
name to refer to him in (2c) 
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Gordon et al. (1993): Exp.5
What happens when an entity is made salient before there is a shift to it as topic?

(3)a. Sue bought Fred a pet hamster.
b. In his opinion, she shouldn’t have done that.
c. Fred/ He doesn’t have anywhere to put a cage.

Judging by the grammatical subject criterion for topichood, there is a topic shift 
from (3b) to (3c). Gordon et al (1993) found that people were faster to read 
sentences such as (3c) when the topic was referred to as ‘he’ than when the topic 
was referred to by a proper name, such as ‘Fred’. 

Gordon et al.’s conclusion

• By fronting the phrase containing the term referring to Fred in (3b), Fred 
has become the preferred center of (3b). 

• Fronting a non-subject NP apparently has the effect of making its referent 
the most salient entity in the set of forward-looking centers of the 
utterance in which it occurs. 

• Sentence position determines salience ranking.


