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ABSTRACT
This thesis explores the phraseologies of the two first person pronouns, ‘I’ and ‘We’, and
their verb collocates in Chinese novice writers’ academic discourse. Quantitatively, the
study compares the use and the function of the FPPs in Chinese EFL learners’ academic
texts across two disciplines, Business and Management and English Literature, and at two
academic levels, undergraduate and postgraduate. The Chinese Advanced English Learner
Corpus of Academic Written English (CAEL-CAWE) was built to serve the research
purposes of this study. The whole corpus has 456 texts and 4,193,413 tokens in total. The
subsequent analyses lead to the identification of four discourse functions: discourse
organizing, research reporting, knowledge community construing, and research
interpretation. It is found that the phrases serving these functions are highly formulaic.
Furthermore, there is correspondence between the identified frequent phraseologies and
the proposed discourse functions in the novice writers’ academic texts. Specifically, a
textual function is often realised by one or two phrasal frames including the two FPPs.
When the two disciplines are compared, more similarities than differences in relation to
the phrases and the discourse functions of ‘I’ and ‘We’ are observed. When the
undergraduates and the postgraduates are compared, it is noted that the postgraduates use
more impersonal expressions and more retrospective textual organisation expressions to
organise and develop their academic texts. The qualitative case study illustrates the
importance of quality of using ‘I’ and ‘We’ to interact with readership and claim authority.
It raises the question of the appropriateness of the use of the FPPs in novice writers’
academic texts. This is a reminder that a quantitative approach in applied linguistics can
only give partial information and needs to be complemented by qualitative study. This
study concludes by discussing the insights offered into the teaching and learning of
academic writing in EFL contexts.
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION
1.1 Introduction
“Instead of ‘I’ and ‘We’, I would rather use ‘the author’ or ‘the writer’ in my thesis. As a
student, using ‘I’ in my paper seems too ‘loud’ to me”. (Civil Law)
“My supervisor told me to remove all ‘I’ in my thesis and replace them with passive
voice”. (Computer Science)

The two comments cited above are made by two non-native speakers of English on using
‘I’ and ‘We’ in their graduation theses. Both of them are PhD students. One is studying
Civil Law and the other Computer Science. The student of Civil Law thinks that using the
first person pronouns (FPPs) ‘I’ and ‘We’ is too authoritative and face threatening. The
student of Computer Science was cautioned by her supervisor that no ‘I’ or ‘We’ is
allowed in her thesis. In comparison to expert writers, the EFL learners’ use of the FPPs in
academic texts has been found to be problematic (Hyland 2002). I, as an EFL academic
writer, also do have problems when using ‘I’ and ‘We’ in my academic writing. Before
this PhD research was undertaken and whilst I was in the process of writing this
dissertation, whenever I was faced with a choice between the FPPs and available
alternatives, I was inclined to avoid using ‘I’ and ‘We’. Both the two PhD students and I
have had the same experience as most novice academic writers from a Chinese cultural
background. I have taught students who are novice academic writers drawn from a wide
range of different academic disciplines in China. Although these two comments, coupled
with our educational background and my professional status are all pieces of personal
information and cannot be used as evidence of any kind, a few issues concerning the use of
the FPPs are made apparent in a novice EFL writer’s academic discourse. These issues are
listed as follows:
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•

The authoritativeness of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in academic discourse

‘I’ and ‘we’ could be interpreted as offering authority in academic discourse. For instance,
if a statement is attributed to a researcher (e.g. ‘Ivanič says that…’), that researcher is
being used as an authority. One interpretation of attributing a statement to self is that self is
being allocated a similar status of authority. This implication of the authoritativeness of ‘I’
and ‘We’ may lead to the reluctance on the part of students in using the most apt FPPs in
academic discourse. The tentativeness in using the FPPs is not uncommon in EFL writing
practice. For example, both the PhD student of Civil Law and I subscribe to the notion that
the FPP ‘I’ and ‘We’ carry too much responsibility and commitment and are hence
cautious about using them in our theses. From this perspective, it would be valuable to
know when, where and how novice writers inject themselves into their texts to claim
authority; and how tentative and authoritative EFL students are in their academic texts.
The resultant findings would shed some light on the appropriate use of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in
academic writing.

•

The visibility of the writers presented by the use of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the academic text.

As ‘I’ and ‘We’ are the most visible forms of self-representations in a text, the visible
writer’s interpretations would result in two consequences. The writer could either be
recognised as authoritative or be challenged by the readership. In a sense, visibility is
partly related to the authoritative issue. It implies both commitment and threateningness.
As a result, writers may choose to disguise themselves in their essays. For instance, the
suggestion of removing ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the Computer Sciences’ student’s essay,
presumably, aims at keeping an objective tone by eliminating any visible trace of the
writer. Here, the questions worth asking are: to what extent should a thesis writer choose to
be visible? Is there a disciplinary difference that affects or influences visibility? For
instance, the student of Civil Law chooses the author and the writer to represent
himself/herself, whereas the student of Computer Science is advised not to present herself
at all, at least not with the benefit of using the FPPs. The answers to these questions may

2

provide more understanding of the writer’s rhetorical strategy for self-projection when
engaged in the process of writing academic text.
•

The interactivity between writer and readership

The communicative goal of academic discourse is to share disciplinary knowledge with the
writer’s disciplinary community, by doing which, the writer also aims at being
acknowledged and accepted in that society. However, unlike published articles, which are
mostly read by the writers’ peers, there is unbalanced power between the writer and the
reader of students’ theses. The readers of students’ academic texts are always the student’s
supervisor(s) and the examiners who possess a greater degree of disciplinary expertise.
Consequently, the student writers may feel reluctant to assert their personal views in their
writing. For example, the student of Civil Law considers ‘I’ and ‘We’ as expressions that
allow the writer to boast in her thesis. From this perspective, it would be insightful and
valuable if we know how the thesis writers interact with their readers with these
constraints attached to them whilst attempting to create a certain degree of affinity with the
reader.

•

The advice given to the students about the use of the FPPs in academic text

Regrettably, the oversimplified instruction given to the PhD student of Computer Science
is still widely practiced in Chinese EFL academic classrooms. Rather than simply
instructing the removal of the FPPs, more specific and useful advice relating to the
appropriate use of ‘I’ and ‘We’ would have helped the student in her future academic
writing practice.

The three issues I have discussed so far, authoritativeness, visibility and interactivity,
shape the individual persona made manifest by an academic discourse writer’s use of the
FPPs. Indeed, ‘I’ and ‘We’ are the most obvious self-representative words of a writer in
his/her academic text. Methodologically, the exploration of the FPPs is probably the most
direct way of evaluating a writer’s authoritativeness, visibility and his ability to foster
3

writer-reader interaction in his discourse. Further, these issues are probably most easily
explored by examining what writers ‘do’ in their academic texts, which in essence, is the
pragmatic function of their language. Since the verbs that collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’ are
what the writers ‘do’ in their academic texts, studying the choice of verbs seems to be a
sensible way of examining those pragmatic functions (cf. Fløttum et al. 2006; Ivanič 1998;
John 2005).

Therefore, I decided to use a self-compiled computer learner corpus in this

research. The corpus and the corpus tools would allow me to look for those repeatedly
used expressions of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb collocates in the students’ academic texts.

Motivated by the on-going development in English for Academic Purposes (EAP),
Computer Learner Corpora (CLC), and Phraseology, this study attempts to explore
discourse functions and the phraseology of two most obvious self-representation FPPs, ‘I’
and ‘We’ in Chinese EFL students’ academic discourse. The discussion focuses on the
authoritativeness, visibility and interaction reflected by the discourse functions of the
phrases of ‘I’ and ‘We’. Methodologically, the starting point of this research is ‘I’ and
‘We’. After the FPPs are retrieved, the verbs that collocate with them are extracted. This
leads to the identification of a fairly large number of phrases of two or more words
containing either ‘I’ or ‘We’ (e.g. I think, I believe, We found). Some trigrams, such as we
have discussed, we know that, and some longer phrases such as we can see that, and as we
have mentioned were also extracted. These are all considered as instances of phraseology
in this study.

As an EAP teacher myself, I am also interested in the disciplinary differences and
language development of the students’ rhetorical strategies affecting the choice of the
FPPs in their academic texts. Therefore, in this study, I compared ‘I’ and ‘We’ across two
disciplines (Business and Management and English Literature), and across two academic
levels (undergraduate and postgraduate levels). I also examined the individual rhetorical
style of using the FPPs in two individual texts. It is hoped that the findings would offer a
fuller understanding of the EFL learners’ use of the FPPs in academic writing and add to
our knowledge of the FPPs in academic discourse. This would further provide pedagogical
implications for the teaching and learning of the FPPs in EFL contexts.
4

The rest of this chapter is organised as follows. Section 2 provides a brief review of the
previous research that is briefly mentioned in this introductory section: the FPPs and their
pragmatic functions in academic texts, the verbs that collocate with the FPPs, phraseology
and CLC. The review serves as the background for the present study. Section 3 presents
the aim and research questions to be addressed in this study. Section 4 introduces the
learner corpus and methodology of this research. The last section outlines the organisation
of the whole thesis.

1.2 Background of the study

This pedagogical oriented research has been motivated by previous research on EAP, CLC,
and phraseology. A full literature review will be provided in chapter 2. In this section, I
describe the key issues raised by previous research.

1.2.1 The first person pronouns and the pragmatic functions of the FPPs in academic
writing
Researchers have reported that academic writing has experienced a shift from being
personal to impersonal and then to personal (Bazerman 1984; Kuo 1998; Hyland 2004;
Hyland and Jiang 2017; Swales 1990). For instance, research articles from about 350 years
ago were mainly letters exchanged between scientists. In these letters, there were many
first person narrative expressions (Swales 1990). The FPPs in these early forms of
academic writing “would project both personal honesty and modesty” (ibid: 114). From
the end of the 19th century to the 1980s, scientific papers were seen as “a matter of fact”
reports (Swales 1990: 111). Studies have shown that the academic text has become
impersonal, defined as a “shift from description and narration to explanation and analysis”
(Kuo 1999: 122). Academic writing tended to report methodology and results of an
empirical research in an objective way (Bazerman 1984; Swales 1990). This led to a
convention of the text being ‘author evacuated’ (Geertz 1998). Recently, scholars have
argued that writing cannot be genuinely impersonal because the writer expresses
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himself/herself in every aspect related to language choices in the text, for example, lexis,
syntax, and organisation (Ivanič 1998; Ivanič and Camps 2001). Further, academic writing
is seen as an interactive dialogue between writer and reader which involves a personal
manifestation of the writer and a recognition of the reader’s reception of the text (Çandarlı
et al. 2015; Fairclough 1993; Ivanič 1998; Swales 1990; Thompson 2009). The increasing
use of the FPPs in academic texts is one of the signs of this interaction. Hyland and Jiang
(2017), for example, show that the usage of FPPs has increased considerably in the last 50
years, 45% overall, in the published research articles of both hard disciplines (Biology and
Engineering) and soft disciplines (Applied Linguistics and Sociology).

As discussed above, the self-representation of the writer could achieve the interactivity
between the writer himself/herself, the target readership as well as his/her academic
community. Therefore, in academic discourse, beyond the functions of being modest and
hedging in early scientific reports, FPPs in academic texts are now frequently used to
organise text, to stress solidarity, to claim authority, originality, and newsworthiness (e.g.
Ädel 2006; Fløttum et al. 2006; Ivanič 1998; Harwood 2005a, 2005b, 2006, 2007; Kuo
1999; Hyland 2001, 2002, 2004, 2015; Tang & John 1999). Consequently, the
employment of the FPPs is considered as “a key element of successful academic writing”
(Hyland 2002: 1093-1094). In short, the FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’ as the most obvious
expressions of self-projection in discourse are powerful means to assert the writer’s claim
and to establish his/her authority in the academic community (Quirk et al. 1985). Because
of these important pragmatic effects, this study takes ‘I’ and ‘We’ as the entry point of
looking at the writer-reader interaction from the perspectives of the discourse functions of
the expressions of the FPPs and of the persona in the students’ academic texts.

The changes in the use of the FPPs indicate a tension in academic discourse as shown by
the research mentioned above. On the one hand there has been a drive to encourage
objectivity by the exclusion of ‘I’ and ‘We’. On the other hand, there also has been a more
recent drive towards the acknowledgement of personal representation in the research
process. This balancing act causes difficulties for academic writers. Novice writers in
particular may find it difficult to accommodate the disciplinary community. The factors
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that may cause this difficulty include, the writers’ uncertainty of the disciplinary
conventions, their position as novice writers, the unbalanced power between the novice
writer and the expert readership and their lack of rhetorical strategy in establishing
authorship. All of these would “place students at a rhetorical and interpersonal
disadvantage,

preventing

them

from

communicating

appropriate

integrity

and

commitments, and undermining their relationship to readers” (Hyland 2002: 1092). It is
interesting to see therefore, the strategies that the novice writers use to negotiate that
tension and find their middle ground by being both objective and personal appropriately.
The exploration of the novice writers’ texts could help to formulate some guidelines that
enable the novice writers to use ‘I’ and ‘We’ in academic writing more effectively.

Most of the studies on FPPs in academic texts so far (e.g. Harwood 2005a, 2005b, 2006,
2007; Hyland 2001, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2012, 2015, 2017; Ivanič 1998; Kuo
1999; Tang & John 1999; Swales 1990) focus on self-projection in academic discourse to
achieve the textual effects of establishing solidarity, authority, originality and hedging.
However, my discussion in Chapter 2 will show that most of these studies focus on the
FPPs in expert academic discourse. Although some of Hyland’s (e.g. 2001, 2002) studies
are on non-native speakers, there is room for further exploration of the pragmatic functions
of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in EFL academic discourse by comparing the EFL learners’ academic texts
in their own right and exploring the quality of the usage of the FPPs.

1.2.2 Semantic categorisation of verbs and the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb
collocates in this study

Having discussed the background of the usage of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in academic discourse, I
shall now turn to another related issue of this research. This relates to the identification and
categorisation of the semantics of verbs in the EAP context. As mentioned in the
introductory section, the verbs that collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’ are the student writers’
actions in their academic discourse. The semantic-pragmatic meaning of verbs contributes
to the writers’ self-representation in the texts (Fløttum et al. 2006). Like Fløttum et al.
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(ibid), and my starting point is the semantic and functional categorisation of the verbs that
collocates with ‘I’ and ‘We’. Reference examples of the semantic classifications of verbs
are from Biber et al. (2002) and Fløttum et al. (2006). These will be discussed in more
detail in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4. However, at this juncture, we can simply note that Biber
et al. offers a general categorisation of verbs, including 7 semantic categories: activity verb,
communication verbs, mental verbs, causative verbs, verbs of occurrence, verbs of
existence of relationship, and verbs of aspect. These verbs are collected from a mixed
genre of academic texts, conversation transcriptions, fiction and news texts. Therefore, the
semantic categories are of reference value but need to be re-examined in my corpus. In
order to investigate the writer’s roles in academic discourse, Fløttum et al. (2006) propose
4 categories of verbs that collocate with ‘I’, labelled research verbs, discourse verbs,
argue verbs and various evaluating and emotional construction. These verbs are used to
discuss what the writers’ identities in the texts are. Therefore, the phraseological features
and the functions of the FPPs were not included in their study. In Chapter 2 and Chapter 3,
like Fløttum et al., I started this research by extracting the verbs that collocate with ‘I’ and
‘We’. I then examined the meaning and the function of the verbs when they collocated
with the FPPs. However, I went beyond the semantic categorisation of the verbs, extending
the examination to phrases of ‘I’ and ‘We’ and their verb collocates. Hence, the items
examined in this study include the collocation of ‘I’, ‘We’ and the verb collocates (bigram)
and observable multi-word phrases that include the FPPs and the extracted verbs. In terms
of the meaning and the function of the verbs that collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’, this study
offers up the proposition that the meaning of a verb is not necessarily consistent. Taking
the verb read as an example, it means the act of reading when it is used in the phrase I
read + object, which is an activity verb according to Biber et al. (2002). In another
research, according to Fløttum et al. (2006), read is a research verb when it collocates with
‘I’ and ‘We’.

As discussed later in Chapter 5 of this study, the meaning and the function

of the verb read is an activity verb as proposed by Biber et al., for example, in the phrase I
read Shakespeare. In another phrase, I read it as a seduction, it falls under a different
category from that of both Biber et al. and Fløttum et al. It is argued in this study that in
the phrase read… as, the verb read implies the writer’s understanding and evaluation of
the material. In this sense, read can also be considered as a verb of interpretation.
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Based on previous research on semantic categories of verbs, I started this research by
looking at the semantics and categorisation of the verbs that collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’ in
my corpus. I then, look at the discourse functions and the phraseology of the FPPs and
their verb collocates in the EFL students’ texts across two disciplines and two academic
levels. The next section introduces computer learner corpora, the methodology
underpinning this research on learner language.

1.2.3 Computer Learner Corpora

Like many studies on learners’ academic discourse, this research uses self-compiled
corpus to investigate the FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the student writers’ academic texts. In
recent years, there has been an increasing recognition of the importance of Computer
Learner Corpora (CLC) in second language and foreign language research. Granger et al.
(2002: preface) define CLC as:
“Computer learner corpora are electronic collections of spoken or written texts
produced by foreign or second language learners in a variety of language settings.
Once computerised, these data can be analysed with linguistic software tools, from
simple ones, which search, count and display, to the most advanced ones, which
provide sophisticated analyses of the data”.

By using corpus tools the frequent words, collocation and phrases may be observed and
compared between corpora. CLC has been widely used for contrastive purposes, which
compare between two or more corpora, most likely, between corpora of native speakers’
and corpora of second language or foreign language learners’. The main areas of CLC
studies are, language transfer (e.g. Paquot 2008), error analysis (e.g. Osborne 2008), overor under-use of certain language features in a learner corpus (e.g. Chen 2013) and
interlanguage development (e.g. Meunier 2015). Most recent CLC based research on ‘I’
and ‘We’ in academic discourse focuses on the following comparisons: novice writers as
opposed to expert researchers (e.g. Wang 2018), ESL learners as opposed to native
speakers (e.g. Çandarli et al. 2015), and between texts of different disciplines (e.g. Hyland
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& Jiang 2017). Informative as these studies are, relatively few comparative studies have
been done on the collocations of the FPPs and the verbs between EFL learners at different
disciplines and across different academic levels. The comparison across the different
disciplines will add to our knowledge of the disciplinary differences presented in the
learners’ texts. The comparison of different academic levels could describe the EFL
students’ developmental features related to academic writing. Both are valuable to the
understanding of interlanguage and could have pedagogical implications in EAP teaching
and learning practice.

With respect to disciplinary studies, Becher (1989) proposes four disciplinary categories:
hard pure (e.g. physics), soft pure (e.g. history), hard applied (e.g. mechanical engineering)
and soft applied (e.g. education). Studies have shown that language conventions and
rhetorical strategies could vary considerably across the four permutations (e.g. Bazermen
1988; Charles 2004; Groom 2007; Hyland 2002, 2005; Swales 1991). There is also
evidence that the uses of ‘I’ and ‘We’ differs significantly between disciplines both
quantitatively and functionally (e.g. BAŞAL and Bada 2012; Hyland 2001, 2005). In line
with previous disciplinary studies, I am inclined to concur with Becher’s categorisation. In
this study, I shall compare two disciplines from two different categories, Business and
Management as a soft applied discipline and English Literature as a soft pure discipline.
The selection of these two disciplines is reported in detail in Section 3.2.2 of Chapter 3.

I have discussed briefly the different areas that underpin this PhD research. Previous
research on ‘I’ and ‘We’ in academic discourse has been carried out on either native
speakers or on ESL writers who have been studying English for a long time, for example,
in Hong Kong in Hyland’s 2002 study. In this thesis, I extended this form of research to a
different context where learners have had lesser exposure to English by virtue of their
educational background in mainland China. Methodologically, most of the recent research
on the FPPs is quantitative in nature. These previous corpus based studies have extracted ‘I’
and ‘We’ by concordance methods and proceeded to examine the results qualitatively by
close reading of the extended discourse. Relatively little research starts from the
examination of the phraseologies of ‘I’ and ‘We’ and their verb collocates and discusses
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the functions of these collocates or phrases. There is also relatively little research on the
quality of the uses of the FPPs in EFL student’s academic discourse. John (2005) and
Harwood (2007) are exceptions. But John focuses on the writers’ identity and the effects of
revision, not the phraseology and the discourse functions of the FPPs. Harwood
interviewed the writers of published research papers and discusses the discourse functions
of the FPPs in expert academic texts. In addition, the question of the appropriateness of
individual uses of ‘I’ and ‘We’ has been insufficiently explored. To expand our knowledge
on these aspects of the FPPs in academic discourse, this corpus-based study intends to
explore the phraseology and pragmatic functions of ‘I’ and ‘We’ and the verbs collocating
with them in EFL learners’ academic texts. At the same time, this research also includes a
preliminary qualitative study on the appropriateness of the FPPs in two sample
dissertations. The qualitative case study aims to look for individual rhetorical style
difference, and hopes to explore and test the discourse functions proposed in the
quantitative comparisons.

1.3 Aims and research questions

This study uses self-compiled corpora to examine Chinese EFL learners’ uses of ‘I’ and
‘We’ and the verbs collocating with them. The research compares texts between two
disciplines, Business and Management and English Literature, and between two academic
levels, undergraduate and postgraduate students’ academic writing. Focusing on
phraseology and pragmatic functions, the students’ progress and disciplinary differences of
the usage of the FPPs in their academic texts are explored. This research provides a new
perspective on looking at the expressions of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the phrases as the units of
meaning. Consequently, the practical outcome of this research provides pedagogical
implications for EAP classrooms. My overall aim is to investigate how the EFL student
writers project themselves by using the two FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’ in their academic texts.
More specifically, the research questions to be addressed are:
RQ1. How frequent are ‘I’ and ‘We’ used in each subcorpus? What are the verbs
that collocate with them? What phraseological sequences of ‘I’, ‘We’ and the verbs
collocating with them can be identified?
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RQ2. What are the pragmatic functions of the phrases containing ‘I’, ‘We’ and
their verb collocates?
RQ3-A. Do the phrases and their functions show any differences across the two
disciplines?
RQ3-B. Do the phrases and their functions show any differences across the two
academic levels?
RQ4. Does the qualitative case study concord with the quantitative findings? What
supplemental observation may be made from the qualitative study?
RQ5. What are the pedagogical and methodological implications of this research
for further investigation of the FPPs in academic writing discourse?

1.4 Corpus and Methodology
The Chinese Advanced English Learner Corpus of Academic Written English
(CAEL-CAWE) built for this research comprises four sets of subcorpora compiled from
academic texts written by undergraduate students majoring in Business and Management
(UGBM), postgraduates in Business and Management (PGBM), undergraduates in English
Literature (UGEL) and postgraduates in English Literature (PGEL) respectively. The texts
are all submitted graduation dissertations written in English by Chinese students in
mainland China. To compare the disciplinary differences between Business and
Management (BM) and English Literature (EL), the comparison was carried out between
UGBM + PGBM vs. UGEL + PGEL; to compare the academic level difference between
undergraduate (UG) and postgraduate (PG) levels, the contrastive analysis was between
UGBM + UGEL vs. PGBM + PGEL. These comparisons facilitate the two-dimensional
exploration of the disciplinary and academic level differences.
It may come as a surprise that I am not comparing the learner corpora with the corpora of
native speakers of expert writers’ in this study. In other words, unlike most CLC
researchers in EAP, I compare the two disciplines and two levels within the corpus without
relying on a native speaker or an expert writer benchmark. I acknowledge that my
approach is at odds with many previous learner corpus studies. However, I would argue
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that the learners’ language is self-contained and does not need to be compared with an
external norm. The comparison between the two disciplines, BM and EL, keeps us
focusing on the exploration of how the learners present themselves through the usage of
the two FPPs in their disciplinary academic discourse, including their unique phraseology
and the discourse functions of these phrases. For undergraduate students, the level of
competence of postgraduate students is their next achievable goal rather than the
competence level of native speakers or experts. Therefore, comparison of the
undergraduate students’ texts with the postgraduates’ can provide valuable pedagogical
information relating to the students’ development in the use of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in their
academic writing practice.

The major steps of this research are as follows. Firstly, the corpora were loaded into
Sketch Engine (Kilgarriff et al. 2004). Then, the instances of the two FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’ in
the corpus were extracted. Thirdly, the frequent verbs that collocated with the two FPPs
were extracted. The threshold of the frequency of the verbs was set to no less than 5 times
collocating with ‘I’ and/or no less than 10 times collocating with ‘We’. At the same time,
only those verbs that occurred at least in 3 texts were included for further analysis. The
fourth step was to examine the extracted verbs with regard to their semantic features and
pragmatics functions. On the basis of the analysis, these verbs were classified into 4 major
categories. The analysis of the differences across the disciplines and academic levels were
carried out based on this categorisation. The primary purpose of the classification of the
verbs in this study is not to propose a new typology of verb categories. Rather, they are
used for this particular study to explore the collocation, the phraseological features as well
as the pragmatic functions of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb collocates.

After these comparisons, a case study was carried out between two individual texts, one
with many instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ and the other with fewer instances of the two FPPs.
The purpose was to explore the individual rhetorical style and appropriateness of using the
FPPs in EFL learners’ texts.
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1.5 An outline of the thesis
This chapter has briefly discussed the background of this research, including the FPPs in
EAP, CLC, previous forms of categorisation of English verbs, phraseology, and
disciplinary differences in the EAP context. The data and methodology has been
introduced and the aims and the research questions discussed. The remaining 8 chapters of
this thesis are organised as follows. Chapter 2 reviews previous research in the field of
EAP, in particular, the uses of FPPs in academic discourse. The research background that
has been briefly introduced in this chapter is further elaborated in Chapter 2. Chapter 3
reports the compilation process of the corpus. The method of extracting the two FPPs, ‘I’
and ‘We’ and the extraction of the verbs that collocate with the FPPs are also discussed in
this chapter. Chapter 4 explains how the extracted verbs are classified according to their
meanings and functions when collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the corpus. In this chapter,
discourse function categories are proposed to facilitate the subsequent comparative
analyses.

Chapters 5 to 7 present the analyses and results of this research. Chapter 5 reports the
findings across the two disciplines, BM and EL. The phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verbs
collocates are observed and analysed quantitatively and qualitatively. The similarities and
differences between the two disciplines are also discussed. It is found that there are more
epistemic differences than pragmatic function differences of the FPPs’ phrases between
BM and EL. Chapter 6 reports the comparison between the two academic levels, UG and
PG. Comparatively, the texts of PG students present fewer instances of the FPPs. Some of
the phrases and their discourse functions differ between the two levels as well. Chapter 7
presents a case study. Two EL essays on a similar topic, one includes many instances of
the FPPs and the other that includes few instances were chosen for a detailed qualitative
examination. This chapter goes beyond the examination of ‘I’ and ‘We’. Some other
aspects of authorial projection in academic discourse are also discussed here. For example,
passivation and evaluative adjectives that express the writers’ personal views. In this
chapter, the complementarity between quantitative and qualitative study in the field of
academic discourse research is proposed.
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Chapter 8 summarises the major findings of the study. Choices between the FPPs and
impersonal expressions, and choice between ‘I’ and ‘We’ in these students’ academic texts
are explored. A set of principles that influence the discussed choices is proposed. Writer
identities that are presented by the phrases including the two FPPs are also discussed in
this chapter. Chapter 9 concludes this thesis by discussing the implications and
applications of this research. The study suggests that teachers must be sensitive to the
self-representation issue in academic discourse. Strategic introduction in EAP classrooms
would raise the students’ awareness of the uses of the FPPs in their academic discourse.
The introduction should include the phraseology of ‘I’ and ‘We’, the discourse functions
of these phrases, the writer identities reflected by the FPPs and the principles that influence
the students’ choice of the FPPs in their academic writing practice.

15

CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Introduction
This chapter reviews previous studies on learner corpus research, phraseology, the first
person pronouns (FPPs) in English for Academic Purposes (EAP), verbs and verb
classification, the impact of both disciplinary difference and academic level difference in
EAP. By reviewing these issues of language research, I shall attempt to underpin this
corpus based study on the phraseology and pragmatic functions of the FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’
in EFL students’ written academic texts. This chapter is organised as follows. After this
introductory part, Section 2 discusses computer learner corpora and phraseology. This is to
evaluate how a corpus linguistic approach facilitates the understanding of the learners’
language and their multi-word expressions. In Section 3, the literature relating to two areas,
previous research on personal pronouns and the study of verbs and the categorisation of
the verbs in academic discourse, is reviewed. The discussion of FPPs focuses on the use of
FPPs in the field of EAP. The study of the categorisation of the verbs introduces both
semantic and functional classes of verbs in academic discourse. Section 5 synthesises the
literature on the impact of disciplinary and level differences in academic discourse. Section
6 concludes the previously reviewed topics in this chapter and illustrates the gap between
previous research and this PhD study.

2.2 Learner corpora and phrases
This section reviews studies related to Computer Learner Corpora and phrases. These two
research areas are closely related as the use of language corpora facilitates language
description and makes the research on phraseology in the field of linguistics easier than the
traditional manual examination of a large amount of material (Sinclair 1991, 2008;
Hunston 2002, Hunston and Francis 2000).

16

2.2.1 Learner Corpora

Learner corpora came into being with the development of Corpus Linguistics (CL).
Researchers of CL primarily used this technique to collect and explore English texts that
are produced by native speakers only. With the development and influence of CL, scholars
in applied linguistics have used a corpus to study learners’ languages, for instance, English
as Second / Foreign Language (SL/FL), French as Second / Foreign language etc. Thus,
this subsection starts with a brief introduction of Corpus linguistics, then moves on to a
more detailed review of studies on Computer Learner Corpora.

2.2.1.1 Corpus linguistics

Corpus Linguistics became possible with the development of computer science. A corpus
is defined as “a collection of pieces of language text in electronic form, selected according
to external criteria to represent, as far as possible, a language or language variety as a
source of data for linguistic research” (Sinclair, 2005:16). Corpus linguists collect a large
amount of language samples and analyse them by computer programs that are specially
designed for language exploration. The fact that corpus linguistics is of importance or
brings a new perspective of looking at languages is because before corpus linguistics came
to the forefront,

…linguistics has been formed and shaped on inadequate evidence and in a famous
phrase ‘degenerate data’. There has been a distinct shortage of information and
evidence available to linguists, and this gives rise to a particular balance between
speculation and fact in the way in which we talk about our subject. In linguistics up
till now we have been relying very heavily on speculation (Sinclair 2004:9).

With the assistance of language corpus and corpus processing tools, language researchers
are now able to conduct their research and study languages more effectively. They are able
to do so not only with a large number of available and representative samples but also with
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the benefit of more trustworthy statistics (Biber et al. 1998; Hunston 2002; Sinclair 2004;
Biber 2009; McEnery &Hardie 2012).

Corpus linguistics is an approach to studying or exploring language based on the
information extracted from corpus.

Hunston (2002: 3) explains this point:

If a corpus represents, very roughly and partially, a speaker’s experience of
language, the access software re-orders that experience so that it can be examined
in ways that are usually impossible. A corpus does not contain new information
about language, but the software offers us a new perspective on the familiar. Most
readily available software packages process data from a corpus in three ways:
showing frequency, phraseology and collocation.

This definition of corpus may be better understood in light of the following three aspects.
Firstly, corpus is only useful with corpus accessible software. Secondly, corpus software
could assist us to look at language from a different perspective that was once difficult with
manual calculation or mere observation before the advent of the computer. Thirdly, neither
the corpus nor the corpus software is able to provide new information. It is the linguists
who observe the data and examine the text who are in a position to offer an interpretation
of the results.

2.2.1.2 Computer Learner Corpora
Since the late 1980s, informed by corpus linguistics studies on native speakers’ language,
researchers have been using Computer Learner Corpora (CLC) to explore the language of
learners of various second languages or foreign languages. In order to explore SL/FL that
are produced by learners, to understand the mechanism of SL/FL acquisition, and to help
improve EL/FL learning and teaching, CLC collects non-native speakers’ language for
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SL/FL studies with unprecedented large databases, computerised query tools and is also
able to analyse quantitative data.

The definition of Computer Learner Corpora

According to Hunston (2002: 15), a learner corpus is,
A collection of texts – essays, for example – produced by learners of a language.
The purpose of this corpus is to identify in what respects learners differ from each
other and from the language of native speakers, for which a comparable corpus of
native-speaker texts is required.

Adding more information, including the collection criteria and purpose of CLC, Granger
(2007: 45) defines CLC as “…electronic collections of authentic FL/SL textual data
assembled according to explicit design criteria for a particular SLA/FLT purpose. They are
encoded in a standardized and homogeneous way and documented as to their origin and
provenance”.

Granger (2007) stresses the principles of the compilation of CLC. She provides three
criteria on the compilation of CLC: Firstly, a CLC should present Authenticity. It should
collect naturally occurring language as its evidence to examine linguistic features. The data
is authentic language produced by language learners instead of data obtained from a
controlled experimental environment or elicitation-oriented tasks. Secondly, CLC should
maintain Homogeneity.

It means that a learner corpus should be collected according to a

set of explicit criteria which should be adhered to strictly without fail to maintain integrity.
This is fundamentally because a wide range of variable factors may affect the investigation
of learner language. Therefore, these variables such as mother tongue, learning context,
time exposure to the target language, proficiency level and data collection setting should
be taken into consideration when building the corpus. Furthermore, though not explicitly
stated by Granger, a homogeneous corpus would facilitate comparative studies within
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corpus or across corpora based on these clearly defined criteria. Thirdly, Granger stresses
the goal of CLC. It is built purposefully for SLA/FLA language exploration. Compared
with many large multi-purpose native language corpora (e.g. Bank of English, British
National Corpus, Brown family corpora et. al), a learner corpus is highly purposive. It is
assembled for second/foreign language acquisition research, which sets its goal of
revealing SL/FL learning mechanisms and making a contribution to SL/FL learning and
teaching in practice. However, the benefits of CLC are not limited to the exploration of
cognitive mechanism of SLA but also a detailed description of the learners’ language. The
corpus of this study is made up with authentic texts written by EFL Chinese learners.
CEAL-CAWE corpus for this PhD study is homogeneous as all the student writers are
from mainland China. The collected texts are all accepted graduation dissertations from
two academic levels, undergraduate and postgraduate taught. And these academic texts are
of two disciplines, Business management and English Literature. In chapter 3, I shall show
in detail, how my corpus collection meets these criteria that Granger suggests.

Using Computer Learner Corpora in ESL/EFL language research

At the early stages of CLC research, such research mainly facilitated two aspects
pertaining to the exploration of learner language. One is error analysis and the other is
contrastive interlanguage analysis (e.g. Granger 2003, 1994, 1998, 2007; Gui and Yang
2002, Kaszubski 1998). Both research methods draw on a native speaker corpus, for
example, The Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) and the British
Academic Written English Corpus (BAWE), as a reference corpus to investigate the
inter-language proximity to the native language or what is commonly described as the
‘norm’. This comparison is used to identify what is known as over- and under-use. If a
feature occurs more frequently in the learner corpus than the reference native speaker
corpus, it is said to be overused, and when a feature is less frequent in the learner corpus
than in the native speaker corpus, this is referred to as underuse. For example, Chen and
Baker (2010) found that L2 students overused the expression all over the world in their
academic texts, whereas native academic writers rarely used the phrase. On the other hand,
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when compared with expert writers, the same learner corpus shows a considerable
underuse of referential expressions, such as in the context of.

In contrast to these studies, there is an increasing number of studies that compare one
group of learners with another, in particular, a less developed group of learners with a
more advanced group of learners (cf. e.g. Bestgen and Granger 2014; Chau 2015; Vyatkina
and Cunningham 2015). Therefore, CLC can also be used to compare different varieties of
language. The investigation of inter-language features looks at learner’s language in its
own right. Meunier (2015:396) states that “learner corpora are solid and reliable data
sources to trace learners’ proficiency development in a L2” after discussing some core
issues and representative studies on longitudinal language development of L2 learners. In
the research in general, comparing learners with other learners usually means comparing
learners of differing language proficiencies or learners from different language
backgrounds in order to evaluate the influence of their first language on their interlanguage.
For example, a different language background is one variable of the many variables of the
International Corpus of Learner English. In fact, learners’ language from 11 different
ESL/EFL background were collected in this corpus (Granger 2003).

However, it is also possible to compare learners of different disciplines and learners at
different levels of academic achievement. This is the core issue to be explored in this
thesis. Treating learner’s language as self-contained avoids the assumptions based on
native-speaker usage, a situation which is quite common in some of the other learner
corpus based research. The advantage of comparing learners with other learners could be
twofold. Firstly, comparing the learners’ academic texts drawn from different disciplines
allows us to focus on the epistemic differences between those two disciplines, without the
complicating factor of differing educational backgrounds or the L1 / L2 difference.
Secondly, comparing learners’ language of different academic levels can inform us what
the learners’ next attainable proficiency goal is. For the undergraduate student, what is
achievable in terms of language proficiency might be better represented by the language of
the comparable postgraduate student than by the native speaker. Moreover, this
comparison between learners of different proficiency levels has the potential to tell us
21

more about inter-language development. This information is not available from a
comparison between the learners and the native speakers. Therefore, instead of comparing
SL/FL learners texts with NS discourse, this research explores the disciplinary difference
and academic level differences exhibited in the dissertations written by Chinese EFL
learners.

2.2.2 Phrases

Phrases have been investigated under many different names in the field of linguistics. For
example, they have been described as idiom (Liu, 2003), formulaic expression (Nattinger
and DeCarrico, 1992), lexical bundle (Biber et al, 2004), formulaic sequence (Wray 2002;
Erman and Warren 2000), phrase (Martinez and Schmitt, 2010), formula (Vlach and Ellis,
2010). There is no consensus in relation to having an agreed name of these multi-word
expressions, nor is there an agreement regarding the definition of what a phrase is. Wray
(2002) for example, emphasises the prefabricated nature of the phrase, which is
psycholinguistic in its definition. Biber et al. (2004), Biber and Barbieri (2007) and Gries’
(2008) use statistical tests to identify phrases or lexical bundles. In her book, Corpora in
Applied Linguistics, Hunston (2002: 138) provides the applied aspect of phraseology,
which is the essence of what is known as “preference sequencing”. As stated by Gries
(ibid), phraseology is a very broad category.

In terms of collocation, one of the most frequent quotations in corpus linguistics is
probably “[y]ou shall know a word by the company it keeps” by Firth (1957: 11). This
statement relating to collocation is often cited by corpus linguists given that with the
assistance of computer technology, the calculation of collocation in a large dataset is much
easier and statistically more reliable than it is with mere manual observation. And it is now
well acknowledged that “collocations are indispensable elements with which our
utterances are very largely made” (Kjellmer 1987: 140). According to Sinclair, collocation
is (1991:170), “the occurrence of two or more words within a short space of each other in a
text”. In this definition, Sinclair points out the syntagmatic feature of a collocation; namely
that it has no less than two words and that they should co-occur within a limited span in a
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text. Further, in corpus linguistics, the statistical aspect of collocation is stressed, that the
co-occurrence has to be statistically frequent (Handl 2008; Hunston 2002; Sinclair 1991;).
Although there is no standard frequency and the criteria of collocation could vary between
researchers (cf. Granger and Bestgen 2014 Gries 2013; Handl 2008;), collocation may be
regarded as one subcategory of phrase. This is due to the fact that both collocation and
phrase have to have no less than two words, with both of them needing to be frequently
used in a corpus. Furthermore, and there is also a limited span of these co-occurrences. All
factors considered, in this research, collocation refers to those observable frequent
co-occurrences being an integral component part of phrases. I will come back to this issue
again shortly.

As mentioned, there is no agreed definition or name in relation to phraseology in the field
of linguistics. Different scholars focus on different kinds of phrases and different aspects
of phraseologism. However, there is general consensus that the phrase is pervasive in the
English language. It is demonstrated by some studies that the percentage of multi-word
units in running texts range from 30% in the form of lexical bundles in the conversation
corpus (Biber et al. 1999) to 58.6% in the form of formulaic sequences in a spoken
discourse data base (Erman and Warren 2000). In a nutshell, formulaic expressions
constitute a significant portion of English discourse (Sinclair 1991; Nattinger and
DeCarrico 1992; Biber et al. 1999; Leech 2000; Hunston 2002; Ellis et al. 2008). These
pre-fabricated phrases are important to ESL / EFL learners as well as to native speakers.
ESL and EFL learners need to be sensitive to the native speakers’ preferences for certain
sequences of words over others (Wray 2000). This is due to even the advanced learners of
second language having great difficulty with native-like collocation and idiomaticity, and
many of the grammatical sentences composed by these learners sound unnatural, which
makes it difficult for native speakers to process (Granger 1998; Howarth 1998; Ellis et al.
2008; Millar 2011).

In summation, there is no agreed definition of what phraseology is in the field of
linguistics. In fact, it is probably next to impossible to have one specific definition in the
linguistic arena due to the different aims and purposes of various types of research. I
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would argue, that in the field of applied linguistics, all these forms of multi-word units can
be recognised as phrases with specific meanings and pragmatic functions as mentioned
above. These could therefore help ESL/EFL learners in their academic writing classrooms
and practices. It is noted that there is a considerable variation in the way the definition of
phrase is interpreted in corpus linguistics. The study of phraseology incorporates more
than what I have here in this study, and in some cases, it defines phrases somewhat
differently from how I interpret them for the purposes of my study. To some extent, this is
similar to what others have said, and concurrently, it is also at odds with other scholars’
definitions of what a phrase is. A broad definition that incorporates every form of
multi-word units into phrases would be helpful and less confusing to EFL novices
provided that they are used in the preferred sequences and connote unit meaning in text. It
therefore saves the students from the trouble of having to distinguish the different terms
and ambiguous boundaries of phraseologism.

The technique of corpus linguistics makes the exploration of phraseology easier. Prior to
corpus linguistics being used as a mainstream research, it was time-consuming to identify
phrases manually, especially when it came to the filtering of phrases with open slot (s).
One of the most important functions of corpus linguistics is that the pattern of
co-occurrence could now be identified in a large dataset with the help of corpus-based
tools. In the study of corpus linguistics, scholars have proposed a criterion for determining
the extraction of phrases including those derived from statistical tests.

For example, t-test,

mutual information, log-likelihood, all of which help to determine if a sequence is a phrase
or not (cf. for example, Gries 2008; Ellis et al. 2008; Ackermann and Chen 2013). Thus,
corpus linguistics is “at least is currently the single most frequently used method employed
in the study of phraseology” (Gries 2008: 15). As proposed by Sinclair (2004: 10) “we
should strive to be open to the patterns observable in language in quantity as we now have
it”. A significant part of this PhD adheres to this piece of advice and explores the phrase
of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb collocates in EFL academic texts. However, in order to gain a
better insight to these phrases, in Chapter 8, I carried out a qualitative case study on two
postgraduates’ texts to explore these phrases, their discourse functions, and the
effectiveness of these uses as employed by the respective individual student writer.
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In this study, one of the aims is therefore to critically examine the phraseology of the FPPs
and the verbs collocating with them in the EFL students’ academic texts. In order to do so,
as previously discussed, I decided to include all the phrases over a certain threshold and to
connote their unit meaning in the student’s text as a phrase. I focussed particularly on the
use of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the context of phraseology. I set a pre-determined threshold in
relation to the frequency, span and range of the extracted phrases. In other words, in this
research I examined simple collocation as well as those recurring more specific phrases.
Specifically, I looked at the following phrases:

⚫ two-word phrases of I / We + frequently occurring verbs (e.g. I worked, I / we
found);
⚫ I / we + verb class which is also a two-word phrase, but one of the word is
variable (e.g. believe and think of mental verbs, see Chapter 4);
⚫ multi-word phrases, for example, fixed expression as we all know;
⚫ more specific instances of the verb phrases, for example, I / we + can, could +
verb (e.g. we can / could see);
⚫ phrasal pattern I/We +present perfect of the Textual Organising verbs.

The object of this study is of phrases interpreted as being one of the above-mentioned five
things. Chapter 3 elaborates the methodology issues relating to phrase extraction in this
study, including the extraction of the two FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’ and the verbs collocating
with them.

Two important issues that are directly related to each other are learner corpora and phrases,
and these have been discussed in this part of the thesis. The next section, section 3 reviews
another two language areas related to this research, namely, previous studies on the use of
the FPPs and the categorisation of English verbs.
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2.3 FPPs and verbs in academic writing

This research brings the two classes of words, the FPP and the verb together and views
them as collocates in the context of the academic text. By doing so, this study aims to add
to our knowledge about the phraseology of ‘I’ and ‘We’, and to explore the pedagogical
implications to EFL academic writing practice.

2.3.1 First person pronouns

There was a time when academic discourse was considered as monologic. This is no
longer considered to be the case (Swales 1990; Ivanič 1998; Tang and John 1999; Hyland
2002, 2004, 2005, 2010b, 2015, 2017). Studies on academic discourse have shown that
authors of academic discourse interact with their expected readers to achieve the
interpersonal effects of seeking solidarity, hedging, declaring responsibility, claiming
authority and contributing to their own academic community (e.g. Çandarlı et al. 2015;
Harwood 2005a, 2005b, 2006, 2007; Hyland 2002; 2005; Thompson and Ye 1991). The
interaction between writer and reader may be explored by the examination of
metadiscourse expressions, report structure, adjectives and self-representation in academic
discourse (e.g. Crismore et al. 1993; Hyland 2005; Charles 2004, 2006). This section
discusses previous research carried out on one of the approaches, namely,
self-representation in academic discourse. This topic will be reviewed in light of the
self-representation strategies, pragmatic functions of self-representation, and writer
identity. The next subsection, section 2.3.1.1 reviews the importance of self-mention
strategy, particularly through the usage of FPPs in academic discourse. Section 2.3.1.2 and
2.3.1.3 are on two perspectives that are mostly investigated in the area of self-mention, i.e.
pragmatic function and writer identity.
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2.3.1.1 Self-representation in academic text
The strategic use of the FPPs to claim the writer’s authority has been considered as a key
element of successful academic writing (Hyland 2002). In a diachronic study, it is found
that the usage of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in published journal articles has increased by 45% overall in
four different disciplines at three periods during the course of the last 50 years, in 1965,
1985, and 2015 (Hyland and Jiang, 2017). This growing usage of the FPPs shows an
increasing emphasis on writer-reader interactivity in academic texts. By analysing how a
writer presents himself/herself in academic discourse through the FPPs, the writer-reader
interaction may be seen from the manner in which the writer organises reader-friendly
discourse to achieve a good reading experience. It may also be seen from how a writer
seeks alignment in the text with the intended readership and how a writer claims
commitment and authority to establish his/her membership of an academic community.
Kuo (1999: 123) argues that,

“the choice of a certain personal pronoun for a given context, or even the presence
or non-presence of a personal pronoun in journal articles, and particularly in
scientific journal articles, can often reveal how writers view themselves, their
relationship with readers, and their relationship with the discourse community they
belong to”.

Due to the different genres and purposes of academic texts, readers’ identities vary
correspondingly. For example, research articles are viewed by the editors of the submitted
journals, reviewers, and if published, by peer scholars of a similar or related disciplinary
community. The readers of research reports or theses in universities are viewed as teachers
or supervisors. Therefore, the interaction between a writer and a reader could be
multi-faceted as between a writer and a reader who is a reviewer or editor. It could be also
between a writer and his/her peers, a writer and their instructors, or indeed between a
writer and the academic community in which he/she belongs to or wants to be
acknowledged in. During the writing process, the writers are aware of who their potential
readers are and write accordingly. To reveal the complexity of the relationship between the
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writer and the readership through the exploration of FPPs in academic discourse, the
studies mainly focus on two aspects: pragmatic functions (see, for example, Kuo 1999;
Hyland 2001, 2002; Harwood 2005; Fløttum 2006a, 2006b), and writer identity (see, for
example, Ivanič 1998; Ivanič and Camps 2001; Tang and John 1999; Hyland 2001, 2002,
2004, 2005; Harwood 2005; John 2005).

2.3.1.2 Pragmatic functions of ‘I’ and ‘WE’ in academic writing
The definition of discourse function of personal pronoun adopted in this study is “the
function that a sentence containing a personal pronoun performs the immediate discourse
context of a journal article. It reflects the specific communicative purpose of
writers-researchers in a certain part of a journal article” (Kuo, 1999: 130). The discourse
function of FPPs has been investigated in different academic genres. For example, KUO
(1999) and Harwood (2005) examined the functions of FPPs in published research articles;
Hyland (2002) and John (2005) discussed the discourse function of FPPs in ESL learners’
academic texts; and Hyland (2010) investigated the use of the FPPs in the published
research articles, monographs and book chapters written by two leading scholars of applied
linguistics, John Swales and Debbie Cameron. Of the many pragmatic functions of phrases
including the FPPs in academic discourse, the recognised functions include, for example,
organising discourse (e.g. we have discussed), hedging (e.g. Personally, I think), alignment
seeking (e.g. as we can see) (Harwood 2005a, 2005b, 2007; Hyland 2001, 2002, Kuo 1999;
Fetzer 2014). In the wider context, however, ‘I’ and ‘We’ may be seen to have different
functions, such as self-promotion, for example, “[t]o provide structure for the empirical
work, I developed a simple three-region model characterised by migration and transport
costs. (ECON 8)” (cited in Harwood 2005: 1224), and authority claiming (see, for example,
“…we believe that LEW satisfies better the important criterion of comprehensibility” in
Table 1). The following review covers three articles on discourse functions of ‘I’ and ‘We’
in academic discourse. One is conducted by Kuo (1999), one by Hyland (2002), and the
last, by Harwood (2007). Each of them focuses on different material, aspects of
writer-reader interaction, and research methods which provides guidelines from different
angles of pragmatic categorisation for this PhD study. Kuo (1999) identifies discourse
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functions in research articles of 3 different disciplines. However, the disciplinary
difference is not investigated in this study. Hyland (2002) compares the ESL students’
academic reports with experts’ research articles, complementing with interviews. Harwood
(2007) does a qualitative study by interviewing expert research article writers. The
interviewees were asked to reflect on their own uses of the FPPs in their own published
articles and evaluate the instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in their peers’ published academic
papers.

Kuo (1999) conducted an empirical study to explore the use of the personal pronouns from
three perspectives, the writers’ own perception of their roles in research, their relationship
with readership and the academic community they belong to.

Material: a corpus of 36 scientific journal articles from 3 arbitrarily selected disciplines:
computer science, electronic engineering, and physics.

Methodology: in this study, only the pragmatic functions of 258 instances of ‘We’, 23 ‘us’
and 74 ‘our’ are analysed. The discourse functions of the instances of the plural FPPs are
assigned by qualitative analysis of the actual occurrences in the sample texts (Kou 1999:
123).

Findings of pragmatic functions: 12 discourse functions of the plural FPPs, ‘We’, ‘us’, and
‘our’ are generalised by Kuo in this study. Among these functions, one function, that of
seeking agreement or cooperation, is realised only by using ‘us’. Table 2.1 lists all the
functions and the examples given by Kuo in his article. The ultimate goal of using personal
pronouns in journal articles, as stated by Kuo (1999: 136) at the end of his paper, is “to
emphasise their (journal article writers, interpretation mine) personal contributions to their
fields of research and how to seek cooperation and stress solidarity with expected readers
and their disciplines”.
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Table 2.1 Discourse function of plural FPPs ‘We’, ‘us’, and ‘our’ proposed by Kuo (1999)

1

Discourse Functions

Example (all cited in Kuo 1999:131-132)

Explaining what was done

We consider two specific instantiations of the generic
problem, those of
Texture segmentation and Gestalt grouping. (Reed &
Wechsler, 1990: 1)

2

Proposing a theory, approach, etc.

... we propose to use a statistical quality control
procedure. (Constant et al., 1990: 296)

3

Stating a goal or purpose

In this paper, we are concerned with the carrier
collection necessary to support stimulated emission
in ultrathin quantum wells. (Kolbas et al., 1990:25)

4

Showing results or findings

We found no correlation of failures between bonded
and unbonded lasers, thus excluding the possibility
of bonding stress. (Gfeller& Webb, 1990:15)

5

Justifying a proposition

Since we also consider negative cues, we use Mode
to indicate whether a cue is positive or negative.
(Constant et al., 1990: 297).

6

Hedging a proposition or claim

We assume that the mistake in copying never gets too
big . . . (Shvaytser, 190: 463).

7

Assuming shared knowledge, goals,

Let us consider a set of four cues…, namely, We
easily see that C1, C2 and C3 are in the same thread
t1. (Constant et al., 1990: 301).

beliefs, etc.
8

Seeking agreement or cooperation

In this work, let us restrict ourselves to
three-dimensional distributions of deposited ions
only. (Fink et al., 1990: 959).

9

Showing commitment or contribution

Finally, we believe that LEW satisfies better the
important criterion of comprehensibility...(Constant
et al., 1990: 306)

to research
10

Comparing approaches, viewpoints, …this topic has been addressed for image processing
etc.
applications by Wilson and Granlund [14]. We next
address this issue from an analytical viewpoint, …
(Reed & Wechsler, 1990: 4)

11

Giving a
necessity

12

Expressing wish or expectation

reason

or

indicating (31) We have to modify them instead, according to
the peculiarity that . . . (Fink et al., 1990: 959)
…we wish to select a window that is of a specified
size… (Reed & Wechsler, 1990: 6)
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The discourse functions of the FPPs proposed by Kuo offer a new perspective to look at
the relationships between the writer, reader and academic community of the academic texts.
One argument made in this paper is that “…the communicative purpose of scientists…can
be revealed by the analysis of specific lexico-grammatical forms such as personal
pronouns and their discourse function” (Kuo 1999: 136). Drawing on this point, in my
study I consider the dissertations as one genre of academic discourse and the
communicative purposes of ‘I’ and ‘We’ are consequently explored in that light.

As stated in Kuo’s article, the papers used for his research were collected arbitrarily from
three different disciplines. The disciplinary difference is not the concern of Kuo’s research.
The disciplines were randomly chosen and there is no detailed account of disciplinary
differences in his paper. However, it may be seen from the statistics presented in the article,
that the normalised frequency of per million words of the investigated personal pronouns
in the three disciplines presents differences in distribution. The specific figures are 1033,
858 and 677 in this study. This divergence in the distribution of the personal pronouns is
typical of the predictable uneven spread of the different pragmatic functions associated
with each discipline. In other words, the proposed discourse functions may or may not be
distributed consistently in the three investigated disciplines, computer science, electronic
engineering, and physics.

It is clear that the 12 discourse functions proposed in Kuo’s article are quite specific and
serve the aim of facilitating theoretical discussion in relation to the usage of the FPPs in
scientific articles. Nevertheless, some of these functions may be assembled into more
general categories. For example, “explaining what was done”, “proposing a theory,
approach” and “showing results or findings” are all indicative of research procedures.
“Showing commitment or contribution to research” and “giving a reason or indicating
necessity” are both arguments for ownership or authority of the propositions. From a
pedagogical viewpoint, more general categories with additional subcategories may benefit
both teachers and students of academic writing alike. This point is elaborated further at the
end of section 3.
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Furthermore, two briefly mentioned, yet very important issues of using the first personal
pronoun in Kuo’s study are worthy of further exploration. Firstly, in all of the 36 research
articles, no instance of ‘I’ was found in Kuo’s corpus. The personal pronoun with the most
occurrences is ‘We’ across the three disciplines. Kuo also found in this study that 3
single-authored articles use ‘We’ to refer to the writer himself/herself. Kuo furnishes a
very brief explanation relating to this replacement of using ‘We’ instead of ‘I’. He suggests
that it is the writers’ “intention to reduce personal attributions” (1999: 125). No further
discussion or analysis on this issue is put forward in the rest of the paper. Secondly, when
discussing the textual function of hedging, Kuo mentioned that ‘We’ co-occurs with verbs
like suspect or assume in order to avoid being too assertive. These two issues raise two
questions: 1) Is there a choice between the two FPPs themselves, ‘I’ or ‘We’ in academic
text? 2) What are those verbs that co-occur frequently with the FPPs in academic discourse
other than we suspect and we assume? And what other functions of the co-occurrences of
‘I’, ‘We’ and the verbs may be realised in academic discourse?

Most of Hyland’s (2001; 2002; 2004; 2005; 2012; 2015) studies at the beginning of 21st
century are on writer identity, visibility and authority of academic discourse. Hyland (2002)
is chosen to be under discussion here because Hyland categorises 5 discourse functions of
self-mention based on the analysis of the FPPs ‘I’, ‘me’, ‘my’, ‘we’, ‘us’ and ‘our’ across
8 disciplines. Additionally, the sample texts in his corpus are written by undergraduate
ESL students in Hong Kong. Even though the texts collected for my study are academic
texts written by students from mainland China where English is taught as a FL, and those
students in Hyland’s study are learners of English as a SL, English is not the students’
native language in both cases. Furthermore, the students from mainland China and Hong
Kong share the same Chinese culture. Therefore, this work of Hyland’s (2002) is of
reference value.

Material: a 630,100 words corpus of 64 project reports written by final year ESL Hong
Kong undergraduates. The reports were from 8 disciplines: Biology, mechanical
engineering, information systems, business studies, TESL, economics, publish
administration and social science. Though Hyland does not mention the general
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differences between the 8 disciplines, he presents the divergence between the hard-pure
(biology), the hard-applied (mechanical engineering, information systems), the soft-pure
(social science) and the soft-applied disciplines (business studies, TESL, economics and
publish administration).

Methodology: the quantitative information is drawn by the extraction of the FPPs by
corpus software. The categorisation of these FPPs is determined by the manual
examination within the context of the texts. What should be noted is that, in this study,
Hyland excludes the instances in which the FPPs are used for organisation of text.

Only

those occurrences in which the writers explicitly present themselves in their projects
reports are investigated in this study.

Findings of pragmatic functions: Differing from Kuo’s (1999) study, in which no instance
of ‘I’ was found, Hyland found that the singular FPP ‘I’ is the most common
self-representation device in these ESL students’ project reports. However, plural forms of
the FPPs are commonly used even in single-authored texts to refer to the writer
himself/herself. Hyland broadly discusses the quantitative disciplinary differences between
the 8 disciplines, stating that student writers use fewer self-mention devices than more
experienced journal article authors. At the same time, those from soft disciplines use more
instances of the FPPs than those from hard disciplines. He then focuses on the analysis of
the 5 discourse functions across the whole corpus.

Five functions are proposed in

Hyland’s (2002) paper and the following table, (Table 2.2) illustrates those five functions.
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Table 2.2. Discourse functions of FPPs ‘I’, ‘me’, ‘my’, ‘We’, ‘us’, and ‘our’ proposed by
Hyland (2002)
Discourse Functions

Examples (all cited from Hyland 2002: 1091-1112)

1

Stating a goal/purpose

We are interested in the strategy of Coca-Cola when it started to
open the China market. (PR: Bus)

2

Explaining a procedure

I have interviewed 10 teachers, there were 10 teachers from
different primary and secondary schools in Hong Kong. (PR:
TESL)

3

Stating results/claims

Likewise, I have offered evidence that some critical thinking
practices may marginalise sub-cultural groups, such as women,
within U.S. society itself. (RA: AL)

4

Expressing self-benefits

After finishing the project, I found that Information System (IS)
techniques can be applied to the real world. This helps me to be
an IS professional in the future career. (PR:IS)

5

Elaborating an argument

I think it works something like this: suppose we start with a new,
just-assembled ship S. (RA: Phil)

The discussion on discourse functions is only one section in Hyland (2002). Hyland’s
categorisation of the pragmatic functions the FPPs in this paper is only partial because he
mainly discusses the visibility and authority that the ESL learners present by the utilisation
self-mention FPPs in their academic writing. His study amalgamates the strength or the
degree of assertiveness shaped by the FPPs with the discourse functions. Particularly, the
choice of using the FPPs in these writers’ project reports, are of different threatening levels.
Expressing self-benefits is the least face-threatening and unique in the students reports only
and Stating results/claim as the most face-threatening. The level of increase of the
responsibility and commitment to the proposition is analysed by comparing the pragmatic
uses of the FPPs in the students’ reports with those in published journal articles. The
reasons for choosing or not choosing the FPPs are also provided in his study.

In Hyland’s examples, there are a few common verbs that collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’, for
instance, the verbs say, interview, use, collect, examine, and think. However, Hyland does
not discuss the meaning and the function of these verbs that collocate with the FPPs. It
would be interesting to explore whether the collocation of the verbs and the FPPs perform
any discourse functions in ESL/EFL learners’ academic discourse. For instance, what are
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the frequently used verbs that co-occur with ‘I’ and ‘We’? What discourse functions are
they used for? Are there any rules or principles relating to the choice of FPPs and the verbs
that collocate with them in the students’ academic discourses? These are the focus areas of
my study.

The paper authored by Harwood (2007) is one of the studies that did not use corpus tools
as his research methodology. A brief recount of this research is as follows.

Material: Five published journal articles of the political science discipline written by five
different scholars.

Methodology: This paper takes a qualitative approach of interviewing 5 experienced
journal article writers. The participants were asked to comment on the instances of two
FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’ in their own published articles and of those instances in the articles
written by their colleagues. Differing from the analyses of the instances of the FPPs by
looking at the context, in which researchers are only able look at the concordances and
decide the discourse functions of the FPPs, this qualitative study provides another
perspective from the authors themselves as well as their peers on how ‘I’ and ‘We’ are
used in academic texts.

Findings of the pragmatic functions: Seven discourse functions are identified in this paper.
Harwood pays more attention on the interactivity between the writer and the readers when
he proposes these textual effects. This perspective is different from the two studies
discussed above, which focus on discourse function of the instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ from
the writer’s perspective. Table 2.3 illustrates the discourse functions of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in
Harwood’s study.
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Table 2.3. Discourse functions of plural FPPs ‘I’ and ‘We’ proposed (adapted from
Harwood 2007)
Discourse function
1

Examples (all cited from Hyland 2007:
27-54)

Make the readership feel included and We can also assess the impact. (POL5)
involved in the writers’ argument
(including the reader)

2

Make the text more accessible

I find it helpful to present the relevant
information. (POL4)

(helping the reader)
3

Convey a tentative tone and hedge writers’ This conceptual alignment is, I think, the
claims
reason why…(POL4)
(hedging an argument: tentativeness,
judgement, authorial responsibility)

4

Explicate the writers’ logic or method I accordingly do not de-trend the various
regarding their arguments or procedures
independent variable measures. (POL3)

5

Signal writers intentions and arguments

6

Indicate the contribution and newsworthiness It is this claim about the logic of political
of the research
choice that I wish to concentrate on (POL4)

7

Allow the writer to inject a persona tenor NA
into the text

we have include, we turn again (POL2)

As the methodology is different from other studies on personal pronouns in academic
discourse, this paper is chosen to provide another viewpoint of the functions of the FPPs in
academic discourse. What is interesting to note is the acknowledgement by the participants
that the choice of using the person pronouns in the investigated journal articles could be
solely down to personal rhetorical choice. In other words, the use of the two FPPs could be
due primarily to the intention of adding a personal tenor in the discourse.

In fact, in another paper of Harwood (2005a), which is based on corpus data, he discusses
the discourse functions of the FPPs, particularly the inclusive and exclusive usages of ‘We’
in journal articles in four different disciplines. Harwood (2005b: 365) argues that the
personal pronouns in academic texts “can help to create a sense of newsworthiness and
novelty about their prose”. Seven discourse functions of the FPPs are proposed in that
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study. They are 1) moving between inclusive and exclusive pronouns to construct novelty;
2) describing disciplinary practice; 3) critiquing disciplinary practice; 4) elaborating an
argument either with which the community would concur or out of politeness for helping
the readers to interpret; 5) elaborating an argument by asking questions; 6)
methodological description; and 7) discourse guide.

Comparing the two studies (Harwood 2005b, 2007), there is fuzziness and overlap in
relation to the pragmatic functions within each of the categorisation and also between the
functional categorisations within the two studies. For example, in Harwood (2007), make
the text more accessible and explicate the writers’ logic or method regarding their
intentions or procedures are both assisting readers to comprehend and digest the writers’
description of methodologies, procedures and arguments with less effort. In Harwood’s
(2005b) paper, describing disciplinary practice, critiquing disciplinary practice and
elaborating an argument with which the community would concur are all commenting on
the disciplinary practices. The difference between the three is the degree of
authoritativeness that each function implies. Describing the disciplinary practices may be
neutral, whereas elaborating and criticizing the disciplinary practices may be construed as
confrontational. The functions that overlap between the two papers can be seen, for
instance, signal writer’s intentions or argument in the 2007 paper and discourse guide in
the 2005 article.

To summarise, the discourse functions of the FPPs in academic discourse are based on the
writer’s awareness of the disciplinary community and the intention to interact with the
expected readers and the communal academic society at large. The most frequently used
functions in academic writing may be summarised even though the discourse functions
may go by different names whilst also falling under different categories in the range of
articles under scrutiny. For instance, almost all the studies illustrate the discourse functions
of discourse organising, reporting or recounting research methodology, aligning with
readership or disciplinary community and claiming originality and authority. As most of
the research so far is based on expert journal articles or ESL academic texts, the questions
that arise from these papers are as follows. Whether, and if so, to what extent are discourse
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functions presented in the EFL students’ academic texts? Although almost all the reviewed
research takes a quantitative method approach of looking at the discourse, the discourse
functions however, are decided by the process of manual examination of the concordance
lines. These not only vary in length but are also left unreported in most of the studies.
This gives rise to second question. Are we able to recognise the textual function by
examining the occurrences of the FPPs and the verbs that collocate with them? In other
words, can we identify the pragmatic functions of the phrases including the FPPs, in which
the FPPs represent the novice writers and where the verbs denote the actions taken by
these writers in the discourse?

2.3.1.3 Writer identity

Writer identity in various genres of academic discourse has been investigated recently.
Hyland’s (2001, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2010, 2012, 2015) studies are representative of such
work. His investigation on writer identity includes texts written by expert native speakers
(e.g. writers of journal articles, monographs, and scholars’ homepages) and texts written
by ESL leaners (e.g. students’ reports and thesis acknowledgement). The investigations
carried out on writer identity are either about the process of writing, individuality and
conceptualisation (cf. Ivanič 1998), or link the concept of writer identity with specific
words (cf. Hyland 2001, 2002, 2015), among which, the mostly investigated words are ‘I’
and ‘We’ (see, for example, Fløttum et al. 2006; Tang and John 1999;). Hyland (2010: 160)
addresses the concept of writer identity in academic discourse as:

Who we are and who we might be are built up through participation and linked to
situations, to relationships, and to the rhetorical strategies and positions we adopt in
engaging with others on a routine basis. This means that it is through our use of
community discourses that we claim or resist membership of social groups to
define who we are in relation to others. Identity therefore helps characterize both
what makes us similar to and different from each other and, for academics, it is
how they achieve credibility as insiders and reputations as individuals.
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Hyland (2012: 22) defines identity as: “a person’s relationship to his or her social world, a
joint, two-way production and language allows us to create and present a coherent self to
others because it ties us into webs of common sense, interests, and shared meanings”. In
both interpretations, Hyland stresses the interpersonal aspects of identity: the relationship
between writer and reader and writer and his community. Even though Hyland discusses
the authoritativeness, visibility and the interaction between the writer and audience in
many of his studies, he does not propose a set of categories of writer identity. After
reading Hyland (2001, 2002), I have interpreted what he says as relating to the following
writer identity categories: student identity, discourse organiser, research procedure
recounter, interpreter of results, and originator of ideas (see Figure 2.2). However,
Hyland himself does not do this. Where Hyland does propose categories, they are in
relation to ‘I’ and ‘We’, which I have discussed under Hyland’s (2002) categorisation of
the discourse functions of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in academic discourse at length in the previous
section. These discourse functions match the writer identities in L2 students’ academic
texts that are proposed in Figure 2 where the categorisations of Hyland’s and Tang &
John’s are compared. Thus, in this section, the discussion of writer identity in Hyland’s
papers will not be repeated. I will focus on some other writer identity literature for now
and come back to this textual function and writer identity correlation at the end of this
section.

In the following, I mainly discuss four models of writer identity proposed by Ivanič (1998),
Tang and John (1999), John (2005), and Fløttum et al. (2006) in the context of academic
writing. These studies are discussed in detail because explicit categorisations of writer
identities are proposed by these scholars in their works. The fundamental difference
between the writer identities proposed by Ivanič (1998), Tang and John (1999), John
(2005), and Fløttum (2006) is that Ivanič’s model is about the conceptualisation of writer
identity in academic writing. More specifically, Ivanič (1998) focuses on the writer during
the writer identity construction process instead of focusing on the actual discourse that the
writer produces. In contrast, Tang and John, John and Fløttum use writer identity as tools
for academic text analysis, to classify and quantify the occurrences of the FPPs in the texts
for different language research purposes. Table 2.4 summarises the four different models
of writer identity categorisations in academic writing as proposed in these four studies.
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Table 2.4. writer identity proposed by Ivanič (1998), Tang and John (1999), John (2005),
and Fløttum (2006) in academic writing
Ivanič (1998)
Autobiographical self

Tang and John (1999)
Representative

John (2005)

Fløttum (2006)

person

Guide
Discoursal self

Organizer

Writer

Architect
Recounter of research process Academic
Self as author

Opinion-holder

Researcher
Scholar

Originator

Arguer
Evaluator

Based on a social-cultural constructive view, Ivanič (1998: 24) suggests three ways of
“thinking about” writer identity. They are the Autobiographical self, Discoursal self, and
self as author. The autobiographical self is the way the writer is shaped by his/her
personal experience and social or life history. This identity is unique and dynamic to every
writer because of its connection to the life-history of the writer. Ivanič (1998: 24) argues
that this form of writer identity is constantly changing as “a consequence of their
developing life-story”. The Discoursal self is the identity of the writer that comes across in
a particular discourse. This identity is dependent on the discourse, in other words, the
identity of the writer is formed by what the writer says or does in the text. The writer
intends to impress the reader with this identity, and the reader remembers the writer as
THE WRITER in discourse not the writer in real life, which is the autobiographical self. I
would propose this identity could be considered analogous to an actor of a play or a movie
in that the audience (readers) remember the character (discoursal self) that the actor (the
writer) plays but not the actor him/herself (autobiographical self). The Self as author
identity, according to Ivanič (1998:26), is a “relative concept”. Every writer in a certain
sense is an author, however, it is the “authoritativeness” that determines the transformation
from a writer to an author where he/she is ‘voicing’ his/her own “opinion, position or
beliefs” (Ivanič, 1998: 26). As such, this identity is considered as the most important form
of identity in academic discourse.
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Ivanič’s (1998) model of writer identity provides a theoretical basis for subsequent writer
identity research. She provides a framework for conceptualising writer identity in
academic writing genres. However, as mentioned, she focuses on the person in the
academic writing process (cf. e.g. Harwood 2007) from a social constructivist viewpoint
rather than investigating the text in which the writer identities are formed. She does not
establish an explicit criterion to classify the writer identity in academic writing.

Tang and John (1999: 23) propose a typology of six different writer identities by
examining all the forms of the FPPs (I, me, my, mine, we, us, our, and ours) in academic
writing” (see Fig 1 and Table 4). In discussing identity, they argue that “language does not
serve merely as a tool to express a self that we already have, but serves as a resource of
creating that self”. By looking at the writer identities in samples, Tang and John also
evaluate the degree of authorial power conveyed by these identities. The ideology of
authorial power representation is developed from Ivanič’s (1998: 307) book, in which the
continuum “from not using ‘I’ at all…to using ‘I’ with verbs associated with cognitive
acts”. According to Tang and John, the least powerful authorial presence is self as
representative. As stated in the paper, it reduces the writer identity into a non-entity. The
most assertive and authorial identity is self as originator, where the writer expresses
his/her own opinion and evaluation in the discourse. What should be noted is that no
instance of the ‘I’ as recounter of research process is found in Tang and John’s data. In
Table 4, I treat this identity as part of self as author as in Ivanič’s classification and as the
Scholar in John’s. This is because the writer as researcher identity exemplifies the unique
role that identity has in making decisions related to research procedures whilst adhering to
disciplinary competence and authority (Hyland 2002; Harwood 2005b). The authorial
strength of the six proposed writer identities is similar to the assertiveness or visibility of
the writer identities in Hyland’s (2002) study, see Figure 2.1 and Figure 2.2.
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Figure 2.1. A typology of possible identities behind the FPP in academic writing as
proposed by Tang and John (1999)

student identity

discourse

research

interpreter

organizer

procedure

results

of originator

of

ideas

recounter

Figure 2.2. A typology of possible identities behind the FPPs in academic writing proposed
by Hyland (2001, 2002)

Based on a small-scale pilot study of the singular FPP ‘I’, and drawing on insight from
Ivanič’s (1998) categorisations of writer identity, John (2005) used the concept of
autobiographical self but re-labelled it as the self as person identity, agreeing that a
person’s writing is shaped by his/her life experience. She also re-labelled Ivanič’s
discoursal self as the self as academic identity. Differing from Ivanič’s categories to some
extent,

John

subdivided

the

academic

category into

academic-organiser

and

academic-scholar. She argues that the academic-organiser performs the metadiscoursal
function of discourse organising, which in essence, is restricted to “rhetorical organization”
(Hyland 2005:17) of a text. The academic-scholar identity is identified by what “the
writers do in the text” by John (2005:123). Namely, in academic writing, five moves are
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considered as academic-scholar activities: review previous studies, niche creation,
reporting methodology, and reporting and interpreting of research findings. Whenever a
writer is carrying out one of these five activities, he/she is assigned the role of an
academic-scholar in her study. John merged Ivanič’s (1998) discoursal self and self as
author into the academic category, and further divided it according to what a writer does
in discourse into academic-organiser and academic-scholar groups.

Turning to the fourth model, Fløttum et al.’s (2006) categorisation of writer roles is
proposed by identifying the verbs that collocate with the FPP, ‘I’. According to Fløttum,
the different types of writer identity may be categorised by the different groups of verbs
that ‘I’ collocates with. To identify the writer’s roles in published researcher articles, she
examines ‘I’ and the main verbs that combine with it. Four writer roles are proposed
according to the categorisation of the verbs, as illustrated in Table 2.5:

Table 2.5. Fløttum et al.’s (2006) categorization of writer roles
writer role

researcher

writer
discourse
verbs

arguer
argue verbs

evaluator

Type of Verbs

research verbs

various evaluating
and
emotional
construction

Example

analyze,
illustrate,
argue, claim, be content to,
assume, find, summarize, as dispute, etc.
be special about, etc.
study, etc.
begin by, etc.

In summation, the categorisations of writer identity that are identified by Ivanič (1998),
Tang and John (1999), John (2005) and Fløttum et al. (2006) focus on different aspects of
the writer’s self-representation in academic discourse. Ivanič (1998) considers the process
of writer identity construction from a socio-cultural perspective. She discusses how writer
identity is constructed through negotiation and instruction in the context of the higher
educational environment. Concerning the methods of investigation, Ivanić (1998) does not
provide a method of how to identify the writer identities she proposed. Tang and John
(1999) and John (2005) examine indeterminate broader contexts to classify and quantify
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the writer identities because of the relatively smaller size of their corpora. Fløttum et al.
(2006) uses corpus tools to search for the verbs that collocate with the FPP ‘I’ and
categorises the writers’ roles according to the semantic groups of the verbs.

Similar to what Fløttum et al. carried out, I also looked at the collocations of ‘I’, ‘We’ and
the verbs in the learner corpus complied for the purposes of this research. But in addition
to this, I also examined multi-word units, i.e. phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and the verbs collocating
with them with specific discourse functions. Further, like the previous researchers, each
concordance line was read manually to ensure that the textual function classification is
correct. It is found that in some cases, isolating the collocation of the FPPs and the verbs
from the context could lead to an erroneous classification. This will be illustrated in more
detail in Chapter 3, the methodology section.

As mentioned previously, when reporting the results of this research, I started with the
process of identifying and classifying the discourse functions of the phrases of ‘I’ and ‘We’
and the verb collocates in my corpus. Whenever it comes to the discussion of writer
identity, I match the two, the discourse functions with their corresponding writer identity. I
propose that the writer’s identity and the textual function are directly related. The
connection between pragmatic function and writer identity may be seen from, for example,
the function of Stating a purpose in Hyland (2002) and Signalling intentions and argument
in Harwood (2007), could be the writer identity of a Discoursal self in Ivanič (1998), a
Discourse guide in Tang and John (1999), and simply a writer in Fløttum (2006). It is
noted in this study that the concept of writer identity involves more complex issues. For
example, social and cultural factors also play a role in shaping writer identity. However, in
this PhD research, taking into consideration the overlapping of pragmatic function and
writer identity from a discursive perspective, I will mainly discuss pragmatic functions,
and will return to writer identity briefly in Chapter 8.
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2.3.2 Verbs and verb category in academic text

This section reviews the different approaches of the categorisation of English verbs in
academic texts. To serve the purpose of this research, the discussion focuses on semantic
and pragmatic classifications, but not grammatical categories. Further, this section reviews
the studies on the categorisation of the verbs that collocate with the FPPs. It is on the basis
of this form of categorisation that I propose my categories for the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and
the verbs that collocate with them.

There are many different ways to classify verbs, ranging from very broad classifications
such as those offered by Biber et. al (2002) or Halliday (2004) to a very specific
classification of, for instance, reporting verbs in academic writing. Thompson and Ye
(1991) propose two categories of reporting verbs. One class is the verbs denoting the
author’s stance, which presents the writer of the paper’s point of view, examples of which
are accept, attack and assess. The other is the verbs denoting the writer’s stance, which
reports the viewpoints of the cited writers in academic text, examples of which are notice,
disregard, and believe. In relation to the sense of meaning, Biber et al. (2002: 106-109)
classifies single-word lexical verbs into 7 semantic categories in the Longman student
grammar of spoken and written English. They are activity verbs, communication verbs,
mental verbs, causative verbs, verbs of occurrence, verbs of existence or relationship, and
verbs of aspect (see Table 2.6). This reference book, according to Biber et al. (ibid), is
compiled for students and teachers alike. The verbs and the samples are extracted from
academic texts, conversation transcriptions, works of fiction and news texts. Indeed, these
groups provide a general guidance on the semantics and the functions of the verbs in
academic writing for novice writers. However, as will be discussed in the next few
chapters, it is found in this study that it is difficult and possibly misleading to classify
verbs in isolation and in a mixture of different genres. Classification of meaning and
function of a verb may be specific to a particular genre and the particular subject that it
collocates with.
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Table 2.6. Semantic categories of single-word lexical verbs (Biber et al. 2002: 106-109. The
definitions and examples are all cited from the original book)
Category

Definition

Activity verbs

An
action
preformed move, bring, buy, etc.
intentionally by an agent
or ‘doer’.

Communication verbs

A special subcategory of ask, call, claim, etc.
activity verbs that involve
communication activities,
particularly
verbs
describing speech and
writing.

Mental verbs

Mental
states
and think, love, see, read, etc.
activities, including mental
states
or
process;
emotions, attitudes, or
desires; receptions; the
receiving
of
communication.

Causative verbs

Verbs indicate that some allow, help, require, etc.
person or thing helps to
bring about a new state of
affairs.

Verbs of occurrence

Report events that occur become, change, develop,
without an actor
etc.

Verbs of existence
relationship

Verbs of aspect

Examples

or Report a state of existence appear, contain, exist, etc.
or a logical relationship
that
exists
between
entities.
Characterise the stage of begin, continue, stop, etc.
progress of an event or
activity.
These
verbs
usually occur with a
complement
clause
following the verb.

By looking at the verbs that collocate with the FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’, Fløttum et al. (2006:
207) proposes another set of verb classification. Compared with the classes of the verbs
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identified without context, this categorisation classifies verbs in research articles only,
which evades the noise of different genres. It also takes into account the subject of the
verbs into consideration. In short, only verbs that collocate with the FPP, ‘I’ in research
articles are classified in this research. In their project, Fløttum et al. examines the authors’
roles and the author-reader interaction by dividing the verbs that collocate with the FPP
into four groups. The first group is called ‘Research verbs’, which includes ‘actions and
activities directly related to the research process, for example, analyse, assume, and
consider. The second group is named ‘Discourse verb’. It is adopted from Hyland’s (2000)
classification of discourse act verbs, such as describe, illustrate, and present. Verbs that
are ‘denoting process related to position and stance’ are assigned as the third group, called
‘Position verbs’. Examples of words that fall into this group are argue, claim, and dispute.
The last group is called ‘Evaluating and emotional constructions’. This group contains not
only verbs but semi-fixed or fixed phrases. Some examples are words such as feel, be
content to, and be sceptical about. This category includes verbs and expressions by which
the authors express their opinions, stance, and emotional reactions to entities or
observations. The four groups of the different types of roles that match the four verb
classes are Researcher, Writer, Arguer and Evaluator respectively.

This classification by Fløttum et al. (2006) is helpful, in that the verbs are classified with
the two FPPs in the academic writings of the three different disciplines. This enables the
categorisation of these verbs into a more specific, and a more focussed group for academic
writing investigation. However, the boundary is ambiguous between the ‘Position verbs’
and the ‘Evaluating and emotional constructions verbs’ groups in Fløttum et al.’s project.
In academic writing, writers evaluate and concurrently adopt a position. They argue for or
against a proposition. They express their opinions or understanding in order to assert their
authority either explicitly or by hedging. It is therefore difficult to separate instances of a
writer taking a firm position and that of a writer going through a process of evaluation for
the purposes of delivering a proposition in academic writing. The separation of this action
in academic writing into two groups seems less than necessary. This point is
acknowledged and justified in Fløttum et al.’s (2006: 85) later work, Academic Voices,
claiming that the distinction is used to serve ‘potential individual style’ in the investigation
of their projects.
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As mentioned above, different researchers classify the verbs in different ways to serve
different research purposes. A verb in academic writing is more complex in a longer unit
than when it is examined as a single lexical unit out of context. It may present different
meanings and has different pragmatic functions when collocating with different subjects
and in varying forms of expression. Only looking at ‘I’ or ‘We’ alone in the text may not
be revelatory about either textual function or writer identity, or visibility, or authority for
that matter. Discussion of the categorisation of verbs without considering the frequent
phrases in which they are used might thus be misleading, especially to ESL/EFL learners.
In this research, quantitatively, I extracted ‘I’ and ‘We’ from the corpus, then checked the
verbs that frequently collocate with them in the EFL student’s text (see Chapter 3).
Qualitatively, the phrases including the two FPPs and their collocating verbs are examined.
There are two aspects to this examination. The first relates to their meanings and the
second, their discourse functions in the text.

To summarise sections 3, many previous studies on the FPPs in academic writing focus on
the exploration of writer identity, textual function, visibility and authority in academic
texts. Some of the studies discuss all the FFPs, some focus on the singular ‘I’, and some on
the plural ‘We’. Many of the previous research take either a qualitative approach to look at
the context that ‘I’ and ‘We’ are located in (see, for example, John 2005), or use corpus
tools to extract the FPPs, to look at the quantitative information. The research then
proceeds to look at each instance manually to decide the pragmatic function of them in
context (see, for example, Hyland 2002). The categorisation of the verbs is most frequently
carried out by evaluating the verb itself. However, it is observed that the verb collocates of
the FPPs may present different meaning and pragmatic function in different phrases. This
will be discussed in detail in the present study and this is a facet that has not been
discussed in most of the reviewed studies.

2.4 The disciplinary difference and level difference of academic text

Literature on the disciplinary difference and the academic level/proficiency difference of
an academic text is reviewed in this section. In general, in most of the previous studies on
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academic discourse, discrepancies are found both between different disciplines and
between academic levels (e.g. published research articles vs. student essays and advanced
students’ texts vs. intermediate students’ texts).

Becher (1989: 42) divides disciplines into four large categories: hard pure (e.g. physics),
soft pure (e.g. history), hard applied (e.g. mechanical engineering) and soft applied (e.g.
education) with the consideration that discipline is the “basic intellectual organization”.
Since then, most of the comparative studies use this categorisation as the yardstick to
differentiate between the rigours of various disciplines. As a linguist who focuses on the
language of different disciplines, Hyland (2015: 33) defines disciplines as “language using
communities which help us join writers, texts and readers together”. In this definition, he
points out three key elements that are fundamental in a disciplinary text: disciplinary text
written by the writer, reader who reads the text, and the interaction between the writer and
the reader through the text. It also implies that different disciplines practice different
language conventions according to their own disciplinary epistemology. As argued further
by Hyland and Tse (2007: 247), “The resources which have developed in the sciences for
construing reality as a world of logical relations and abstract entities are far removed from
our routine ways of describing the world and so represent a more precise disciplinary
lexical arsenal”.

Besides the variation between disciplines, language use may also differ at different
academic levels. Expert writers of journal articles write differently from apprentice writers,
such as research students. Likewise, research students are not likely to write as
undergraduate students do. Although there are many studies on the disciplinary and
proficiency level differences of rhetorical strategies in academic discourse, the issue of ‘I’
and ‘We’ across disciplines and proficiency levels in EFL students’ texts has not been
adequately explored.
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2.4.1 Disciplinary difference

Academic discourse varies in different disciplines due to the divergence of disciplinary
conventions, knowledge construction strategies and approaches of evaluation alignment
with community members (Swales 1990; Ivanič 1998; Hyland 1998, 2002, 2004, 2005,
2010, 2012, 2015).

When people question about the change from formal to less formal academic discourse
over time, the usage of FPPs is one of the issues. It is reported that from 1965 to 2015 the
usage of FPPs increased by 213% in published papers in Biology (Hyland and Jiang, 2017).
On the other hand, they record a decrease of the utilisation of the FPPs in the discipline of
Applied Linguistics. According to Hyland and Jiang, this change is due to the highly
competitive nature of the hard science academic community that spurs the authors to
establish authority, originality and claim contribution. In the case of Applied Linguistics
on the other hand, with an increasing awareness of the formality and convention of the
disciplinary academic discourse, there is a drop in the usage the FPPs. The overall increase
of the FPPs however, is explained as there are an increased number of papers written by
ESL or EFL authors who hail from different cultural backgrounds.

The soft vs. hard disciplinary differences of using the FPPs differ in quantity and
pragmatic functions in the academic texts. It was noted that the soft disciplines such as
Economics and Business and Management display the use of ‘I’ and ‘We’ three times
more frequently in the published research articles than those of the hard disciplines such as
Computer Science and Physics (Harwood 2005b). In the same paper, Harwood also
proposes that writers of soft disciplines prefer to use ‘I’ over ‘We’ to refer to themselves,
while authors of hard science use ‘We’ as self-representation in their texts. Authors of soft
disciplines tend to use the two FPPs to emphasise their authoritative roles and contribution
(Hyland 2002, 2004, 2005, 2015); whereas authors of hard science prefer to distance
themselves from the discourse by using other rhetorical means, for example, “passive
voice, dummy it subjects and the attribution of agency to inanimate things” (Hyland 2015:
34). Difference in the usage of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in published research papers between soft pure
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and soft applied disciplines has also been explored. For example, in BAŞAL and Bada’s
study (2012), 16 articles from two journals, Social Sciences Journal of Cukurova
University (SSJC) and English Language Teaching Journal (ELTJ), were compared to see
the different usages of ‘I’ and ‘We’. The result shows that writers of soft applied discipline
(ELTJ) use more instances of the two FPPs. At the same time, ‘I’ is more frequently used
by soft applied (ELTJ) and ‘We’ is more frequently presented in soft pure (SSJC). In both
disciplines, the employment the FPPs are said to serve the purpose of establishing
authority in the texts.

2.4.2 Academic level difference

In this section, academic level/proficiency difference is discussed from two aspects,
namely, the use of phrases and the employment of the FPPs in the texts written by writers
of different proficiency. The difference between expert writer and student writer in using
phrases is examined by Chen and Baker (2010). It is reported that student writers use many
more 4-grams than expert writers. The students’ discourses also contained more VP-based
bundles and discourse organisers whereas the expert texts consist of more NP-based
bundles and referential markers. This overuse of lexical bundles and choice of different
categories of the lexical bundles in the student’s discourse are considered as a “sign of
immature writing”. Meanwhile, compared to the students of the intermediate level with
advanced non-native speakers of English, it was found that high frequency bigrams are
overused and that low-frequency but highly-associated bigrams are underused in the
intermediate NNS students’ discourse (Bestgen and Granger, 2014).

When exploring the usage of the singular FPP ‘I’ in computing academic discourse,
Harwood (2005) found that there is a significant difference between the uses of the FPPs in
students’ and experts’ texts. It is reported that the students use about 80% of all the
instances of ‘I’ in the corpus. Comparatively, there are only 3% of instances found in
expert texts. At the same time, the functions of these ‘I’ differ in students’ and experts’
academic discourse. When ‘I’ is used to report methodology in the students’ academic
discourse, the pragmatic function of this FPP is to illustrate and present the students’
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capability and resourcefulness in carrying out research procedures competently. The
interactive purpose is to “create a favourable impression on the reader by constructing
them as tenacious neophytes” (Harwood, 2005a: 244). The textual function of the 6
instances of ‘I’ in the expert texts is implicit in Harwood’s paper. However, it is believed
that the student writer may be unaware that the use of the FPP in methodology report is to
display the writer’s prominence and his/her unique role in the choice of research method in
expert discourse (Hyland 2002).

In summation, there is a difference in using ‘I’ and ‘We’ in different disciplines and
academic levels. Nevertheless, most of the research on disciplinary difference uses
published research articles as sample texts. The studies on academic level differences
compare the difference between texts written by experts with those written by novices.
Little research has been conducted on the disciplinary and level difference of the two FPPs,
‘I’ and ‘We’ in NNS’s academic discourse. In the next section, I turn to phraseology and
the FPPs in EFL academic texts to illustrate the significance of exploring the phraseology
of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in EFL students’ academic discourse.

2.5 The phraseology and the FPPs in EFL academic writing

With increasing interest in formulaic expressions in SLA and EAP, several lists of
idiomatic expression are presented in different registers, for example, American spoken
idioms (Liu, 2003) and PHRSE List for EFL/EFL pedagogical purposes (Martinez and
Schmitt, 2012). The most recent one, the Academic formula list (AFL) for academic
purposes (Simpson-Vlach and Ellis，2010) is extracted in response to the AWL (academic
word list) composed by Coxhead (2000). It includes formulas in both written and spoken
academic context, as well as in academic written language alone and academic spoken
language alone. They all attempt to list the most frequently recurrent corpus-derived data
from a wide range of genres and for different purposes. Knowledge of phraseology is
considered as an essential aspect leading to competence in learning English as a SL and FL.
However, this epistemic knowledge seems rather difficult for NNSs. “Control of a
language involves a sensitivity to the preferences of expert users for certain sequences of
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words over others, but students can have enormous difficulty distinguishing the idiomatic
from the merely grammatical” (Hyland 2008: 7). In writing academic discourse, another
difficulty experienced by the NNSs is the appropriate employment of the FPPs. It is a firm
view held by many academic instructors that academic discourse should be objective,
detached and impersonal. One principle of achieving this style is to avoid any use of the
FPPs (Swetnam 2000). Arguably, with the demand for interactive function of academic
discourse, the employment of ‘I’ and ‘We’ is now not considered as an informality but
rather, a key element of self-representation rhetorical strategy. They are used by many
contemporary expert writers in their academic papers. Consequently, the contradiction
between traditional practice and lack of clarity in classroom instruction causes ambiguity
and problems for the students, especially ESL/EFL students engaging in academic writing,
as observed by Hyland (2002: 1092)

“While it is clear that the conventions of personality are rhetorically constrained in
academic writing, these constraints are uncertain, and the extents to which one can
reasonable explicitly intrude into one’s discourse, or assert one’s personal
involvement, remains a dilemma for novices and experienced writers alike. It is
particularly problematic for students because they frequently feel positioned by the
dominant disciplinary and institutional discourses they encounter in university
studies, and the problem can be seriously compounded for NNS whose rhetorical
identities may be shaped by very different traditions of literacy”.

Phraseology is an obstacle for EFL students. Facing the phrases of ‘I’ and ‘We’, another
layer of difficulty is added to the students due to the bewilderment of the usages of the
FPPs in academic discourse. This lack of knowledge and understanding could therefore be
a two-pronged problem which needs to overcome when engaging in academic writing
tasks. Against the background of standard formula lists derived from native speakers, little
has been done in relation to the formulaic expressions used by non-native speakers and the
development of the phrases for academic purposes. This is the case for those from different
disciplines and similarly applicable to advanced English learners, both undergraduate and
postgraduate students. Previous studies on mixed academic levels and disciplines blur the
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EFL learners’ continuum of the multi-word expression production at their different
proficiency level and the different stages typical of the academic community. To
contribute to this arena, exploring the phrases of ‘I’ and ‘We’ by corpus linguistic
techniques is of importance in applied linguistics. Because “[a]s multiword units of all
kinds…are notoriously difficult for learners, and corpus linguistic techniques are an
extremely powerful way of exploring them” (Paquot and Granger 2012: 130).

2.6 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have reviewed the general literature on Computer learner corpus and
English phrases. I have noted that my corpus meets the criteria for the purpose of corpus
compilation. I shall be focusing on comparisons relating to different groups of learners
rather than comparisons between learners and native speakers. With regard to phrases, I
adopt a very general definition of phraseology that includes collocation as well as
frequently occurring phrases. That said, it is however always in the context of ‘I’ and ‘We’
and their verb collocates.

I have also reviewed literature, in particular, studies of the FPPs, especially ‘I’ and ‘We’ in
academic discourse, categorisations of verbs, and level and disciplinary variations of using
the FPPs in academic discourse. Most of the sample texts used in these studies, except
John’s (2005), are published journal articles. The writers of sample papers are experienced
researchers who are familiar with rhetorical skills and well aware of the disciplinary
conventions. The usage of the FPPs in the academic texts written by those less skilful
writers, for instance, EFL students in this research, have not been sufficiently explored.
Methodologically, many of the studies mentioned in this chapter use corpus to extract the
FPPs, read the extended texts of undetermined length manually and assign each instance of
‘I’ and ‘We’ a pragmatic function. There are few studies on the co-occurrence
phenomenon of the first personal pronouns ‘I’, ‘We’ and the verbs in academic discourse.
Their discourse functions, lexical and semantic features receive little attention. Thus, based
on a self-built learner corpus, this research explores phraseology and pragmatic functions
of the two most obvious self-representation FPPs, ‘I’, ‘We’ and the verbs collocating with
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them in EFL students’ academic text. Through this study, I seek to reveal the phrasal and
pragmatic features of the collocations of the two FPPs and the verbs across academic
levels and disciplines. The aim is to add understanding of the FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’, the
co-occurrences of them and the verbs in EFL academic texts, and to provide pedagogical
guidance to EFL students and teachers in academic writing classrooms.
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CHAPTER 3 METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY: CORPUS
COMPILATION AND THE EXTRACTION OF ‘I’, ‘WE’ AND THE
VERBS
3.1 Introduction
This study is designed to investigate how Chinese EFL learners use the two FPPs, ‘I’ and
‘We’ in academic discourse across two specific disciplines, namely, Business and
Management (BM) and English Literature (EL) and across two different academic levels,
i.e. undergraduate and postgraduate (taught). In line with most studies on FPPs in the field
of EAP, this study uses a corpus approach to investigate the academic texts written by
Chinese EFL learners. In this chapter and throughout the whole thesis, I use ‘I’ and ‘We’ in
single quotation marks to indicate these pronouns in general and denote them in italics
when quoting examples from the corpus.
This chapter discusses the methodology of how ‘I’, ‘We’ and the verbs collocating with
them were collected for this study. In Section 2, I set out and explain the procedure
undertaken during the process of data collection and the subsequent compilation of The
Chinese Advanced English Learner Corpus of Academic Written English (CAEL-CAWE)
that was used in this research. The ethical review for this study was completed in March
2015. Section 3 describes the extraction process of the instances of two FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’.
Section 4 reports on how the verbs that collocate with the two FPPs were collected in the
corpus. Section 5 concludes this chapter.

3.2 Corpus Compilation
Before describing the data collection procedure, it may be useful to introduce two pieces of
background information relating to Chinese Higher Education (HE). The first, relates to the
writing of a dissertation and how it is perceived as an integral constituent of the EAP genre
(3.2.1). The latter relates to EFL teaching and learning background, specifically in higher
education institutions in Mainland China (3.2.2). Both of these discussions seek to explain in
greater detail, the representativeness of the corpus in relation to how the Chinese students’
dissertations across the two disciplines, i.e. BM and EL, and the two academic levels, i.e.
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Undergraduate and Post Graduate were chosen for the comparative analyses in this study. I
then proceed to report in this subsection, the process of data collection, the data clean-up
process and the corpus building procedures of this research.

3.2.1 Genre and representativeness of the corpus
Academic discourse includes many different genres. These include research articles,
monographs, research reports, dissertations and oral presentations in seminars or in
academic conferences (Biber 2006; Swale 1990). The body of written work that goes on to
make up the above genres would undoubtedly be authored by writers with varying levels of
writing competence. Work that is produced by expert writers or researchers could include
material such as research papers and published books. Material produced by novice writers
or early career researchers could include research reports and presentations in seminars.
Written work produced by learners for instance could include written work such as
dissertations. In China, as in most other countries, the dissertation work embarked upon for
the purposes of graduation is probably the most significant piece of writing in the student’s
academic life. The award of a student’s degree depends on primarily whether or not his/her
thesis is up to the standard set by the University. To ensure their academic degrees are
granted, the students need to guarantee their dissertations are of high quality. Thesis of poor
delivery would result in a resubmission or graduating without an academic degree in China.
Therefore, the sample dissertations that are included in this research can be considered as of
fairly good quality. From the student’s perspective, this is possibly the most comprehensive
and difficult piece of writing in his/her academic training experience. It is a comprehensive
writing task that entails the reporting of research that calls on the student’s ability to plan
and carry out research. The exploratory task of interpreting the research findings and results,
gives an indication of the student’s disciplinary knowledge. The argumentative discussion
put forward by the student in relation to the findings and results, displays the student’s
ability to think independently. It is also indicative of the originality and the impact generated
by the research. The dissertation also investigates the student’s interpersonal rhetorical skill
with regards to how readers are taken into consideration and addressed. For example, it
displays how the text is organised to enable an unfettered reading experience, and how the
ideas are presented to achieve the purposes of enhancing persuasion, solidarity and
acknowledgement of the student’s work. As a direct result of its comprehensiveness and
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complexity, the dissertation may provide a comparatively complete view of the phraseology
and pragmatic function of the two FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’ in Chinese learners’ academic
discourse.
I started this research with an explicit purpose in mind, that is, to investigate dissertations of
different disciplines written by Chinese EFL student writers. However, the decision made in
relation to choosing the two disciplines, Business and Management and English Literature
was decided primarily by taking into account, the education background in China. The
choice of disciplines is limited by the availability of dissertations written in English in
Mainland China. The next section explains this issue further.

3.2.2 The English-language dissertations of Business and Management and
English Literature in Chinese higher education
The academic texts in CEAL-CAWE are all submitted dissertations written in English by
Chinese EFL learners. The background of Chinese higher education is introduced to shed
light on why the theses were written in English by Chinese student writers, particularly in
the field of Business and Management. In China, most universities described as
‘comprehensive’ provide undergraduate English courses as a subject area. For these
English major students, during the course of their four-year undergraduate education, the
first two years’ curriculum focuses on English language. The courses provided include
Intensive Reading, Extensive Reading, Listening and Speaking, Writing, English Culture,
and so on. At the beginning of the students’ third academic year, they are asked to choose
one specialty subject as their main field of interest. Most students select one of the
following: English Literature, International Business Management, Interpretation,
Cross-cultural Communication, or Applied Linguistics. These specialty subjects are
designed to prepare the students for the competitive Chinese job market upon their
graduation. With English as their major subjects, coupled with the specialties on one of the
above areas, the students would be looked upon favourably when hunting for jobs. In those
universities, where these specialty courses are provided, the students are asked to write
their dissertations on topics of their chosen specialty areas in English. The dissertations
that are authored in the undergraduate course of Business and Management were mainly
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collected from two comprehensive universities in China. Additionally, there are some
dissertations that I collected from the students from 5 other universities in person. This
information is furnished in 3.2.3.
The postgraduate taught program in China is a three-year Masters program. Like the
undergraduate curriculum, the postgraduate taught program in English, also provides the
students with the option of specialty subjects to develop their disciplinary knowledge. The
aims of tailoring these disciplinary areas in English schools are twofold. Firstly to cultivate
the students’ cross disciplinary research ability for further academic pursuit. Secondly, it is
to prepare the students for the job market upon their graduation. In some Chinese
universities, the postgraduate program of International Business and Management is
centered in their Business schools. No matter which school this International Business and
Management program is affiliated with, the courses of this discipline are taught
predominantly in English and the dissertations are required to be written in English as
well.
As English Literature is a traditional program at most English universities, dissertations
related to this discipline maybe easily collected, at both undergraduate and postgraduate
levels.
Summing up, in the corpus of this particular study, all the undergraduate dissertations were
written by English major students who undertook two years of either Business and
Management or English Literature as their undergraduate disciplinary training during the
course of their four years of education. The postgraduate dissertations could be sourced
from either a Business school or an English department because most of the courses at this
academic level of these disciplines are conducted in English and the final theses are
required to be written also in English.
The dissertations of the two academic levels i.e., undergraduate and postgraduate taught
courses are considered as academic texts of different stages of inter-language proficiency,
namely, advanced-UG and advanced-PG. The UG/PG distinction corresponds to the stages
similar to that of the Chinese higher education system: four years of undergraduate training
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for a Bachelor’s degree and another three years of postgraduate (taught) for a Master’s
Degree after the students have successfully passed their oral examinations and submitted
their dissertations.

3.2.3 Data Collection
To collect the texts written by undergraduate students for this research, several English
departments of different universities in China and some individual students from 5 other
universities were contacted either by me or by my colleagues in person. After a detailed
explanation of my research project, I obtained permission to use the dissertations of the
English or Business colleges from two Chinese universities. The students of these two
universities granted their institutes the right to use their theses upon their graduation. In
addition, 72 individual students from the other 5 universities in China that were contacted
in person by me or by my colleagues kindly signed the consent letters and provided their
undergraduate dissertations. I had collected a total of 1,031 undergraduate dissertations at
this stage of the data collection. All of the collected dissertations were in electronic form,
so they were easily processed at the data cleaning stage. As introduced above, the two
universities that agreed to provide the theses offer English major students several different
specialties: English Literature, International Business and Management, Interpretation and
Translation, Cross-cultural Communication and Applied Linguistics at the start of the
students’ third academic year. The English major students of these two universities needed
to choose their fields of interests and compose their graduation dissertations in English on
the specific fields they had chosen. The 1,031 academic texts that were sent to me were
drawn from the 5 different disciplines mentioned above.
After briefly dividing these papers into different disciplines by reading the English titles of
each paper, two subject areas, Business and Management (168 texts) and English
Literature (137 texts) were selected to serve the cross disciplinary investigation. These two
disciplines were chosen because they belong to different disciplinary fields. Business and
Management is a Social Science and represents a soft-applied discipline (Becher, 1989)
and English Literature is from an Arts and Humanities field representing a soft-pure
discipline (ibid). The two disciplines therefore, may be used for a contrastive study. At a
more practical level, this choice was made because there were a reasonable number of
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texts on these two subjects which made it possible to build a comparatively balanced
corpus of a suitable size for the purposes of this study. The texts of the other three
disciplines were not included mainly due to the following reasons: theses on Interpretation
and Translation included too many examples of languages other than English in the texts,
ranging from Chinese, Japanese and Spanish. If the texts of these disciplines had been
chosen, the deletion of the examples would have brought about a significant drop in the
quantity of the words in English at the data cleaning stage. The two other disciplines,
Cross-cultural Communication and Applied Linguistics, did not have as many dissertations
as those from Business and Management and English Literature. Comparatively, the words
contained in the dissertations of Business and Management and English Literature are
about the same in total, both of which are about 1,000, 000 after the data was cleaned. As
mentioned by Hunston (2002: 26) “[i]t is a truism that a corpus is neither good nor bad in
itself, but suited or not suited to a particular purpose. Decisions about what should go into
a corpus are based on what the corpus is going to be used for, but also about what is
available”. Although the choice of the two disciplines, Business and Management and
English Literature is partly due to the ease of accessibility, the selection of Business
Management and English Literature should not in any way be construed as a compromise.
The texts of both these two disciplines and the two distinct academic levels are most
appropriate for the contrastive investigation purpose of this study.
The next step was to make sure that the collected dissertations from both the disciplines of
Business Management and English Literature genuinely belong to these two specific
subject areas. In order to build the Undergraduate Business and Management sub-corpus, I
read the titles of the dissertations and identified the words that belonged to the Business
and Management discipline. Two of my colleagues from a Business School in a university
in China helped me to identify those terms at this stage. After reading all the titles, the
dissertations identified by the following specific words (see Table 3.1) were included in the
body of the undergraduate of Business and Management sub-corpus. As these words have
been identified, it is possible to use them as search terms to enlarge the corpus, especially
applicable at the stage of collecting postgraduate dissertations. To identify the appropriate
theses for inclusion in the Literature sub-corpus, I again read the titles and subtitles of the
collected papers and identified words that belonged to the following categories: the title or
61

the name of a specific character in a novel, poem or play, and the name of an author.

Table 3.1. Word list of Business and Management
Business and Corporation (Corporations, Corporate) / Companies / Customer /
Management Consumer / Enterprise (Entrepreneurship) / Industry / WTO /
Producer (s) / Product ( e. g. Cosmetics) / Brand / Market
(Marketing) / Currency (e.g. Renminbi) / Capital(money invested
into a business) / Bank / Custom, Business / Economic / Export /
import / Retail / Resale / Sales / Price /Exchange Rates / Banking/
Accounting / Triffin dilemma / Investment / Venture(s) / Profit /
Consumption / Trade / Service / Anti-Dumping (Dumping) /
Advertising (Advertisement, Advertisements) / Commercials / Tax /
Ecommerce / Merger(s) / Acquisition / Financial.
Management / Motivation Mechanism / Recruiting / Employee
(Employer, Unemployment) / Staff / Public Relations Some
specific companies’ names, for example: Louis Vuitton, Carrefour,
KFC and HSBC.

The same word list and selection criteria were then used to select the postgraduate Masters
dissertations from the online source, CNKI (China National Knowledge Infrastructure)
website. These dissertations are publicly available, and as an academic staff member
working in one of the universities in China, I have permission to browse and download the
academic papers, thus avoiding any copyright issues. All the collected and downloaded
theses have been saved in electronic files and have been included in the database for
further processing.
The design criteria of the CAEL-CAWE corpus can be summarised as follows,
1)

The dissertations were written by Chinese EFL learners;

2)

The dissertations were written for the completion of an academic degree,
Undergraduate (Bachelor’s degree) and Postgraduate taught (Master’s degree);

3)

The titles of the dissertations in the subcorpus of Business and Management
contain at least one word from the Business and Management word list;

4)

The titles of the dissertations in the subcorpus of English Literature contain one of
the following: the title or the name of a character of a novel, poem or play, and the
name of an author.
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Each thesis included in this study was annotated with a header that encodes the
information about the participant’s academic level, undergraduate (UG) or postgraduate
taught (PG) as well as the disciplinary information of the thesis, Business and
Management (BM) or English Literature (EL). In addition, each label is combined with a
unique 4 or 5-digit reference number to anonymise, and concurrently identify every thesis
in the CAEL-CAWE corpus. For example, dissertation UGBM 0045 is a thesis written by
an undergraduate student of Business and Management discipline, and PGEL 0311 is a
thesis written by a postgraduate student of English Literature.

3.2.4 Data cleaning
The primary focus of this research is to investigate the use of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the main body
of academic texts written by Chinese students. The papers sent to me are all complete
versions of the dissertations including titles, abstracts, tables of content, references, etc. In
order to retain the main bodies of the texts only, the following components of all the papers
were removed from the database during the process of data cleaning. They are:
⚫

titles

⚫

footnotes

⚫

captions

⚫

content tables

⚫

abstracts

⚫

references

⚫

acknowledgements

In Business and Management subcorpora, I also deleted
⚫

tables

⚫

charts

⚫

graphs

By doing this, only the main body of each text was kept for further analysis.
As for the Literature subcorpora, during the data cleaning work, I found that there were
many quotes attributed to third parties, for example, words from primary resource book or
books were used for analysis. There were also reviews quoted from other critics. To ensure
that the final texts for analysis were written by the student writers instead of other
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informants, I decided to remove quotations if they met the following conditions:
⚫

The quotation comprised of an individual paragraph

⚫

The quotation was more than one sentence or was at the beginning or end of a
paragraph.

⚫

The removal of the sentence(s) would not affect the structure of the text.

The following two extracts from UGEL 13809 are examples (quotations are italicised
here):
Example 3-1: Moreover, Perowne is a calm, logical man willing to analyze and ask
“why”. He is a habitual observer of his own moods, and when he wakes up early in the
morning of the Saturday, he wonders about this sustained, distorting euphoria:
Perhaps down at the molecular level there’s been chemical accident while he
slept – something like a spilled tray of drinks, prompting dopamine-like
receptors to initiate a kindly cascade of intracellular events; or it’s the
prospect of a Saturday, or the paradoxical consequence of extreme tiredness
(McEwan, 2006: 7).
Example 3-2: Professional jargons as well as terminologies are also parts of her
vocabulary. When Perowne showed his love to her, Rosalind’s attitude was unusual:
she “was responsive enough, though hardly abandoned, and for almost a week found
herself too busy in the evenings to see him” (McEwan, 2006: 47). Solitude and work
were less threatening to her inner world than kisses.
The long quotation at the end of the paragraph of example 3-1 was decided to be irrelevant
for the purpose of this study. Thus, quotations such as this were removed and replaced with
[quote] in the Literature sub-corpora. The inserted quotation of example 3-2 was cited in the
middle of the sentence, and the deletion of it would affect the whole sentence structure.
Quotations of this nature were retained in order to keep the smooth flow of the sentences.

3.2.5 Corpus construction and components
After all the texts were cleaned, they were uploaded to the online corpus tool, Sketch
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Engine (Kilgarriff et al. 2004). The words in the texts were all tagged for part of speech
(PoS) automatically by Sketch Engine when the theses were uploaded. The PoS tagging
facilitates the making of queries when I looked for certain phrasal patterns of ‘I’, ‘We’ and
the respective collocating verbs applicable to this piece of research. For example, when the
phrasal frame I / We + will + verbs was examined, I used the query [word="I"]
[word="will"] [tag="VV*"] | [word="We"] [word="will"] [tag="VV*"] to extract all the
phrases that matched this pattern. By doing so, all the verbs that present themselves in this
phrasal frame in the corpus could be found and the discourse functions of these phrases in
the discourse could be examined by looking at these retrieved concordance lines (see
Section 5.3.1 in Chapter 5).
The CAEL-CAWE was designed to include 4 sub-corpora: undergraduate Business and
Management (UGBM), undergraduate English Literature (UGEL), postgraduate taught
Business and Management (PGBM) and postgraduate taught English Literature (PGEL).
Table 3.2 presents the information of the four sub-corpora.

Table 3.2. Meta-information of CEAL-CAWE
Number of texts

Total tokens

Total types

UGBM

168

991185

23301

UGEL

137

767648

24796

PGBM

73

1073130

21890

PGEL

78

1361450

37818

Total:

456

4193413

107805

To achieve the contrastive purposes of this research, these four subcorpora were then
arranged into two sets. Figure 3.1 illustrates the sub-corpora arrangement for the purpose
of cross-disciplinary investigation. The corpus was categorised according to different
disciplines in order to investigate the disciplinary differences (i.e. BM vs. EL). Figure 3.2
presents the mapping of the 4 subcorpora into two different academic levels to facilitate
the purpose of comparison in relation to the use of ‘I’ and ‘We’ across the academic levels
(UG vs. PG).
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CAEL-CAWE

English Literature

Business and
Management

Undergraduate

Postgraduate

Undergraduate

Postgraduate

Figure 3.1. CAEL-CAWE cross disciplinary research structure

CAEL-CAWE

Undergraduate

Business and
Management

Postgraduate

English Literature

Business and
Management

English Literature

Figure 3.2 CAEL-CAWE cross academic levels research structure

3.3 The extraction of ‘I’ and ‘We’
3.3.1 The method
As discussed in Chapter 2, the FPPs ‘I’ and ‘We’ are the most obvious and visible
expressions of the writer in academic writing. In this research, I use corpus tools to
investigate ‘I’ and ‘We’ and their verb collocates in the collected students’ academic texts.
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Because the data has been cleaned and most of the quotations in the texts were removed
before they were uploaded to Sketch Engine, the instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ that are used as
self-representation devices in the texts may be easily extracted by simply typing in I or We in
the searching box of Sketch Engine interface. There are other forms of I, for example, See
Appendix I and World War I which have to be removed manually. Additionally, ‘I’ and ‘We’
contained in short quotations are removed manually at the concordance stage. This step
returned 1,730 instances of ‘I’ and 5,083 instances of ‘We’, 6,813 in total. The detailed
quantitative information of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in each sub-corpus is reported in the next
subsection.

3.3.2 Quantitative results of the FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’
There are 6813 instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the CEAL-CAWE (see Table 3.3). It is found
that most of the texts, i.e. 409 out of 456, accounting for 90%, across the four subcorpora
contain one or both of the two FPPs. The other 47 texts in this corpus did not have either
of the two FPPs at all after the data was processed. The average frequency of the two FPPs
is 17 per text. The average use of ‘I’ is 4 times per text, and the average use of ‘We’ is 12
times per text. It is noted that the spread of the two FPPs in the CEAL-CAWE is
disproportionate. One text, which has the most occurrences of the two FPPs, has 186
instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ altogether, whereas the text with the fewest instances contains
only 1 ‘I’ or ‘We’. However, the vast majority of the texts, (388 out of 409 or 95%) contain
up to 50 instances of ‘I’ and/or ‘We’. This diversity in the frequency of occurrence shall
not be investigated further as my focus is on the phraseology and discourse functions of ‘I’,
‘We’ and the verb sequences in this study. However, I shall return to this later in Chapter 7
where I shall present a case study on a comparison between a text in which ‘I’ and ‘We’ are
used frequently (32 instances of ‘We’ and 14 instances of ‘I’) and another one in which
there are only 2 instances of ‘We’ and no use of ‘I’ at all.
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Table 3.3: Distributions of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the CEAL-CAWE

UGBM
UGEL
PGBM
PGEL
Total:

Hits
of ‘I’

Hits of Hits of ‘I’
‘We’
& ‘We’

612
419
421
278
1730

1184
1305
1154
1440
5083

1796
1724
1575
1718
6813

Number of
texts that
include ‘I’
and ‘We’
141
125
73
70
409

Average
number of
‘I’ and
‘We’ in
each text
13
14
22
25
17

Normalized
Frequency
per 1000
words
1.81
2.25
1.47
1.26
1.62

It may be seen from Table 3.3 that there is no significant difference between the total
occurrences of the two FPPs across the four subcorpora. The normalised frequency shows
that the postgraduate writers use fewer ‘I’ and ‘We’ in their theses than their undergraduate
counterparts. In the undergraduate texts, there are more uses of these two FPPs than those
in the postgraduate texts. There is also clearly less frequent occurrences of the singular
FPP ‘I’ in the postgraduates’ texts than the undergraduates’ dissertations. It is therefore
quite apparent that learners of English Literature use fewer ‘I’ than those undertaking the
Business and Management course. These differences across the academic levels and
disciplines are presented and discussed in more detail both from a quantitative and a
qualitative perspective in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 respectively.
In this and the next three chapters, I will not be taking into consideration, the difference
between the singular FPP ‘I’ and the plural ‘We’. They are discussed only where necessary
as both of the FPPs are obvious representations of the writers and expressions of
subjectivity. I will come back to this in Chapter 8 where I discuss the different uses and
principles related to the two FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’ in these academic texts in detail.

3.4 The extraction of the verbs that collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’
3.4.1 The method
One of the many advantages associated with the study of corpus linguistics is that, with the
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assistance of corpus tools, the comparison of language features may be made between large
sets of data and the frequency of recurrence may be identified automatically with
quantitative information (Biber et al. 1998; Hunston 2002; McEnery and Hardie 2012).
Using corpus tool in this research facilitates the comparison of the phrases including the
FPPs and the verbs collocating with them.
After the extraction of all the instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’, I used the collocation function of
Sketch Engine (Kilgarriff et. al 2004) to retrieve all the verbs that collocate with ‘I’ up to R5,
minimum frequency set at 5, with ‘We’ at R5, and the minimum frequency set at 10. The
minimum frequency in the given range was set at 3 for both retrievals of the verbs
collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’. The purpose of setting the collocation span on the right side of
the two FPPs at R5 was to find out all the instances in which ‘I’ and ‘We’ are used as the
grammatical subjects of the clauses, as these cases constitute the most obvious
representation of authorial voice in academic discourses. Setting the minimum frequency at
5 with ‘I’ and 10 with ‘We’ was to examine those frequently recurrent verbs in each
sub-corpus. The setting of the minimum frequency in given range at 3 was to ensure that the
extracted verb occurs at least in three different essays. This was to avoid idiosyncratic use,
particularly the higher frequency of a verb usage due to many occurrences in only one or two
essays in the corpus. In addition, the different forms of the verbs were counted and
lemmatised to be included into the lists. For example, tell, tells and told are all word forms of
the verb TELL. In UGEL, the base form of the verb tell collocates with ‘We’ on 6 occasions,
and the past tense/past participial of this verb, told occurs 6 times, in this case, the lemma
TELL was added to the list as this verb co-occurred with ‘We’ 12 times. It is obvious that if
the word forms were lemmatised, there would be more occurrences of each verb.
After the extraction of all the verbs that collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’, a further filtering
process was performed. At this step, only the main verbs that collocate with the FPPs were
taken into consideration. This filtering process excluded the modal verbs (e.g. can, should,
would) or the auxiliary verbs (e.g. BE, HAVE). Where there was a catenative phrase, I
included the second verb and not the first into the list. Another exception is the copular verb
BE, where the meaning is made more apparent by the adjective than the verb. Therefore, BE
was not included in the verb classification in Chapter 4. Examples of the verbs that are kept
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and removed are listed below,
Example 3-3: It is worth studying in the future, for we are confident that it will have
an unexpected impact on the promotion of private brands and sales. (UGBM 05505)
Example 3-4: From above analysis we can see how M makes the best use of charity
into its marketing strategy. (UGBM 10205)
Example 3-5: Also in direct marketing, as we have mentioned, the company should
employ a sales team. This sales team is very important because it is the force who
directly delivers the information of the company as well as its products to customers.
(UGBM 05607)
Example 3-6: Keeping in mind the two concepts of market research and culture, we
then go on to discuss several cases that involve in multinational marketing. (UGBM
06804)
In example 3-3, we is counted in the quantitative statistics because it refers to the writer,
however, the copular are in this discourse was not included into the verb list for discourse
function categorisation. The modal verb can in the example 3-4 and the auxiliary verb have
in the example 3-5 were also removed from the final list. In the example 3-6, the second verb
discuss was kept and the phrase go on was removed.
The next step is to examine these collected verbs and classify them into different textual
function groups to facilitate the contrastive investigation. However, because the process of
the categorisation and the related discussion of the verbs is rather complex, they are
accounted for separately in Chapter 4.

3.4.2 Quantitative results of the verbs that collocate with the FPPs
Using the methodology reported above, a total number of 3,293 instances of the verbs (57
verb types) that collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’ up to R5, and with minimum frequency of no
less than 5 times with ‘I’ and/or no less than 10 times with ‘We’ were collected. This
accounts for about 50% of all the instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ which were included in the final
list for analysis in this study. The reason why this research only covers about half of the
instances of all the verbs extracted in the CEAL-CAWE is explained in the conclusion (3.5)
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of this chapter. Table 3.4 lists the verbs that are included for the analysis.
Table 3.4: the extracted verbs that collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’
The extracted verbs that collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’
SEE

747

CHOOSE

49

agree

19

arrange

9

FIND

496

conclude

48

infer

16

explore

8

KNNOW

308

focus

45

quote

16

concerned

7

think

131

believe

44

present

14

Test

7

DISCUSS

122

Hope

41

sense

14

Cite

6

SAY

113

MEAN

38

realize

13

proposed

6

USE

90

TALK

38

act

12

Apply

5

ANALYZE

87

FEEL

37

define

12

compare

5

MENTION

78

introduce

29

OBSERVE

12

Divide

5

understand
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EXAMINE

28

suppose

12

explain

5

learn

68

notice

28

worked

12

READ

68

TELL

29

ignore

11

look

52

consider

27

asked

10

Hear

26

aware

10

argue

24

imagine

10

CALL

24

judge

10

COLLECT

21

Study

21

Total: 3293

3.5 Conclusion
This chapter has reported the corpus, CEAL-CAWE designed for this study. It is a
collection of texts of Chinese EFL learners’ graduation dissertations. Within this corpus,
four subcorpora serve the purposes of comparing BM and Li, and UG and PT. I have
described the methodology of using Sketch Engine to retrieve the quantitative information
in this research. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, in this piece of research, I treated the
learners’ texts as self-contained and therefore, did not use a reference corpus in the
investigations conducted in this study.
This study focuses on the phrases consisting of ‘I’, ‘We’ and the verbs collocating with
them. The automatic extraction assisted by Sketch Engine (Kilgarriff et al. 2004) of the
two FPPs provides quantitative information related to the different disciplines and
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academic levels. At the same time, based on the identification of these FPPs, it is possible
to extract the verbs that collocate with them. To look at the quantitative information of ‘I’,
‘We’ and the verbs collocating with them separately would not provide much information
of the phraseology and their discourse functions of the collocations. Based on the
quantitative information derived from the corpus, I focus on the units of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their
verb collocates. As mentioned in Chapter 1 and Chapter 2, these units are called phrases
because of their comparatively fixed patterns when they collocate with the FPPs in the
texts contained in this study. In the next chapter, I discuss the process of how the verbs
retrieved are examined and categorised manually for further analysis.
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CHAPTER 4 METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY: CLASSIFICATION
OF THE VERBS COLLOCATING WITH ‘I’ AND ‘WE’
4.1 Introduction
To categorise the collected verbs reported in Chapter 3, I started with a detailed analysis of
their meaning and discourse functions when they collocate with the two FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’.
The purpose of carrying out this process is to classify them into a limited number of
groups for the contrastive study that was to follow. The close examination of the verbs
allows me to group them into functional categories according to their discourse meaning
and functions. Based on such detailed analysis, I proposed four general functional groups
of the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and the verbs collocating with them, i.e. Textual organising
verbs, Research report verbs, Research interpretation verbs and Knowledge community
construing verbs. It should be noted that when I discuss the meaning and the pragmatic
functions of the verbs, I have always considered them as part of the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’
and their collocate verbs. In other words, it means that the meaning and the function of the
verbs discussed here are dependent on the condition that they collocate with ‘I’ and/or ‘We’
in this study. In the rest of this chapter, I mostly discuss the verbs only, which is simply to
avoid repetitiveness of stating a finding, for example, when the verb * collocates with I
and/or we.

In this chapter and throughout the whole thesis, verbs in different forms in this study are
lemmatised (e.g. see, saw, seen are lemmatised as SEE). Phrases including the two FPPs ‘I’,
‘We’ and the verbs collocating with them in texts are italicised when I discuss the actual
instances and give examples.
The rest of the chapter is organised as follows. Section 2 discusses the semantics and
textual function of some sample verbs that collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the corpus. In
Section 3, based on the discussion of the meanings and pragmatic functions of the verbs, I
categorise the verbs into four groups, as noted above, so as to provide data for comparisons
to be carried out between different disciplines as well as different academic levels. To
illustrate how the comparisons were carried out based on the functions proposed in this
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chapter, Section 4 provides a sample of contrastive analysis of the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and
the verb, SEE between BM and EL, and between UG and PG. The detailed disciplinary
and academic level differences are described in Chapters 5 and 6. Section 5 concludes this
chapter.

4.2 Verbs collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’
The aim of the examination of the verbs that collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’ is twofold. Firstly,
it is to treat it as a preliminary study to look at the phraseology of the two FPPs and the
verbs collocating with them across the whole corpus. Secondly, it is to attempt to classify
them into a limited number of groups. In this chapter, instead of looking at the quantitative
information of ‘I’, ‘We’ and the verbs, I undertook a qualitative approach. I looked at the
concordance lines of each verb to identify the phraseology, the meaning in phrases, and the
textual function in discourse. At this stage, I examined all the 3293 instances of the 57
types of verbs that were extracted from this study. On the basis of the interpretations of
these verbs, functional categories are tentatively proposed in this research. Where
necessary, I compare the classification of the verbs with previous research on lexical
meaning and discourse functions, especially in relation to studies on the verbs used in
academic discourse. The reason for this form of comparison is that if these verbs are
classified without their collocates, ‘I’ and/or ‘We’, they fit well into most of the
classifications proposed in previous studies (e.g. Ädel 2006; Biber et al. 2002; Fløttum et
al. 2006; Hyland 1998; Kuo 1998). However, when some of the verbs are examined in
context, with the two FPPs and in extended discourse, they present different meanings and
discourse functions in the students’ academic writings. Specifically, it is found that some
of the verbs are not only frequently used with the FPPs but also used in a limited number
of phrases or phrasal patterns. More importantly, these verbs vary in meaning and
discourse functions when collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’ in different phrases.

As the main purpose of this examination is to propose functional categories of the phrases,
in the following subsections, instead of discussing all the verbs that are analysed at this
step, I report this qualitative analysis of the following 12 high frequency verbs (with the
number of occurrences shown in bracket), SEE (747), FIND (496), KNOW (308), think
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(131), DISCUSS (122), SAY (113), USE (90), ANALYSE (87), MENTION (78), LEARN
(68), read (68), and believe (44). These verbs are discussed in groups according to their
high frequency in corpus (e.g. SEE, FIND) or their semantic categories (e.g. think, believe
as cognitive verbs) proposed by Biber et al. (2002).

4.2.1 SEE, FIND and SAY
Three of the most frequent verbs that collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the CEAL-CAWE are
SEE, FIND, and SAY. The reason I placed them in one subsection to discuss is that they are
all frequently used in the same phrasal pattern, we can / could see / find / say (that). In
addition, they serve the same discourse functions when collocating with the FPPs in this
phrase. Other functions of these three verbs when they co-occur with ‘I’ and ‘We’ in
different phraseologies are also discussed here.
The verb SEE
From a total of 747 instances, SEE collocates with ‘We’ 737 times. In these 737
co-occurrences of ‘We’ and SEE, the verb SEE is used 596 times in the frame we * see (‘*’
indicates wildcard that represents any one single word in Sketch Engine). Even though the
wildcard could be any word alternating between ‘We’ and SEE, two modal verbs can and
could are the most frequent collocations with these two words. The phrase we can / could
see occurs 529 times out of the 596 instances of we * see. Moreover, 51% of the instances
of the expression we can / could see are followed by that-clauses, which form a longer unit,
i.e. we can / could see that.
The verb SEE may be categorised into different groups according to the verb
classifications provided by previous scholars. It could be a verb of “Mental Perception”
that labels a concrete or abstract “Existence” according to Halliday (1994: 148). It could
also be a Mental verb according to Biber et al. (2002) because it indicates the mental
process of processing and reception. It could also be a Research verb according to Fløttum
et al. (2006: 209) because it is considered as the ‘perception verb’ that relates to the
research process and implies the author’s role in the combination with ‘I’ and ‘We’ as a
researcher. Additionally, it may also be a Metadiscoursal verb that functions as
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interpersonal markers or relational markers; that either refers to or includes or aligns the
readers (cf. Ädel 2006; Hyland 1998; Kuo 1998). These classifications are derived from
the analyses of different research contexts and for different types of research purposes.
Biber et al. (2002) extract the verbs from a wide range of different genres, including
academic text, conversations, fiction and news discourse, to achieve general reference
purposes to assist the students and their teachers. The corpus used in Fløttum et al. (2006)
includes only academic written texts. In that particular piece of research, they focus on the
writer’s roles and whether or not, the personal pronouns include the reader, namely, the
exclusiveness- or inclusiveness of the FPPs.
The term metadiscourse has been used in a number of ways. When it is defined broadly, it
may cover a wide range of discourse functions. However, for the purpose of the
exploration of the discourse functions in this research, it appears to be useful to adopt a
much narrower definition of metadiscourse. In this chapter and throughout this thesis,
metadiscourse refers to those expressions which serve text reflexive uses only (Mauranen
1993).
In many studies, it is argued that the phrase we can / could see is primarily a
metadiscoursal expression; mainly because the phrase itself does not provide new
information but directs the readership to the forthcoming content. In addition, this phrase
usually co-occurs with a reference to propositions, tables, and figures in the texts, which
adds weight to its function as metadiscoursal (see Ädel 2006; Crismore et al. 1993; Hyland
1998, 2004). However, in this study I would argue that this phrase performs a less obvious,
but yet important function of research interpretation rather than serve as a simple signpost
for information.
As an illustration, to be able to decide the discourse function of the phase we can / could
see, one needs to put what follows this phrase in its context. In the corpus of this study,
almost all the instances of we can / could see are followed by statements of the writers’
understanding and interpretation of the previous discussions, tables or figures. These
cognitive processes present the authors’ judgments and evaluations on the topics or the
aspects that are discussed in the texts. Figure 4.1 lists 10 random concordances extracted
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from the PGBM. In these 10 concordance lines, what follow the phrases we can see are all
comments, interpretations or discussions of the previous texts. They are not mere
repetition or rewording of that which has been delivered but new information coupled with
understanding and evaluation of matters that the writers wish to express. This is not an
assertion that this phrase does not perform the interpersonal function of directing and
aligning with the readers, but that the interpersonal metadiscoursal function of including
and aligning the audience is largely attributable to the plural personal pronoun ‘We’ instead
of the verb see. When the verb SEE and ‘We’ collocate in the phrase we can / could see
that in these academic texts, arguably, the phrase is primarily used to present the writer’s
interpretation of the research.
down its path of several thousands years,

we can see

that "qing" have played a pivotal role

Donthu 1998). From the above discussions

we can see

that a person's perceptions are profoundly

job-related satisfaction. From the table,

we can see

differences of motivational factors between

Chinese and American cultures and motivations,

we can see

that culture plays an important role in

conflict by nature From the figure 4.1,

we can see

that Americans score much higher on the

conflict situations Through this figure,

we can see

that the differences in scores on each

counterparts, they are more direct, which

we can see

from the scores on the item B. When compared

among group members (Pizam and Jeong, 1996).

We can see

that the cross-cultural studies on tourist

individuals to comply with the group. From fig.l

we can see

that at a score of 20 China is a highly

conducted to test whether H4 was supported.

We can see

from the results of t-test (Table 8) that

reputation. In many Chinese destinations,

we can see

that some travel guides use some cheating

Figure 4.1. Sample concordances of we can see in PGBM

In comparison to the most frequently used phrase we can / could see, Figure 4.2 lists all the
other instances of ‘We’ and the verb see collocates in the Business and Management
related academic texts. In most of these cases, the verb see in Figure 4-2 belongs to activity
verbs according to Biber et al.’s (2002) classification. It means to perceive with the eyes
(https://en.oxforddictionaries.com) with the ‘doer’, we in these concordances.
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create our patterns of thought; the way

we see

and experience the world; and the way we

core. The outer ring area represents what

we see

in our normal life, for example, American

societies are past oriented. Therefore,

we see

that agricultural tradition has both provided

great potential to effect positive change.

We see

opportunities to influence our own operations

closer economic and trade relationships,

we see

more Chinese using American marketing tactics

core. The outer ring area represents what

we see

in our normal life, for example, American

create our patterns of thought; the way

we see

and experience the world; and the way we

in a culture ever since we were bom. What

we see

, hear, smell, touch, feel, eat and even

. Hofstede's definition of culture that

we see

above is actually a definition of national

them with challenges. In this dimension,

we see

Chinese culture and U.S. culture as on

avoid silence and delayed responses. As

we saw

, Sanlu did not answer the calls, which

, became one. It is in this dilemma that

we see

the reasons for much of what underlies

product itself but goes much further, as

we have seen

for service. Firstly, costs are

employees did not have clear goals at work.

we have seen

the problems in the application

a very good example for other companies.

we have seen

Dunning, 2000a). In the last two decades

we have seen

accumulated from international trade surplus.

we have seen

others, and we will see more.
, in the more traditional economics
many cases of loss happening

resources it based on. In the last decade,

we saw

a trend of increasing globalization

when the last model appears on the screen,

we saw

a foreigner wearing Chinese tunic suit

a large sum of revenue. In October 2011,

we even saw

culture--freely developing and releasing you; when

we saw

advertisements of Vancle, Yougou
XYZ's logo, we understand it means

Figure 4.2. Instances of the collocation of ‘We’ and SEE other than we can / could see in BM

The following examples are from Figure 4-2,
Example 4-1: What we see, hear, smell, touch, feel, eat and even think can all be
traced back to the concept of culture. (PGBM 0112)
Example 4-2: To our surprises, when the last model appears on the screen, we saw a
foreigner wearing Chinese tunic suit, which is one of Chinese own designed
menswear. (UGBM 04607)
There are also a few cases in Figure 2 where the subject and verb collocation we see
functions as a research interpretation in the form of we can / could see as discussed above.
The extended context of one example from Figure 2 is,
Example 4-3:

It is in this dilemma that we see the reasons for much of what

underlies German culture: of the major three western European nations, Germany has
suffered the most with an identity crisis, resulting in a fundamental insecurity that
drives many aspects of its cultural, political, economic, and personal behavior.
(PGBM 0127)
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In this sense, when the verb SEE is used with ‘We’ in other sequences, other than we can
/could see, the meaning and textual function of this phrase could vary depending on the
context in which it is used.
To summarise the verb SEE, it is most frequently used in the phrasal pattern we can / could
see (that) in the texts written by the Chinese novice writers. In addition, it is argued in this
study that this phrase is primarily used to present interpretation of the research or the
research findings in the academic texts.
The verb FIND
The verb FIND is used in two forms, find and found, in the corpus. It is found that this
verb is used for two different purposes, often but not always distinguished by two different
phrasal patterns in these academic texts. One function is to present research findings and
the other is to interpret research findings. The former, 123 out of 267 instances, is used in
the phrases I /we find / found, to report research findings. The latter is used most frequently
in the phrase we can / could / may / will find, totaling 227 instances, performing a similar
research interpretation function as we can / could see discussed in the previous section.

The difference between the two meanings of FIND may be observed from its surrounding
context. When it is used to present the research finding in the phrase I / We find / found the
content that follows this phrase is the research result derived from the investigation, the
research, the reading of related literature books, or in some cases, from learning
experiences. What is in common in these instances are that the contents of the instances
that follows this phrase are ‘hard facts’ with information that withstands vigorous scrutiny
of supporting evidence that was derived from the investigations that were conducted.
These results cannot be questioned in the current texts, though they might be retested and
proved to be false in a replicated examination. On the other hand, when the phrase we can /
could / may / will find is used to interpret research the content that follows this expression
is a statement of the understanding, explanation or elaboration of the entities or
propositions that have been put forward or mentioned in the surrounding text, for example,
from the analysis / table / chart we can find. When interpreting research, the employment
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of ‘We’, on the one hand, indicates the intention of alignment. On the other hand, with full
awareness of the existence of the readership and their expertise in the academic community,
the student writers are aware that the audience may have a very different understanding
depending specifically on what has been discussed in the texts. By using the modal can in
this phrase, the writers present their viewpoints for the readers to reexamine and
reinterpret.
The difference between the uses of presenting researching findings and interpreting
research are illustrated in the following four examples,
Example 4-4: From the interview I found that both Chinese also consider arriving in
time for business meetings as a virtue which is promoted in the thoughts of
Confucius. (PGBM 0064)
Example 4-5: These researches help us get a better understanding about the diffusion
of innovations in some particular field. Yet until now I found only a few researches on
the diffusion of innovation from cultural point of view, which means diffusion of
innovation in countries of different cultures. (PGBM 0073)
Example 4-6: From this figure, we can find that the motivations of most Chinese
companies are still in the primary stage, such as to acquire land, to go public through
buying a shell, and to diversify the business. The motivations of most companies
going out are blind. Excessive pursuit of expansion, aimless diversification and being
alienated from reality create the issue that obstructing Chinese companies to close the
M&A deals. (UGBM 02208)
Example 4-7: On the other hand, we can find the similarities on David Copperfield.
Dickens arranged David, a misery childhood father died before his birth, stepfather
was violent and greed, he worked as a child labor at 9, which were quite similar to the
childhood of Dickens. (UGEL 02707)
The verb FIND is used to present the research findings through an interview in example
4-4 and by virtue of a literature review in example 4-5. These are specific results that leave
little space for the readers to negotiate. On the other hand, in examples 4-6 and 4-7, the
verb is used to develop the author’s point of view or understanding of the research results.
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In both cases, “motivations” (example 4-6) and “similarities” (example 4-7) are general
comments and open to debate. Again, the writer of course expects the audience to agree
with him/her by using ‘We’ inclusively.
When serving the function of presenting research findings, the verb FIND mostly
collocates with ‘I’. When the function of interpreting research is used, this verb almost
always collocates with ‘We’, occurring in the phrase we can / could / may / will find. This
suggests that the meanings of this verb can be differentiated according to the different uses
when it collocates with ‘I’ and ‘We’. The difference between the two FPPs in phrase will
be discussed in more detail in Chapter 8.
In general, the verb FIND has two main functions, to present research findings and to
interpret research. Not only are the two functions used in two different phrases in most of
the instances but also to collocate with, with varying frequency, ‘I’ and ‘We’ respectively.
The verb SAY
The verb SAY is, primarily, a verb of saying when it is considered on its own. However, it
is observed that in all the 113 occurrences, SAY is used to construct an argument if it is
considered in the phrase with the FPPs and in the extended discourse of this study. To be
more specific, in the academic texts of this research, SAY is used frequently in the phrase
we /I can / cannot / may / might / should say. Chinese novice writers use this phrase to
claim or oppose propositions in their academic discourse. The modal verbs in this phrase
are used either to strengthen the points of view, or as hedges to express less authoritative
opinions of disagreement. The examples are given in Figures 4.3 and 4.4. These are 10
random concordance lines of say retrieved from the UG and PG subcorpora respectively.
As illustrated, they are almost all used in the same phrase and have the same function, i.e.
to argue.
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replace fantasy with bodily desires. Or

we

may say she does not know what she is after

respect each other' character. Therefore,

we

can say that their marriage is founded

forgetting them, they have their own voices. If

we

say that Laura's glass menagerie is the

first step towards accepting some truth,

we

may say , it is a kind of self-awakening

predicting future disasters and pains. Therefore,

we

may say that the contribution of the fourth

event in the readers' minds are aroused.

We

cannot say who is correct in judging some

vent for her intellectual energy. At least

we

can say it is not purely for other people

Collins-Charlotte's dilemma is a real one. Also

we

can say in Pride and Prejudice, the dilemma

study the character division of Jane Eyre.

We

d rather say the split character of Charlotte

make people happy and enjoy their life.

We

cannot say this purpose is true or not.

Figure 4.3. The verb say collocating with ‘We’ in UGEL

as well as social ideals and philosophy.

We

can say that to some degree it is the high

many percents of people have this feature.

we

can say much more safely that compared

is a matter of learning. In this sense,

we

can say from the instant of birth, a child

to its subsidiaries. Through these cases,

we

can say that product crisis is one of the

for to communicate with the public. And

we

should say that Johnson and Johnson's

pnoting media and advertisement, the least

we

can say is that U.S. cultural industry

as well as social ideals and philosophy.

We

can say that to some degree it is the high

or not. Considering the grade France has,

we

can say that the French culture does

Web ergonomics goes along with web design;

we

can say that the first one dissects the

the analysis of the participant answers.

We

could say that the focus group will have

Figure 4.4. The verb say collocating with ‘We’ in PGBM

The following are more examples of this phrase I / We can / cannot / may / might / should
say in the extended context in the corpus:
Example 4-8: Through these cases, we can say that product crisis is one of the
most destructive factors to the corporations, and the corporations will become the
blamed ones to all forces. Therefore, product crisis should be handled properly,
which will not only affect the corporation's reputation, but also decide whether the
corporation could survive, develop and expand under intense competition.
(PGBM 0114)
Example 4-9: Nearly everyone in The Forsyte Saga is more or less influenced by
social changes. So we could say Galsworthy is a realistic master at the turn of the
century because of his success in realistic characterization. However, materialism
is also reflected in the characterization of the trilogy. Galsworthy heavily depends
on the description of appearance and environment in his portrait of characters.
Each and every character cannot avoid some words of description of their
appearance when they first appear. (PGEL 0073)
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In the two examples above, both phrases, we can say and we could say are used to express
the writers’ judgments and viewpoints. In example 4-8, the proposition that “product is one
of the most destructive factors to the corporations” is drawn from the analyses of the cases
in the texts. In example 4-9 the evaluation of the writer Galsworthy, as a “realistic master
at the turn of the century” is concluded from the analysis of the characters in his novel The
Forsyte Sage. The verb SAY in both examples are not the action of speaking or saying, but
the writers’ evaluations and/or standpoints concerning the topics they discuss in their texts
respectively.
To summarise, the verb SAY presents little sense of the act of saying or speaking in the
phrase we / I can / cannot / may / might / should say in this study. This verb, together with
the FPPs and the modal verbs, serves to expressing evaluations or viewpoints, either
assertively or tentatively, in the academic texts written by Chinese students.

4.2.2 KNOW, think and believe
The three verbs, KNOW, think and believe are grouped together here for discussion
because they are cognitive verbs and indicate mental processes. In this sense, writers may
use these verbs to express understanding and attitude towards propositions or entities. In
other words, these verbs may be used to argue for or against a particular viewpoint in an
academic text. However, in this research, it is found that these verbs are not always used
for this purpose. The verb KNOW is an exception. It shows more than one function in the
text of these novice Chinese writers. In addition, each function of this verb may be found
in one frequently used phrasal pattern.
The verb KNOW
The most frequent use of the verb KNOW is in the phrases (as) we (all) know and we know
(that). Out of 308 total instances of know collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the whole corpus,
206 instances contain these two phrases. Among these 206 occurrences, 178 instances of
the two phrases are used to construe knowledge communities, accounting for 58% of the
total. In this study, it is argued that the knowledge community is construed rather than
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simply represented by the collocation of ‘We’ and KNOW. In other words, the writer
considers the knowledge as given and in so doing construes the knowledge community. In
this construed disciplinary community, it is decided by the writer that whoever
encompasses the plural FPP ‘We’ should ‘know’ or ‘have known’ the knowledge the writer
states, regardless of the fact that the asserted statement may or may not be shared
intellectual property to both the writer and the readers. Further, the population of the
construed knowledge community could vary in relation to what the writer tries to share. It
can be rather large if the construed knowledge is the common sense that is shared by
almost everyone in real life. Example 4-10 illustrates this point. The knowledge
community can also be a society with a limited number of people who are equipped with
knowledge specific to a certain discipline, such as the type of knowledge proposed in
examples 4-11 and 4-12.

There may be multiple pragmatic effects by adopting this assumption when construing
knowledge community in academic discourse. Firstly, if the knowledge is general
knowledge that requires little specific disciplinary expertise, these expressions, (as) we (all)
know and we know (that), save both space and effort to explain to the readers. Secondly, if
the knowledge is field-specific and is known to the readers, these expressions do not only
save the space and effort, but also align the readers with the writer into one disciplinary
community. This accommodation enhances the writer’s credibility. At the same time, there
is an implied sense of belongingness to this community, which lowers the risks of being
challenged by the audience as both parties are members of a shared disciplinary society. In
this sense, the writer could use the knowledge proposed by as we (all) know and we know
that as a solid and safe stepping stone to further his/her argument.
Example 4-10:

As we all know, China is the largest developing country with

enormous market potentials; while the United States is the largest developed country
with a tremendous sum of money seeking investment opportunities elsewhere. Both
countries carry a significant weight on the world stage, share important interests in
maintaining world peace and stability, promoting common development of the two
countries and the world as a whole. (PGBM 0099)
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Example 4-11: As we all know, brand loyalty from customers will lower price
elasticity. Starbucks is doing very well in building its brand. The brand is a
recognizable voice, through which customers can get a better understanding of the
company. (UGBM 07606)
Example 4-12: We know that as narrative develops to be textual and recorded, the
narrator is abstracted to a textual voice. Under this condition, multi-level narration
comes to solve the problem. (PGEL 0023)

In essence, it is unknown to the writers whether the knowledge is genuinely shared
between them and their readers. Construing a knowledge community by the expressions as
we (all) know and we know (that) could be the writers’ deliberate employment of a writing
strategy in their academic writing. It could be argued that there is a possibility that the
student writers took it for granted, that the knowledge is shared due to the fact the readers
would be the examiners or professionals who grade their dissertations in the same or
similar fields of knowledge. Thus, it is understandable that the knowledge left unexplained
by the implication of ‘we know it, therefore it is unnecessary to discuss it in detail’.
However, even apart from this concern, it is still fairly obvious that the writer’s intention is
to achieve solidarity by using the two phrases, both of which suggest either an inclusion as
an insider or membership of a certain disciplinary community.

The other common use of the verb KNOW collocating with the FPP ‘We’ is we can / could
know, which functions to account for or justify new information from the analysis or
discussion in the texts. In the following two examples, the interpretation of the influence of
Emily’s father on her life is from the reading and interpretation of the original texts in
Example 4-13. In Example 4-14, the account of the meaning of the picture is from the
former analysis in that thesis. Therefore, this function may be grouped into the class of
interpreting research.
Example 4-13: He controlled and manipulated the destiny of Emily even after his
death. He drove the young followers away from Miss Emily. We know this from the
reflection of the townspeople when they thought Homer, a Yankee, broke up with
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Emily: “we knew that this was to be expected too; as if that quality of her father
which had thwarted her woman’s life so many times had been too virulent and too
furious to die.” (Faulkner, 1977: 126) (UGEL 05606)
Example 4-14: From the analysis of this picture, we can know the messages in the
advertisement are: Linguistic message: five big Chinese words in different sizes
express the good wishes to the football game. The encoded iconic message: four
classic moments of the Chinese football players in black-and-white, exalting,
unforgettable. The decoded iconic or symbolic message: share all the exacting
moments with the coke and enjoy the beautiful life. (UGBM 05204)
Considering the phrase we know serves two discourse functions in the texts.To differentiate
the two functions needs the assistance of context. When the verb KNOW is used to
construe knowledge community in the text, the statement is provided without further
explanation, which is assumed as ‘Known’ to both the writer and potential readers. When
we know is used to interpret research the information followed is processed or evaluated
by the student on the basis of the research results or investigated material in the study, for
example, an excerpt from a book or novel in the English Literature discipline.
The verbs think and believe
Both verbs, think (131 instances) and believe (44 instances), are used to express opinions.
Though they are not the most frequent verbs collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’, they are the
most frequently used verbs of the mental verb class (cf. Biber et al. 2002) in this study. The
research at the undergraduate and the postgraduate levels was mostly conducted by
individual students. Accordingly, the verbs think and believe collocate with ‘I’ more
frequently than with ‘We’ to signal the writer’s individual ownership of the viewpoint. In
the corpus, think collocates with ‘I’ 98 times in 131 occurrences; believe collocates with ‘I’
42 times in 44 instances. When collocating with the singular FPP, I think and I believe are
used to express the author’s understanding, perspective and attitude.
Example 4-15: Many critics regard this confliction as an essential process towards
Nora’s maturity and awakening of her subordinate status. However, I think it is just
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her expression of disappointment of Helmer. (UGEL 00406)
Example 4-16: Since this novel covers both the historical background of wars and the
tale of personal growth, I think existentialism, a philosophy concerning human
existence and emphasizing man’s freedom of choice, is a valid approach to this novel.
(PGEL 0039)
Example 4-17: For that reason, I believe ethics cannot be easily judged since they are
rather subjective concepts. The only problem is, in this integrating world, how we can
balance the ethics of different interest groups. We must note, compromises may not
help us with this complication. (UGBM 10108)
In a few cases, especially in the Business and management texts, I believe is used to “show
commitment or contribution to the research” (Kuo 1999: 130). The examples below are
instances of declaration relating to the contributions made by the theses, beliefs that the
writers hold, and predictions for the future trend of the business world.
Example 4-18: Furthermore, review process is segmented into aspects of channel
performance, interfirm evaluation, and responsibility. I believe this exquisite
segmentation can show us behavioral differences of a channel under different culture
climates in a logical and clearer way. (PGBM 0062)
Example 4-19: I believe the study can be helpful for further studies. It is hoped that
people can continue this research and provide more in-depth ideas about PSA Peugeot
Citroen and then leave more meaningful thoughts for other multinational
enterprises. (UGBM 04207)

4.2.3 DISCUSS and MENTION
The two verbs DISCUSS (122 instances) and MENTION (78 instances) have two forms
respectively: discuss and discussed and mention and mentioned. One phrase including
MENTION and two phrases including DISCUSS are frequently used when collocating with
‘I’ and ‘We’ to perform the discourse organising function. They are as I / we (have)
mentioned and I / We will discuss and I / We have discussed. These phrases are used either
to guide the readers as to what to expect in the following text by using I /We will discuss,
or to remind the readers of the argument that the writer made in the previous text, as in as I
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/ we (have) mentioned and I / We have discussed. In such instances, signposts indicate
where the discussion may be found. Phrases such as In this part in example 4-21 and in
this chapter in example 4-22, are often an indication that the information may be found in
close proximity.
Example 4-20: As I have mentioned, Catherine and Heathcliff are actually one person,
a wild soul dwelling in two bodies, which makes them exceedingly close and
intimate. (UGEGL 07708)
Example 4-21: In this part, we will compare the above two case studies in such
aspects as the effects of cultural differences, the evaluation and management of
cultural differences, and the mode of acculturation. Then we will discuss and testify
the two assumptions made in chapter 2. (PGBM 0113)
Example 4-22: In this chapter, I have discussed the materialistic characterization in
the trilogy. John Galsworthy depends heavily on the description of appearance and
external environment in the characterization since he regards such description as an
indispensable part of character portrayal. (PGEL 0073)

4.2.4 USE and ANALYSE
The verbs USE (90 instances) and ANAYLSE (87 instances) are listed separately from the
other verbs because they are used for the description of research methods and procedures
in the corpus. Essentially, the verbs are used to report the tools or processes of the writers’
research. In this sense, they belong to Biber et al.’s (2002) classification of activity verb,
which are ‘intentionally’ performed by the writers (‘doer’ or ‘agent’) when they conduct
their research (see example 4-23 and 4-24).
Example 4-23: First I used two values to describe variable IC: the mean and the
standard deviation of the scores. They are important indicators of data
distribution. (PBM 0068)
Example 4-24: When I analyze Pecola’s traumatic experiences in the framework of
power negotiation, the first round of bombardment is directed at the prevailing white
dominance on the larger social scale. (PGEL 0018)
88

It is worth noting that USE and ANALYSE vary in frequency in different disciplines,
different academic levels and collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’ respectively, which is discussed
further in chapters 5, 6 and 8.
4.2.5 LEARN and READ
These two verbs, LEARN (68 instances) and read (68 instances), are separated from other
activity verbs, for example, USE or ANALYSE because both verbs refer to the epistemic
activities of learning and reading. However, it is observed that these two verbs are used
differently in the academic texts. The verb LEARN is used for argument (16 instances) and
research interpretation (52 instances) respectively. The verb read is primarily used for the
reporting of the epistemic activity of reading (53 instances). This function of read might
not present itself at all in published research papers. As mentioned in Chapter 3, the
graduation dissertation is one of the most important pieces of work of the student which
can determine whether or not the academic degree will be conferred. In dissertation
writing, a student writer is expected to present his/her academic achievement, including
the literature he/she has read during the years of higher education. To achieve this purpose,
in most of the phrases of I / We read, the students use the verb read to report their reading
activities. Similar to other verbs that are discussed in this chapter, each of the two verbs
shows different functions in different phrasal patterns in these texts.
The verb LEARN
The verb learn has two functions when it collocates with ‘We’ (there are fewer than 5
instances of learn collocating with ‘I’). One function is to suggest what knowledge or skill
‘We’ can or need to acquire through the study or the findings of the study, and the other is
to illustrate and interpret research findings. In all the 68 instances of learn, 52 instances of
learn are used to provide suggestions, and 16 instances perform the second function, that
of interpreting research findings.
In almost all the cases, this first function of providing suggestion or recommendation by
the ‘We’ and learn is found in one particular phrasal structure, we can / could / should /
need to / must learn (from). The examples are as follows.
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Example 4-25: From M’s great success, we can learn some valuable lessons that can
help a company improve the development of quality and corporate culture. (UGBM
07204)
Example 4-26: Therefore, the most basic things we should learn from American
businesses are their focus on customer and quality. Not only for manufacturing and
marketing companies, even for research institutions, they should also focus their
attention on what the end user really needs so that their inventions can enter into
market successfully and bring profits. (PGBM 0087)
Example 4-27: What will be discussed in part three is what we can learn from Walden.
The writer’s philosophy indicates a simple lifestyle, suggests that people nowadays
should have a re-examination of our lifestyle: the ultimate goal of life should be
spiritual satisfaction. The need of establishing a new type of life value should be
emphasized. We should try to explore in nature independently to reach a
self-realization stage. (UGEL 01505)
Example 4-28: We need to learn in a new way to bring our knowledge as well as
recreation to our reception of the text. Completely different readers can be differently
affected by the “reality” of It is the anti-interpretation form of devaluated language
and simplified stage design in this play that leads readers in the directions of either
accepting various versions inspired by allusions or interpreting in their own ways with
illusions. The uncertain, the unformulated or even the unwritten part of the play
activates our own faculties, enabling us to recreate the world it presents. (PGEL 0027)

The second function of the verb LEARN is to interpret findings. This function of LEARN is
exclusively found in English Literature texts and the interpretation is achieved by detailed
reading of the literature that the writer has read. This use is most frequently used in the
phrase where ‘We’ and learn are adjacent to each other, i.e. we learn. In some cases, this
collocation of we learn is followed by a reporting clause that as in we learn that. Examples
4-29 and 4-30 list this use.
Example 4-29: According to the conversation in the final part of the story between
him and the grandmother, we learn that he claimed that he had not done that bad thing
which led to this prison life. (UGEL 02408)
90

Example 4-30: The first thing we learn about him is that he himself shortened his
name, Philip Pirrip, to the insignificant nickname Pip. (PGEL 0050)
The verb read
Two functions of the verb read are observed in this study. One is used to report the
epistemic experience, in which case, the verb denotes the activity of reading. The other is
to talk about reflective thinking, understanding or insight from reading, especially a
particular piece of literature, which is to carry out the task of interpreting research. With
the latter use, the writers use the phrase we can / could read and read something as to
perform the function of interpretation. The first two of the following five examples are of
the first function, and the rest, the second function.
Example 4-31: This was exactly the description of my feeling when I read through
Alice in Bed, when my own ideas kept flowing out and colliding with her
writing. (UGEL 07104)
Example 4-32: To deeply understand these subjects, I read a lot of essays about case
studies of specific financial firms and institutions that played crucial roles. (UGBM
10407)
Example 4-33: As illustrated before, we can read Dickens “shadow” in this fiction.
Although Dickens opposed people to regard it as his autobiography, many scholars
who make research on Dickens still take it as one of the important resources. (UGEL
02707)
Example 4-34: From this quoted excerpt, we could read the respect and belief in his
elders, and Stephen was in the phase of developing his own way of understanding the
world and his willingness to participate, outside of school and family is strong, so
familial authority will be dethroned one day:[quote] The inner independence and
doubt about the solidity of familial authority corrupt with the changes at home, that
Stephen’s father would lost his property and his life and his family's would be thusly
influenced. (PGEL 0049)
Example 4-35: Whereas ecocritics unproblematically regard Merwin’s nature poems
as [quote] or as establishing [quote]. I read it as a testimony of structural difference or
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a non-adequation between man and nature. The Moment of Green does not only
establish a bond but also dialecticizes it, pushing the love of nature to the edge of
self-destruction. (PGEL 0013)
In example 4-31, read indicates the act of reading of one particular book, and in example
4-32, read is the act of reading many books to fulfill the need for the completion of the
essay. In the examples of 4-33, 4-34 and 4-35, instead of referring to the act of reading,
read actually functions as interpretation of the findings of the reading activities, which
involves the writers’ understanding, evaluation and attitude. In these instances, this phrase
serves the same function as we can / could / may / will see / find / know (that) when the
verbs SEE, FIND and KNOW are examined.
I have discussed some of the most frequent verbs that collocate with the first-person
pronouns ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the CEAL-CAWE corpus. When these verbs collocate with the
two FPPs, it can be seen that they show diverse meanings and perform different functions
in different phrases. This finding is in accordance with Sinclair’s argument that “[i]f a
word has several senses, each sense will tend to be associated most frequently with a
different set of patterns” (Sinclair 1991, cited in Hunston 2002: 139). Moreover, what is
worth mentioning is that some of the functions of the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and the verbs
collocating with them present corresponding phrases or phrasal frames in the texts, for
instance, we have discussed, as we all know, and read * as, whereas the functions of some
verbs are dependent on their wider contexts (e.g. we know that).

This section has discussed a few most frequently used verbs that collocate with ‘I’ and
‘We’. The rest of the verbs were explored in the same way as these verbs. It is observed
from the analyses that, even though they are different in meanings and uses, they can be
grouped into a limited number of functional categories including discourse organising
verbs (e.g. mention and discuss), research reporting verbs (e.g. use and analyse),
knowledge community construing verb phrase (as we all know) and research interpretation
verbs (e.g. see and think). Therefore, in order to examine all the verbs listed in this study
(see Table 3.4 in Chapter 3), I classified them into four discourse functional categories to
further explore their linguistic and pragmatic features across different disciplines and
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academic levels. The categorisation of the verbs is explained in the next section.

4.3 Verbs Classification in the CEAL-CAWE
As illustrated in the above section, the analysed verbs that collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’ show
differences in terms of phraseological patterns, meanings and discourse functions in this
study. The proposed classification appears, to some extent, to be at odds with those
provided by Biber et al. (2002), Fløttum et al. (2006) and Hyland (2002, 2004, 2005).
Bearing in mind the pedagogical goal of this research, I want to differentiate the evaluative
and non-evaluative expressions of the FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’. Therefore, I propose the
following verb categories: Textual organising verbs, Research report verbs, Research
interpretation verbs, and Knowledge community construing verb.
What needs to be clarified prior to the discussion of this form of categorisation is that the
verbs are not classified in this study as self-contained items, as it has already been shown
that they have different senses and discourse functions when they co-occur with ‘I’ and
‘We’. To classify the verbs therefore, I focus on the phraseology and the wider context of
use.

4.3.1 The textual organising verbs
The Textual organising verbs category includes non-propositional and non-evaluative
phrases of the verbs collocating with the FPPs that are used to develop a coherent and
reader-friendly text. This verb group belongs to a part of the metadiscourse expressions
found in most of the studies on this subject (cf. Cirsmore et. al. 1993; Hyland 1998, 2004,
2005). In these studies, the concept of metadiscourse can be really general and inclusive.
However, trying to classify the verbs and setting up a comparatively clear boundary
between evaluative and non-evaluative languages, I narrowed the definition of
metadiscourse expressions in this study. Briefly, the collocations of ‘I’ and ‘WE’ and the
Textual organising verbs are those verbs that are used to illustrate the organisation of a text.
There is no stance or judgement involved in the uses of these phrases. Verbs have been
discussed in this category in Section 3 are DISCUSS and MENTION. The rest of the
extracted verbs that belong to this category are listed in Table 4.1.
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Table 4.1. Textual organising verbs collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’
Textual organising Cite, DISCUSS, explore, explain, focus, introduce, MENTION,
verbs

present, quote, TALK, study

4.3.2 Research report verbs
Research report verbs mainly consist of the activity verbs proposed by Biber et al. (2006).
These verbs describe what happened in the ‘real world’, and most frequently, prior to the
writing of the dissertations. In this study specifically, these verbs are used to report the
learning process, intern experiences, the methodology of the research, each step of an
empirical study and the findings of the research. One criterion for classifying the verbs into
this group is that they involve neither evaluation nor information of attitude. In other
words, they are the pure facts in these texts. Examples of this functional category include
some instances of use and some instances of FIND when they are used to report, as
discussed in Section 3.
Further, this group can be divided into two subcategories, Epistemic verbs and Research
conduct verbs. Some instances of the verb, read, for example, may be classified as
Epistemic verbs when they describe the learning or reading experience of the student’s
years of academic education. Another two verbs of this subcategory are live and WORK.
The verbs, use and analyse are classified as research conduct verbs because they describe
the methodology of the performed research. Additional verbs on the verb list that could be
put into this group are look, EXAMINE, CALL, COLLECT, etc., see Table 4.2.
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Table 4.2. Research report verbs collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’
Research

report Epistemic verbs

WORK, read

verbs
Research

conduct act,

verbs

ANALYZE,

arrange,

apply,

CALL,

COLLECT,

asked,

CHOOSE,

compare,

define,

divide, EXAMINE, explore, FIND,
focus,

hear,

infer,

OBSERVE,

look, notice, proposed, , SEE, test,
USE,

4.3.3 Research interpretation verbs
The Research interpretation verbs include verbs that express the writer’s understanding,
viewpoint, argument, evaluation of a certain entity as well as the representation and
interpretation of the research results. Verbs like think and believe discussed in Section 3 are
the examples from this group.
As stated previously, the inclusion of the verbs like see and find in the phrases as we can
see and as we can find into Research interpretation group may be questioned. In many
other studies, they are grouped into the metadiscourse category because they indicate what
it is about to be presented in the following context. However, I would argue in favour of
the proposed classification because of the knowledge construction function of these
phrases, namely, taking into account the writer’s reprocessing and reinterpretation of the
research findings, that it would be more reasonable to group them into the Research
interpretation category. The phrases that these verbs are used in, suggest that a process of
looking into the results and generalising the comments of the findings is taking place. The
discourse contains the author’s attitude and stance, either explicitly or implicitly. The
writer uses the collocations of FPPs with the verbs to express their viewpoints or their
evaluation in relation their findings, good or bad, positive or negative, certain or uncertain,
or the way in which it may influence the outcome of the research.
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In this category, I also attempt to distinguish between that which implies an attitude and
that which implies an agreement or difference in this group. Referring to Hunston’s (1993)
classification, I classified the Research interpretation verbs further into two subgroups (see
Table 4.3).
1) Verbs of epistemological status or understanding of the research results, for example,
SEE, FIND, conclude, etc.
2) Verbs of arguing, which provide the attitude of the writer, including verbs presenting
a writer’s own point of view, and verbs indicating potential differences between a
writer and original researcher or scholar. Examples of this group are think, believe,
and understand.

Table 4.3: Research interpretation verbs collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’
Research

Verbs

of

research aware,

interpretation verbs finding interpretation

conclude,

define,

feel,

FIND, imagine, judge, KNOW,
LEARN, mean, notice, read, SAY,
SEE, sense, suppose, TELL

Verbs of arguing

agree, argue, believe, concerned,
consider, hope, ignore, KNOW,
learn, read, SAY, SEE, think,
understand

4.3.4 Knowledge community construing verb
The classification of Knowledge community construing verb group is rather tricky, partly
because only one verb know is found to belong to this group, and partly because it is not
the verb itself but the phrases as we (all) know and we know (that) perform the function of
constructing the background knowledge and furthering the argument in the texts. When the
verb know is examined in the two most frequent phrases, as we (all) know and we know
(that), both are used to construe a community who share specific or disciplinary
knowledge. The use of the two phrases is to set a robust knowledge background to support
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latter arguments in the texts. The argument in this study is that this knowledge community
is construed or created by wordings rather than in real existence in reality. The notion that
the community shares knowledge is purely the writer’s presumption. When writing an
academic text, the potential audience may be predictable. An academic text is most
probably only read by people in the same or related discipline. However, it is impossible to
know exactly who the readers are. Thus, there is no ground to state that the shared
knowledge is genuinely shared. Essentially, a writer does not know for sure whether the
reader possesses that proposed “shared knowledge” or not. It is the reader’s assumption
that it is shared by both parties, writer and reader.

4.3.5 The verbs that might be grouped into more than one category
It is important to point out that some of the verbs in the retrieved verb list belong to more
than one category when collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’. The verb find, for example, belongs
to Research report verbs as well as Research interpretation verbs class. The verb know is
associated with community knowledge construing verb and Research interpretation,
depending on which phrase it is used in when collocating with the FPPs. Another example
is the verb ANALYSE. As discussed, this verb is frequently used to report research
procedures. However, it is also found that the students use ANALYSE in the phrase I / we
will / be going to analys to organise discourse in this study (see Section 5.3.3.2 of Chapter
5). Furthermore, sometimes, even in the same phrase, a verb can serve more than one
function when it collocates with ‘I’ and/or ‘We’. For example, the verb see in the phrase
we can see that can be used for both interpretation of research findings and metadiscourse
function of text organizing. The overlap and multi-function of these collocate verbs caused
difficulties in the process of the categorization of these discourse functions (the
multi-function of the identified phrases is discussed in more detail in Chapter 8). Even
though the categorization is not without difficulties, as Hyland (1999: 8) notes that:
“A classification scheme can therefore only approximate the complexity and
fluidity of natural language use. But while it may give no firm evidence about
author intentions or reader understandings, it is a useful means of revealing
meanings available in the text and comparing the rhetorical strategies employed by
different discourse communities and different genres”.
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This argument applies to the categorisation of the verb in this study as well. Though the
boundaries of some of the categories are not clearly demarcated, the categories are
purported to encompass the EFL students’ linguistic and rhetorical employment of the
FPPs and the verbs that collocate with them, including their phraseology, discourse
functions, writer identity reflected by these means, and the principles behind the choices of
‘I’, ‘We’ and the verbs that co-occur with them.
In order to facilitate the quantitative and qualitative contrastive analysis between different
disciplines and academic levels, they will be classified into their corresponding functional
group(s) when the verbs are examined in the following chapters. This means that a verb
may be grouped into more than one functional group if it presents multifunctional features
when collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’ at the categorisation stage. The next section presents a
brief sample analysis of how the comparisons were conducted.

4.4 Sample analysis
To illustrate how the comparative analysis across the disciplines (BM vs. EL) and the
academic levels (UG vs. PG) were carried out, the categories of the verbs proposed in this
study may need to be highlighted again. To recapitulate, the verbs that collocate with ‘I’
and ‘We’ are classified into four classes, Textual organising verbs, Research report verbs,
Research interpretation verbs, and Knowledge community construing verb. Further, the
Research report verbs are subdivided into Epistemic verbs and Research conduct verbs.
Research interpretation verbs are subdivided into Verbs of research finding interpretation
and Verbs of arguing (see Table 4.4). In total, 6 functional groups of the verbs that
collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the corpus are identified. The verbs extracted in this study
are examined as part of the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their collocating verbs, neither without
the two FPPs as their subjects nor freestanding in isolation by themselves out of their
disciplinary genre. There are a few places in this study where I investigate how the verbs
are used without ‘I’ and ‘We’ with inanimate subjects (see, for example the analysis of the
verb DISCUSS in Section 6.3.1). In such cases, I mark explicitly that these verbs are
examined not as part of the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their collocating verbs.

Table 4.4. Functional categories proposed in this study
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Functional

subcategory

Example verb

Example phrase

----------------

DISCUSS,

We have discussed, as

MENTION, focus

I mentioned, I will

category
Textual organising
verbs

focus
Research report

Epistemic verbs

WORK, read

I worked, I read

verbs
Research conduct FIND, USE,

We found, I used, I

verbs

analyzed

ANALYSE

Research

Verbs of research SEE,

interpretation

finding

verbs

interpretation
Verbs of arguing

KNOW

FIND, We can see that, we
can find that, we know
that

SAY, think, believe, We can say that, I
think, I believe

Knowledge

----------------

know

As we know

community
construing verb

Take the verb SEE as an example (SEE is a lemma here that represents the different forms
of this verb, see, saw and seen). The verb frequently collocates with the FPPs in the
CEAL-CAWE corpus. It collocates with ‘I’ and ‘We’ 747 times, which is 11% of the 6813
instances of the two FPPs. When collocating with ‘I’ and/or ‘We’, this verb serves the
following functions in the students’ essays: to interpret research in the phrase as we can /
could see (that). For example,
Example 4-36: From Chart 2 we can see that there is also a large disparity between
frequencies at which the male and female characters are portrayed as professionals in
Sino-US joint ventures ads. (PGBM 0076)
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Two functions are performed by the phrase we / I see: one is to interpret research (see
example 4-37), which is the same as we can / could see (that), and the other is to report
research, in which case, the verb SEE is used as an Epistemic verb to present the student’s
general knowledge or experience prior to the writing of his/her thesis, see example 4-38.
Example 4-37: In this dimension, we see Chinese culture and U.S. culture as on the
two extremes. Chinese culture is typically collectivist and U.S. culture is an
outstanding example of individualist culture. (PGBM 0112)
Example 4-38: Pretty soon, I was friends with many colleagues. From what I saw,
heard and observed, people in I-TEC knew and treated each other like sisters and
brothers, especially for those who were and had been on the same project
teams. (PGBM 0117)
To compare the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and the verb SEE between the two disciplines, the
instances of we can / could see (that) are analysed in BM and EL respectively. In all the
322 occurrences of SEE co-occurring with the FPPs, 81% of the instances of the verb are
in this phrase in BM. In EL, 266 instances of SEE (63%) are used in this phrase as well. In
both disciplines, the phrase functions as Research interpretation expression. However, due
to the different epistemic knowledge construction of the two disciplines, BM as an applied
social science and EL as soft and pure, the phrase can be seen as interpreting research
through a different cognitive process. Namely, the interpretation of what we can see in the
BM is mainly based on quantitative data, which implies objectivity in the interpretation of
the results. On the other hand, the expression of we can see in EL is from the
understanding of the details of the novel or the book the writer reads, which is more
subjective by nature than issues or matters that the BM students see. The number of
occurrences of the verb SEE does not show divergence when the two academic levels are
compared, neither in number of occurrences nor in discourse functions. There are 323 and
321 instances of this verb used as verbs of research finding interpretation in the phrase we
can / could see in UG and PG respectively.
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4.5 Conclusion
In this chapter, I have discussed the meaning and the textual function of some sample
verbs when they collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’. In this study, the methodology of
identification of the phrases is to look at the instances of the verbs that collocate with ‘I’
and ‘We’ and to observe those recurrent phrases. Two elements of all the phrases observed
in this study are fixed, one is either ‘I’ or ‘We’, the other is the main verb that collocates
with one of the FPPs. Based on the analysis of the meaning and the textual function of the
verbs, I categorised them (57 verb types) into 4 categories.
This chapter has shown that a meaningful classification of the verbs may be achieved by
focusing on frequently occurring phrases rather than by considering verbs in isolation. The
categorisation of the verbs needs considerable attention to detail including the examination
of the collocations with ‘I’ and ‘We’, and exploration of the extended discourse when and
where necessary. This means, that I have focused on a relatively small set of verbs. Despite
this, the coverage I have achieved is approximately a half of all the verbs that collocate
with ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the CEAL-CAWE corpus. It should thus be noted that there is still
another half in the corpus left unexamined. However, while I have only examined 48% of
the instances, the examination has accounted for those frequent verbs that collocate with ‘I’
no less than 5 times and ‘We’ no less than 10 times in the corpora. The verbs that are not
included occur less frequently. It is also worth stressing that the verb categories proposed
in this chapter are not immune from attracting critical comment challenging their veracity
and may only apply to this study. As discussed in this chapter and will be further shown in
the following chapters, a verb may serve more than one function depending on the phrases
it is used in, whether it is ‘I” or ‘We’ that it collocates with and in the context in which it is
used.
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CHAPTER 5 PHRASES OF ‘I’, ‘WE’ AND THEIR VERB
COLLOCATES ACROSS THE TWO DISCIPLINES
5.1 Introduction
This chapter explores the disciplinary differences between Business and Management (BM)
and English Literature (EL), focusing specifically on ‘I’ and ‘We’ and their verb collocates
across the two disciplines.
It should be noted that when I began this research I expected to find significant differences
in the range of verbs that collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the two disciplines. This is
primarily due to prior research which has suggested that the language use varies according
to disciplines (e.g. Charles, 2004; Groom, 2007; Hyland 2002, 2005; Swales, 1991). In this
study, I did find epistemic differences between BM and EL. This being the exception, there
are both similarities and differences of the phraseology and the discourse functions of the
phrases including the two FPPs and the verbs that collocate with them. Indeed, for the
Research Report verbs (RR) category and Research Interpretation verbs (RI) category I
did find some differences between the BM and the EL disciplines. The variation may be
observed from a few investigated verbs, which are used in specific phrasal patterns to
convey different meanings in BM and EL respectively. Other categories are Textual
Organising verbs (TO) and Knowledge community construing verbs (KC) categories.
There is however, a lot less difference in relation to the meaning, phraseology and
discourse functions of the FPPs and their verb collocates in these categories.
The rest of the chapter is organized as follows. Section 2 accounts for the quantitative
results of ‘I’, ‘We’ and the verbs collocating with them in the different categories of BM
and EL. Section 3 presents the qualitative analysis of some of the most frequently used
verbs that are retrieved in both disciplines. Section 4 discusses the similarities and
differences between the two investigated disciplines. The last part concludes this chapter.
When the phrases are discussed in this chapter, the difference between the two FPPs ‘I’
and ‘We’ when they collocate with the verbs will be discussed only where necessary.
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5.2 A quantitative overview of the verbs collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’ between BM
and EL
This section compares the quantitative results and the four verb categories across the
Business and Management and English Literature texts. As mentioned earlier, with the
exception of the RR and RI categories, the quantitative tests for the occurrences of ‘I’ and
‘We’, and the rest of the verb categories, TO and KC, present little statistical difference
between the two disciplines.

5.2.1 Quantitative results of ‘I’ and ‘We’
The average length of the BM subcorpus is 8258 words per text. The average length of the
EL subcorpus is 9211 words per text. After the data was processed, there were 213 out of
241 texts and 195 out of 215 texts that contain at least one instance of ‘I’ or ‘We’ in BM
and EL respectively (see Table 5.1). One EL text presents the most frequent usage of the
two FPPs with 183 instances in the whole corpus. In the BM texts, one thesis with the
most frequent use of ‘I’ and ‘We’ contains 102 occurrences of these two FPPs. Despite the
variation of the number of the occurrences of the two FPPs in each text between the two
disciplines, the normalised frequencies of ‘I’ and ‘We’ are almost similar in BM and EL.
By t-test, the mean use of ‘I’ and ‘We’ per 1000 words for BM corpus was 1.93 (SD =
1.88). The mean use per 1000 words for EL corpus was 2.27 (SD = 2.12). This difference
is not statistically significant (unpaired t-test, t (1,407) = 1.71, p = 0.09), which suggests
that there is not much difference in terms of the use of FPPs between BM and EL. The
difference between the instances in each text and the statistical insignificance between the
two disciplines suggests that there is more intra-discipline variation than inter-discipline
variation. However, the aim of this chapter is to look at disciplinary difference between the
two corpora. Therefore, this chapter focuses on the instances of the FPPs of all the texts.
The difference between individual texts will be examined as a case study, in which two
texts are selected and explored in more detail in Chapter 7.

103

Table 5.1. Quantitative information of BM and EL
Number
of texts

Tokens

Types

BM 241

2064315

32269

3385

1.64

EL

2129098

44783

3468

1.63

215

Hits of ‘I’ and Normalized frequency
‘We’
per 1000 words of ‘I’
and ‘We’

5.2.2 Quantitative results of the verb categories
As discussed in Chapter 3, to investigate the differences of ‘I’ and ‘We’ and the verbs that
collocate with them, the verbs are classified into four categories in each discipline, Textual
organizing verbs (TO), Knowledge community construing verb (KC), Research report
verbs (RR), and Research interpretation verb (RI). At the classification stage, it is noted
that some verbs can be assigned to more than one category when they are used with ‘I’
and/or ‘We’ in different phrases or in the context of an extended discourse (see Chapter 4).
Therefore, in tables 2 to 5, one verb may appear in two or more columns according to its
different discourse functions in the students’ theses. For example, the verb KNOW is
classified as Knowledge community construing verb (90 in BM and 88 in EL), Research
Interpretation verb (40 in BM and 53 in EL) and Verb of Arguing (20 in BM and 17 in EL).
Tables 5.2 to 5.5 show the verbs in each category and the number of instances of these
verbs in BM and EL respectively. The percentages provided at the bottom of the tables are
the proportions of the hits of the verbs from each of the columns. These account for of all
the verbs assembled in the BM (1560 times) and EL (1733 times) respectively. A total
number of 57 verb types are investigated in this study.
Figure 5.1 shows some quantitative similarities and differences of the verb categories
between the two disciplines. It can be seen that the two disciplines use about the same
number of KC, EP, and AG verbs. On the other hand, BM presents more instances of TO to
organise text and more occurrences of RC verbs to report research than EL. EL comprises
more instances of RI verbs to interpret research results than BM.
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Figure 5.1. TO, KC, RR, and RI verbs in BM and EL

There is little quantitative difference in the TO and KC categories between the two
disciplines, either in terms of the types of the verbs or the number of occurrences (see
tables 5.2 & 5.3). In BM and EL, the most frequently used verbs in both disciplines are
almost the same, DISCUSS, MENTION, ANALYZE, and focus, etc.
Table 5.2. TO verbs collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’ in BM and EL
Textual Organising Verbs
BM
DISCUSS
57
ANALYZE 37
MENTION 34
introduce
29
focus
28
TALK
21
study
13
quote
11
present
7
cite
6
243
16%

EL
DISCUSS
65
MENTION 44
ANALYZE 23
focus
17
TALK
17
study
8
present
7
explain
5
quote
5
191
11%

Table 5.3. KC verbs collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’ BM and EL

know

Knowledge Community Construing Verb
BM
EL
90
KNOW
88
6%
5%
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Tables 5.4 and 5.5 show that BM includes more types and instances of RR than EL, and
EL comprises more instances and types of the RI verbs than BM. It can be seen that some
of the verbs are used uniquely in one discipline, either in BM or in EL. For example, in the
RR and the RI categories, COLLECT, arrange, test, and compare only present themselves
in BM, and OBSERVE, argue, and infer appear only in Li. Comparing the subcategories of
RR and RI across the two disciplines, the Research Conduct verbs have more occurrences
in BM than in EL. The Verbs of Research Finding Interpretation (RI) and Verbs of Arguing
(AG) of the RI in Table 5 presents more occurrences in EL than in BM.
The similar number of instances of TO, EP, KC and AG can only tell us that the student
writers utilise almost the same number of verbs that collocate to serve these discourse
functions in their academic discourse. What the tables do not tell is how these pragmatic
effects are achieved in discourse and how they manifest. The quantitative difference and
variation of verb types in RR and RI categories between the two disciplines are probably
not unexpected taking into account the disciplinary features of Business and Management
as a Social science and EL as a Humanities discipline. BM discipline conducts more
research that is empirical and stresses practical implementation, while EL focuses more on
the interpretation and exploration of Literary works. Hence, to better understand the
similarity and differences, we need to examine the phraseology and textual function of
these verbs and the FPPs collocations.
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Table 5.4. RR verbs collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’ in BM and EL
Research Report Verbs
Epistemic verbs
Research conduct verbs
BM
EL
BM
EL
worked
12 READ 35 FIND
137 FIND
READ
18
USE
77
look
ANALYZE 22
hear
CHOOSE
42
CALL
COLLECT
21
notice
look
20
infer
EXAMINE
16
SEE
SEE
12
USE
act
12
examine
define
12
OBSERVE
asked
10
choose
notice
10
apply
arrange
9
ANALYZE
explore
8
test
7
proposed
6
compare
5
divide
5
30
35
431
2%
2%
28%
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130
32
26
24
18
16
19
13
12
12
7
5
5

319
18%

Table 5.5. RI verbs of BM and EL collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’ in BM and EL
Research Interpretation Verbs
Verbs of research finding
Verbs of arguing
interpretation
BM
EL
BM
EL
SEE
275
SEE
369
think
70
SAY
find
95
find
134
SEE
43
think
KNOW
40
KNOW
53
SAY
39
understand
understan
conclude 20
feel
32
38
see
d
mean
12
conclude 28
learn
36
argue
tell
12
MEAN
26
believe
30
hope
felt
5
TELL
17
KNOW
20
consider
learn
16
hope
18
KNOW
read
15
agree
7
learn
sense
14
consider
6
believe
suppose 12
realize
aware
10
agree
judge
10
ignore
imagine 10
concerned
459
746
307
29%
43%
20%

74
61
32
29
24
23
21
17
16
14
13
12
11
7
354
20%

5.3 Verbs collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the Business and Management and the
English Literature Disciplines

In this section, 3 or 4 verbs from each category, TO, KC, RR and RI of BM and EL that
were used in both disciplines and on the top of the frequency lists are examined. The
discussion focuses on the phraseological features, meanings and discourse functions of
these verbs in academic writing across the two disciplines. In order to avoid repetition,
some of the verbs are discussed under one category only, even though they may be present
in more than one category in the tables listed in Section 5.2. For example, under the RR
class, FIND is examined when it is used as a RR verb and as a RI verb, and ANALYZE is
explored as both a RR and a TO verb in these student writers’ academic texts.

5.3.1 Textual Organising verbs

The two most frequent verbs, DISCUSS and MENTION, of the Textural Organising
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category were compared across BM and EL. Generally speaking, in this category, there is
not much difference found between the two disciplines, neither in terms of their uses nor
meanings when they collocate with the first personal pronouns, ‘I’ and ‘We’.

In terms of phrases, when the two verbs collocate with ‘I’ / ‘We’ and are used for
metadiscoursal purpose, their general phrasal patterns in the texts can be observed. In both
disciplines, the verbs DISCUSS and MENTION are used in two structural patterns I / we
will discuss / mention, and (as) I / we (have) discussed / mentioned. These phrases serve
two discourse functions. First, they are used as pre-alert markers for the forthcoming
contents. When the writers want to inform and prepare the readers for what would be
discussed / mentioned in their upcoming texts, these verbs are used in the phrase I / We+
will+ verbs to function as metadiscourse organisers. Second, these phrases function as
reminders of previous discussion or content in their discourse. When the writers want to
remind the readers of what has been discussed or mentioned previously in their texts, these
verbs are used in the pattern I / We + present perfect of the TO verbs to perform the
retrospective function, see Figure 5.2 and 5.3.

Whilst looking at the concordances of the TO verbs, it is observed that the two phrasal
frames, I / We + will + verbs and I / We + present perfect of verbs are used quite frequently
in the two investigated disciplines to organise the text. Additionally, the verbs in these two
frames are not restricted to DISCUSS, MENTION and the other verbs that are included in
the TO section in Table 5.2. This suggests that it is the two phrasal frames and not verbs in
isolation that frequently function as textual organising expressions. To test this hypothesis,
by Sketch Engine, the following two query scripts, [word="I"] [word="will"] [tag="VV*"]
| [word="We"] [word="will"] [tag="VV*"] and [word="I"] [word="have"] [tag="VVN*"] |
[word="we"] [word="have"] [tag="VVN*"] are searched respectively. These two
searching frames can be used to retrieve all instances containing the patterns I / We + will+
verbs and I / We + present perfect of verbs, which allow me to examine and compare them
in the whole corpus.
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The search of [word="I"] [word="will"] [tag="VV*"] | [word="We"] [word="will"]
[tag="VV*"] returned 264 hits containing I / We+ will+ verbs. About 78% of these
instances (207 instances) are used for metadiscourse purposes. There are not only verbs
that occur relatively frequently (which collocate with ‘I’ no fewer than 5 times, and with
‘we’ no fewer than 10 times) but also verbs that occur infrequently (which collocate with ‘I’
fewer than 5 times, and with ‘We’ fewer than 10 times). The infrequent verbs are, for
example study, look into and make (see Chapter 3 for the criteria of verb extraction).
Moreover, most frequently, in the same sentence and before this phrase, endophoric
markers (cf. Crismore et al. 1998; Hyland 1999, 2002, 2004, 2005) may be found in the
contexts in close proximity. Figure 5.2 lists 20 random concordance lines of this phrase, 5
from each sub-corpus, UGBM, PGBM, UGEL and PGEL.
I will discuss

some of its main advantages based on my

Hampden Tumer. They are value dimensions, and

as a PR channel. In the following part,

I will focus

on some of them in the thesis. The Dutch

divided into four chapters: In Chapter One,

I will make

a preliminary introduction to my thesis

Dove gains more market share than Cadbury.

I will begin

with the comparison of the two products

I will concentrate

on the competitor's prices which I think

be further expanded. And in this section,

I will discuss

how to integrate channel strategy into

brands for middle class. In this section,

I will discuss

another means by which brands can be built

higher than those of Cadbury Schweppes. Next,

for consumers. And in the following part,

I will put

modes are not perfectly fit (See Figure 4).

We will study

The related theories are presented above.

We will discuss

emphasis on secondary associations of companies
the cultural differences of TCUs merger
the connection between theories of communication

strategies are very comprehensive. Here

I will focus

on Johnson and Johnson's communication

contemporary circumstance. In this essay,

I will focus

my reflection on the intellectual life

with cultural collision; in the third part,

I will talk

judgment as a colonist herself. Moreover,

I will discuss

her judgment has its limitations, which
interesting viewpoints to explain this question.

about the author's limitations of judgment
the feasibility of her suggestions when

I will talk

about in the third part of the paper. Isak

We will check

the two main sides viewing colonization

understand the author and her works better,

I will give

a brief introduction of American westward

psychoanalytic theories. In the first part,

I will look

into the ambivalent views expressed in

and celebrate the pre-Oedipal bond. Here

I will focus

on Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva. On

choose its first supermarket? In this part,

I will explore

how Wal-Mart and Carrefour locate their

Figure 5.2: Random samples of I / We + will+ TO verbs

The phrase I / We + present perfect of verbs seems particularly marked for text
organisation. There are 173 instances that are identified as TO expressions, accounting for
60% of all the retrieved 286 instances of the [word="I"] [word="have"] [tag="VVN*"] |
[word="we"] [word="have"] [tag="VVN*"] in the corpus. Figure 5.3 lists 20 sample
instances, 10 from BM and 10 from EL. Like the pattern I / We + will + verb, these
instances include the verbs that I have identified as TO verbs, but also other verbs that are
less frequent (see Chapter 3) in the corpus, for instance, explain and review in Figure 5.3.
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Therefore, when this phrase serves the text organising function, the verbs that collocate
with ‘I’ and ‘We’ are not restricted to the most frequently occurring discussed or mentioned.
Some less frequent verbs may be observed in it, for example, explained, suggested and
dealt with. It was also observed that when this phrasal frame is used for text organising, it
often co-occurs with as. Among the 173 instances of I / We + present perfect of the TO
verbs function as textual organising expressions, 86 of them occur in as I / We + present
perfect of the TO verbs. Examples are as I have mentioned and as we have discussed.
Similar to the use of I / We + will + verbs aforementioned, the endophoric markers may be
seen around this expression in the context, for example, so for, above and in chapter three.
The rest of the 113 instances are either short quotations (see example 5-1) or occurrences
that are used for other purposes, such as reporting research procedure (see example 5-2).
Example 5-1: Yet when Helmer receives Krogstad’s second letter, the first reaction is
“I am saved!” and he totally ignores the purpose of Nora’s borrowing money, saying
to Nora, “I have forgiven you.” All these facts show that in the matrimonial
relationships, Helmer never treats Nora as his equal. (UGEL 00406)
Example 5-2: In view of the analytic needs, I have employed sub-theories in
conversation analysis like silence, as a special turn-taking to illustrate Darcy’s
performance and his attitudes towards Elizabeth in the process of the whole
conversation, and explore his subtle mental change in between. (PGEL 0001)
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technologies has lost its throne in China.
higher than that in capitalist countries. As

I have analyzed

Wal-Mart and Carrefour's performance in

we have mentioned before, both during and after the Diaoyu

on the product's original country. As

I have explained

, some country who enjoys the identity,

are used in ways of language approach. As

I have mentioned

, all the lines said by the actors, including

Chinese. But we may go back and check what

we have discussed

in Chapter 2 and refresh our memory about

regulation System for Chinese companies: as

we have discussed

in the former chapter about the 7S model

international M &A. Based on these studies,

we have examined

and analyzed the cultural differences and

circumstances and channel performance. Now that

we have reviewed

the history of previous literature on the

communicating strategies. According to what

we have concluded

from the channel power part, there is a

also related to some channel conditions as

we have discussed

in the previous part, so I will also use

their own recipes for the problem as well as

we have discussed

in the previous chapter. This chapter will

internalized ideals and moral standards

we have acquired

from our parents and from society. The

world through personalization. From what

we have discussed

above, among all Jane Austen's novels,

producing, but still made little profit, as

we have discussed

in the previous parts of this thesis.

life by Wordsworth's concept. So far,

we have learned

about Wordsworth's subject for writing

end and Septimus at the other. Thus far I have concentrated on the characters at the Establishment
solidity to the intangible reality around. As
myth of Noah's Ark. In Chapter Three
circumstances unavoidable. The examples
seconded by Arthur and Olney.[quote] So far

I have suggested

at the outset of this chapter, Mrs. Dalloway

we have mentioned that the motifs in Noah's Ark recur in
I have cited

above belong to the type of interfering

we have dealt

with that complex mode of structure of

Figure 5.3. Samples of I / We + present perfect of the TO verbs

When analysing the phrases and the concordances there are some challenging cases
relating to expressions that may or may not be classified as TO. For example, I will argue
in example 5-3, could also be considered as a text organising expression in the sense that it
tells the readers what to expect in the following discourse. However, in another sense, this
expression could also be considered as argumentative because it expresses the writer’s
viewpoint or the writer’s evaluation of the discourse. The verb argue is labeling an
argument other than fact. This meaning of argue is more important for EFL writers than
the I+ will + verb which is used for organising texts. Given that self-intervention and
personal views are expressed in phrases similar to this example, I consider I will argue
serves the textual function of argumentation and would classify the verb argue into the AG
of RI group. Some other expressions were ruled out from the TO category too, for example,
I will use in example 5-4. This is because the student writers use them to describe their
research design, the terminology, the tools and the parameters of their experiments. I shall
therefore attempt to draw a line between discourse organising, research procedure
description and research interpretation, whilst being aware that such demarcation is not
watertight and these functions may be realised by one single expression.
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Example 5-3: These images, I will argue, are a means to construct a subdued Africa
ready for imperialists’ penetration. (PGEL 0007)
Example 5-4: Cause-related marketing is a more often seen term for charity marketing
with more existing studies, so in my thesis I will use these two terms
interchangeably. (UGBM 10205)

To recapitulate, the two phrase frames, I / We + will + verbs and I / We + present perfect of
verb are frequently used to realise metadiscoursal functions in most of the students’ texts.
The phrase I / We + will + verbs is to inform the readers of the forthcoming content and
the phrase I / We + present perfect of the TO verb is to remind the readers what has been
discussed previously. Therefore, there are endophoric markers such as in this section, next,
in the following chapter, are frequently found preceding or following this phrase. In
addition, when these two patterns are used, the verbs are not restricted to the TO class
collected for the purpose of this investigation. The reason that some verbs found in these
two phrases were not included in the verb list is due to the fact they are below the
threshold that was set for this study, or alternatively, they are delexical verbs, such as make
and begin in Figure 5.2.

5.3.2 Knowledge community construing verb
In this study, the only verb that serves the KC function is the verb KNOW. In both
disciplines, BM and EL, KNOW is used frequently (no less than 5 times) only with ‘We’ in
novice writers’ theses. When it co-occurs with ‘We’, KNOW has two main functions. One
is to construe a knowledge community to achieve multiple objectives. These objectives
include the setting up of a community of limited members to introduce background
information and general knowledge, and also to achieve solidarity with the readers by
suggesting that the knowledge is shared by both the writer and the readers. When it is used
to achieve this function, KNOW occurs in sequences as we all know, we all know that, as
we all know, as we know, we know that, and we know, which can be formalised as: (as) we
(all) know (that). As discussed in Chapter 4, this phrase frame is employed to present the
shared knowledge as known to a limited number of people within that discipline. The
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writer uses it as the stepping-stone for his/her further argument without further explanation
or interpretation of that “known” statement. Essentially, when using this phrase, the writer
includes the potential readers into a community, in which the members share the provided
knowledge. Therefore, this knowledge that (as) we (all) know (that) is recognised and
needs no further explanation or illustration. In the texts that are investigated in this study,
the knowledge comes from either familiarity with BM (see example 5-5) as a field or
familiarity with English Literary works (see example 5-6).

Example 5-5: As we all know, the U.S. Federal Reserve committee is a ‘private’
central bank that represents the Wall Street’s interests. In 2009, in response to the
financial crisis, Ben S. Bernanke, who is the current US Federal Reserve Chairman,
decided to reduce interest rate with markets’ applauses. (UGBM 10407)
Example 5-6: We know he is no stranger to the sea. But to feel the morning coming
in the darkness of the open sea calls for a closeness with nature that most of us don’t
have. This closeness to nature is reinforced when we listen to Santiago’s thoughts
about the sea itself and its creatures. (PGEL 0038)
In general, there is no difference between BM and EL of the phrases of ‘We’ and KNOW in
relation to the meaning conveyed and the function they serve in the student writers’
academic texts. One observable difference, however, is the number of occurrences of the
phrase as we all know in the two disciplines. 38 instances in BM as opposed to 6 instances
in EL. It was also found that of the 38 occurrences of as we all know in BM, 28 instances
were in the undergraduate BM subcorpus, and 10 in the postgraduate BM subcorpus. Of all
the 6 instances of this expression in EL, 5 were found in the undergraduate EL subcorpus
and only 1 occurrence in the postgraduate EL subcorpus. Thus, this expression appears to
be overused by undergraduate student writers of Business and Management.

Another function of KNOW is to interpret the student’s own research results. This function
is frequently found in the phrase we can / could know (that) in the student’s academic texts.
Among all the collocations of ‘We’ and KNOW in this corpus, namely 40 instances, about
25% in BM, and 53 instances, about 33% in EL pertain to this form of usage. This use is,
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in a way, contradicting with the function of KC. Specifically, when used as KC, the phrase
(as) we (all) know (that) is to introduce what is ‘Known’ to both the writer and the readers.
Conversely, when used as RI verb, this phrase we can / could know (that) is followed by
new information that the readers do not know until the writer informs them. This point
may be seen from the expressions of “from the above analysis” in example 5-7 and “[t]hus”
in example 5-8 the writers are interpreting something new in their texts. It seems that the
purpose of using the plural FPP ‘We’ to collocate with KNOW is an attempt to mitigate the
subjectivity or authority of the statements. To illustrate this point, in examples 5-7 and 5-8,
both the phrases are, in fact, strong statements. The writers claim that what they argued is
true; because the usage takes the form of ‘we’ know it. On the other hand, because it is the
knowledge that ‘We’, both you the reader and I the writer, know, and not ‘I’, the writer
herself/himself know. In example 5-7, it could be described as I argue that instead of we
know that. ‘We’ is used to express understanding or a particular viewpoint, to obscure any
form of subjectivity. This use of inclusive ‘We’ to avoid the singular FPP ‘I’ may also be
seen from the phrase we can / could see, which is discussed shortly in this chapter and will
be explained further in greater detail in Chapter 8.

Example 5-7: From the above analysis, we know that in need recognition period
there are two types: the actual state type and the desired state type. And we know that
the Chinese consumers are more of the actual state type. Americans probably belong
to the desired state type. (PGBM 0063)
Example 5-8: Claudio seems well-mannered in the first place, however, when
misunderstanding emerges; he tends to believe in delusion and takes impulsive
movement without second thought. Thus, we know that Claudio seems to be a decent
gentleman, but he is an immature young man with vindictive psychology. (UGEL
06009)

The disciplinary difference of the verb KNOW of the RI function may be explained in
terms of the epistemic difference between the two disciplines. In Business and
Management, the phrase we can / could know (that) is usually used to present an
interpretation of the empirical analyses. In EL, it presents assessment, interpretation or
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enlightenment drawn from the writer’s understanding of literature work. In the discipline
of English Literature, knowledge is mainly gained by reading in depth of the original work.
The disciplinary difference is due to the different subjects of the disciplinary studies. The
meaning and the function of the collocation of ‘We’ and KNOW in this phrase are the same.
In other words, the writers of different disciplines know different things, knowledge of
Business and Management and English Literature respectively. This difference may also be
observed from the RR verbs discussed in the following subsection.

5.3.3 Research report verbs

The Research report verbs are further divided into Epistemic verbs (EP) and Research
conduct verbs. In the RR category, the meaning and the textual function of the verbs do not
vary much between the two disciplines. However, they do present an epistemic difference,
namely, where and how their disciplinary specific knowledge is acquired.

5.3.3.1 Epistemic Verbs
The two verbs, worked and read that belong to the EP subclass were found. All the
instances of worked and 29 instances out of 68 of read collocate with ‘I’. When collocating
with the FPPs, all the instances of worked are found in BM, and there are more read in EL
than BM (35 vs. 18 instances). In the subcorpus of BM, the writers use I * worked to
report their work experiences as interns in business enterprises (see Figure 5.4). The
students of both disciplines use the phrase, I * read to report what books, the number of
times and the volume of literature they have read before the composition of their theses.
Figure 5.5 lists some examples of I * read, namely, 5 instances from each of the disciplines.
The disciplinary difference could explain this variation. As a social science discipline, BM
focuses on on-site practice as almost all the students undertake some intern work during
their higher education years. Whereas, with English Literature being a pure humanities
discipline, academic research mainly means reading primary texts (e.g. Pride and Prejudice)
and secondary texts (e.g. books about Pride and Prejudice).

116

Methods of Interpersonal Conflict Management,

I

worked out a simple table to represent

management result. As pre-employment internship,

I

have worked for Sales Department, Volkswagen

Hangzhou while assisting the German Consultant.

I

have worked deeply into the real life of

I also brought them to the company where

I

worked as an intern and asked my male colleagues

have enough time to travel around. For me,

I

worked there only about two months, but

government or big institutions. Furthermore,

I

worked in Disney for six month, so I could

).According to the survey data received,

I

worked out an overall picture (see figure

other party. I had such experience when

I

worked as an intern in a state organ and

solution to any problems arisen between us. If

I

still worked for the SOE, it would be quite

Assumed name for the organization at which

I

worked and collected data from) came to

it had compared with the other companies

I

had worked in. People had to swipe a card

Figure 5.4. All the instances of I * worked in BM

me very much. After returning to China,

I

read some reports about Hong Kong Disneyland

ceaselessly carry out new ideas and strategies.

I

read many books on public relations, in

brands. During my preparation for the thesis,

I

read a lot of books and find that different

research capability on this topic. Besides,

I

have also read some relevant books on brand

management. To deeply understand these subjects,

I

read a lot of essays about case studies

much older wealthy doctor in Paris. When

I

first read F. R. Leavis's The Great Tradition

standpoints of the authors on the readers.

I

have read the novel for several times and

gave me quite different impression when

I

read the novel Gone with the Wind. In this

by ourselves. Take myself as an example,

I

have read the novel Gone with the Wind

exactly the description of my feeling when

I

read through Alice In Bed, when my own

Figure 5.5. Example of I * read in BM and EL, 5 instances from each subcorpus

5.3.3.2 Research Conduct Verbs
In the Research Conduct verbs category, the disciplinary difference between BM and EL is
marked. As mentioned in Section 2, the two disciplines use different verbs to describe their
research procedures. Some of the verbs are present only in BM (e.g. collect, asked,
arrange, compare) or in EL (e.g. hear, CALL, infer, OBSERVE), with others occurring in
both with varying frequency. For example, there are 22 instances of ANALYZE in BM and
5 instances in EL; 42 instances of CHOOSE in BM, and only 7 instances of this verb in EL.
One exception is the verb FIND, which occurs about the same number of times in the two
disciplines; 137 in BM and 130 in EL. Furthermore, variations of the meaning and textual
function of the verbs may also be observed when they collocate with the two FPPs, ‘I’ and
‘We’ between the two disciplines. Two verbs, FIND and ANALYZE, in RC category are
examined in detail.
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The verb FIND
As discussed in Chapter 4, a verb might be multi-functional and have multi-meanings
when it collocates with the FPPs. The verb FIND is a good example. In the students’ texts,
when it collocates with ‘I’ in I find / found it is used to state what the writers’ findings were.
In BM, the writers report two different kinds of findings. One finding is what they found
through observation during their apprentice experiences, which is only observed in the
undergraduate BM texts (see example 5-9). The other is the finding that is obtained by
carrying out research (see example 5-10). In EL, the finding is gained through reading
books on that subject or topic (see example 5-11). In other words, when reporting the
research findings, the expression I find / found in the two disciplines is obtained through
different means. BM from internship, epistemic research or case study and EL mostly from
literary reading.
Example 5-9: During the daily PR work, I found that press release (which is also
called news release) plays a very important role in Public Relations work. It is a
basic vehicle that makes the clients’ information reach media and gets publicity for
a company or product. (UGBM 01506)
Example 5-10: From the interview I found that both Chinese also consider arriving
in time for business meetings as a virtue which is promoted in the thoughts of
Confucius. Chinese consider time is valuable in a holistic view and it is repeated.
(PGBM 0064)
Example 5-11: Through comprehensive analysis on his art of satire composing, I
found that vivid and clear language is a quite desirable pattern for satiric
works. (UGEL 00905)
When FIND collocates with ‘We’, it is most frequently found in the phrase frame we can /
could / will find. As discussed in Chapter 4, in this study this phrase is considered as an
expression to interpret research findings instead of reporting them. In other words, we can
/ could / will find does not serve to recount research procedure, but to interpret research
findings, which involves the writer’s assessment, understanding and viewpoints.
Comparing the two disciplines, the phrase we can / could / will find interprets different
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subjects of the two disciplines, showing similarity with the expression I find / found. In
BM, the phrase is always about business cases, figures, and comparisons (see Figure 5.6).
level. In the Chinese Spring Festival case,

we

can find that the commercial is full of

motivation are needed. From this figure,

we

can find that the motivations of most Chinese

discussion in part four of this thesis,

we

can find several differences between western

of Warcraft with domestic network games,

we

can find that there are many disadvantages

even live with people from another region.

We

can find scholars are making efforts at

societies in the world. From the chart below,

we

could find Chinese culture is more collectivism-oriented

model of dynamic comfort. From the above,

we

could find that C5 has made a great deal

to the core of these two advertisements,

we

can find that the two products are foreign-invented

developing system, but after making a comparison,

we

can find that the employees in lenovo pay

this sort. Therefore, through the figure,

we

can find out that, even if disobedience

Figure 5.6. Samples of the phrase we can find in BM

In the English Literature subcorpus, the phrase we can / could / will find is used to present
interpretations of the writer’s reading and thinking, either of the details or of the whole
original book that the author wrote about (see Figure 5.7). In these EL texts, the interpreted
findings are not figures or facts, but the writers’ understanding, evaluation, and judgement.
It could be about the investigated book and it could also be about ideological thinking
stimulated by the book. Examples 5-11 to 5-12 demonstrate this point.
Indeed, after reading the whole novel,

we

can find that the development of the clues

in the whole story, but after analysis,

we

can find that it was just Jude, who was

happens to anyone who breaks the rules.

We

may find the fact that he believes in the

as a Protestant. By analyzing Villette,

we

can also find Lucy Snowe's extreme self-respect

process of history. With detailed inspection,

we

can find that these images are the formulated

literary work, but through careful review,

we

could find out many useful messages, which

harmony and integrity of all in nature,

we

can find the most advanced ecological philosophies

too many handsome men and beautiful women.

We

can easily find that a perfect match between

what Jane favours and what she detests,

we

will find that she is critical to Mr. Brocklehurst

restriction and without pretence. Still,

we

can find some traces of Charlotte Bronte

Figure 5.7. Samples of the phrase we can find in EL

Example 5-11: However, if we examine the details about the relationship between
Evie and Sergeant Babbacombe, we can find it is not a surprise at all that Evie
behaved like that. Sergeant Babbacombe was a cruel and domineering father, treating
his daughter as a despot treated his slave. Without the true solicitude for Evie’s heart
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and mind, he took Evie as his private property and confined her to his strict control,
denying her the freedom to make her own decisions and punishing her with
ruthlessness for the smallest mistakes. (PGEL 0060)
Example 5-12: If we consider McEwan own comment on his Atonement as his “Jane
Austen novel” during one interview with Jeff Giles in Newsweek, we will find that as
far as the moral focus is concerned, McEwan shares similarity with Leavis in that both
uphold “the great tradition” of English novels in moral thinking, thus making the
appreciation of the novel from the perspective of literary ethical criticism a
meaningful endeavour. (PGEL 0059)
In general, the expression I find / found, the verb FIND in both BM and EL is used to
report the research findings that are obtained from practice in the real word, experimental
investigation, and an extensive and in-depth reading of the investigated novels, dramas, or
poems.
Turning to the phrase we can / could / will find, in both BM and EL, “findings” of what we
can / could / will find are not findings in numbers or in any concrete form but viewpoints
or stances held by the writers. With regard to disciplinary difference, in BM, the
expression I can / could / will find is used to interpret the quantitative results of the
research, whereas in EL, this phrase is used to express what the writer observes by reading
and thinking. Therefore, the pragmatic effect of this phrase may vary in degree in these
two disciplines respectively. In BM, we can find implies that the writer and the reader can
extrapolate the same things, and consequently draw the same conclusion. The phrase is
used to seek alignment and support as the interpretation is proposed with confidence and
supported by the experimental results. In EL, the alignment of this phrase we can / could /
will find is also established. However, this alignment is not guaranteed. The choice of
inclusive ‘We’ can be regarded as a way to avoid being too subjective. It is deemed being
too authoritative when writers of English Literature state that the understanding is of their
own.

Therefore, using ‘We’ to collocate with FIND in EL is a strategy of seeking

alignment as well as being modest (c.f. Harwood 2005, 2007).
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The verb ANALYZE
The verb ANALYZE is discussed in this category because we often intuitively consider the
verb ANALYZE as an activity verb (Biber et al., 2002) and, consequently, may classify it
belonging to the RC category if the co-text was not looked at. In fact, in this research, as
shown in Table 5.2 and Table 5.4, this verb is classified into two categories, Textual
organising verb (for example, I / we will / attempt / am (are) going to analyze) and
Research conduct verb (for example, I / we analyzed) when it collocates with ‘I’ and/or
‘We’. As shown in the two tables, this verb shows more instances as a TO verb than as a
RC in the texts of both disciplines. In other words, in these Chinese EFL students’ theses,
when ANALYZE collocates with ‘I’ and ‘We’, it is usually not used to describe research
procedure. Rather, it is frequently used for text organising function in both BM and EL.
This is evidenced by the phrase pattern of I / WE will / be going to / want to analyze. It is
also most likely that endophoric expressions will be found immediately before or after this
phrase (see Figure 5.8).
The other phrase of ANALYZE when collocating with the FPP, I / We have analyzed, is of a
similar form of usage (see Figure 5.9). The phrase is not used to state what had been done
before the dissertation. It is more about what has been discussed in the texts. This phrase,
together with I / We will / be going to / want to analyze, could be regarded primarily as a
metadiscoursal phrase, which is to remind or summarise the content of the discussion up to
that point in those texts. Therefore, in both phrases, the original meaning of ANALYZE,
examine methodically and in detail the constitution or structure of (something, especially
information),

typically

for

purposes

of

explanation

and

interpretation

(https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/us/analyze) is marginalised. Instead, the
phrases flag directions of what may be found in the thereafter (e.g. I will analyze) or
previous (e.g. I have analyzed) discourse.
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scope. In chapter three and chapter four,

I

will analyze cross-cultural management

venture capital in China and the USA, then

I

analyze this topic both in theory and practice

cultural aspect and the individual aspect. Here

I

will mainly analyze the influence on the

long-term orientation. In this section,

I

will analyze the differences in employee

according to what I get in the last part,

I

will analyze what the problems will be

studied in China at present. In my thesis,

I

will analyze charity marketing from western

the cultural factors. In the next chapter,

we

will specifically analyze the case of Hongkong

decision-making process. In this chapter,

we

will analyze deeply how culture influences

consumer behavior will be discussed. Then

we

will analyze a case to understand cultural

studies. In the third part of the paper,

we

proceed to compare and analyze the differences

are mainly about the strategies. Before

we

analyze the cases, it will be helpful to

continuous development. In this chapter,

we

will analyze three cases reflecting corporate

to reconciliation. Thus in this thesis,

I

will probe and analyze the mother-daughter

to praise the good parts. In my thesis,

I

will analyze both good and bad sides of

together and make a comparison, and then

I

will analyze Bilbo and Sam respectively

important part of this thesis. First of all,

I

will analyze the text, especially the parts

or turn-final. In the following sections,

I

attempt to analyze the functions of turn-taking

transgresses gender boundaries. In this paper,

I

am going to analyze Shakespeare's crossdressing

the role she should play by society. Now

I

would like to analyze George Eliot’s concern

admired. In the main body of my thesis,

I

will analyze the Jane Austen's feminist

Figure 5.8. Examples of I/WE will/be going to/want to analyze in BM and EL

technologies has lost its throne in China.

I

have analyzed W-M and C's

companies between China and the west.

I

have analyzed the problems and solutions

and business fields. As to the reasons,

I

have analyzed from the aspect of M . Y.

media create are the second kind, who, as

I

have analyzed in section 3, represent a

short-haul flights and 'no frills' service.

We

have analyzed that AirA has abolished the agent costs

preserve a long-term relationship. So far,

we

have analyzed marketing suggestions in

products, services and fame of brands. As

we

have analyzed above, China's auto enterprises

the above corporate cultural differences,

we

have analyzed Geely and V's corporate

objectives and social responsibility. As

we

analyzed in the 3.2, there are a lot of

international M &A. Based on these studies,

we

have examined and analyzed the cultural

Figure 5.9. The phrase I / We have analyzed in BM and EL

In all the 59 instances of ANALYZE found in BM, 37 instances are classified as TO verbs
and 22 of them are in the RC category. In EL, there are 23 instances of TO and 5 instances
of RC. Examples 5-13 and 5-14 are longer texts to illustrate the categorisations of this verb
in TO category.
Example 5-13: In this section, I will analyze the differences in employee
motivational mechanism from both side of the M&A cases dealt by the
companies between China and American. (UGBM 05404)
Example 5-14: As we have analyzed above, China’s auto enterprises mostly
acquire the cross-border companies with famous brands, for example, MG Rover,
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Volvo and SAAB. So how to retain the famous brand image and improve the
fame of their brands is of great significance for the success of M&A. (PGBM
0093)
When the verb ANALYZE does mean examine or investigate in the texts, the collocations
of the FPPs and this verb serve different pragmatic purposes. The students use expressions
that collocate to restate what they have done prior to the writing of the paper (see example
5-15), and to discuss the methodology or possible methodology options of conducting the
research (see example 5-16 and 5-17). Figure 5.10 presents all the instances of ANALYZE
that are categorised in RC group in BM and Figure 5.11 illustrates all the 5 instances of
this verb classified as RC in EL.
venture capital in China and the USA, then

I

analyze this topic both in theory and practice

current situation. From those materials

I

tried to analyze the law of the development

through a case study of M engniu Dairy Group,

I

analyze how it combined itself with the

the most prominent findings I found that

I

analyzed the motivation mechanism both

In order to succeed finishing this paper,

I

have carefully searched and analyzed many

and business fields. As to the reasons,

I

have analyzed from the aspect of M a Yun

purchasing to selling to the final customers.

I

collected and analyzed IK's feature

conditions of the historical background.

I

analyzed typical M &A cases the various

news coverage on RM B appreciation issues,

we

could analyze misperception existing in

between west-Sino cultures clear. After this

we

can analyze the difference and convergences

survey probably cannot be applied. Above all

we

analyze how the cultural elements affect

Their culture guarantees their success. When

we

analyze their way to find why they are

motives and effects of both stages M &A,

we

could analyze whether the M &A did or did

and helping with the disaster relief. If

we

analyze HC's CSR initiatives with the

industry. Based on the theory and work,

we

analyze the features of traditional industrial

phase of preparing to promote new artist,

we

have completely analyzed the market we are going to enter

the Engel-Blackwell-M iniard M odel which

we

use to analyze the cultural influence,

conflicts between Geely and Volvo, firstly

we

analyze the national culture differences

differences between China and Sweden, and lastly

we

analyze the corporate cultural differences

(2007)s division of corporate culture,

we

can analyze the corporate culture differences

safety. Speaking of institutional culture,

we

can analyze from the aspects of structure

international M &A. Based on these studies,

we

have examined and analyzed the cultural

Figure 5.10. The collocations of ANALYZE and ‘I’ / ‘We’ that are classified as RC in BM

as representative characters of that era.

I

want to analyze the way how the two heroines

and reflection on A Room of One's Own,

I

would like to analyze the three main factors

which I think is beyond any doubt. However,

I

want to analyze this novel in the other

I focus on the ambivalence in the story.

I

attempt to analyze three modes of ambivalence

warring ideals in one dark body (5). When

I

analyze Pecola's traumatic experiences

Figure 5.11. The collocations of ANALYZE and ‘I’ / ‘We’ that are classified as RC in EL
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Example 5-15: The scope of my research concerns the whole business process of
IK, from purchasing to selling to the final customers. I collected and
analyzed IK’s feature contributed to its success. (UGBM 09707)
Example 5-16: Speaking of institutional culture, we can analyze from the aspects
of structure, style and systems. And the style includes decision-making and
information flow style. (PGBM 0093)
Example 5-17: However, I want to analyze this novel in the other way round –
how people’s social values help shape the contemporary social circumstances.
And in my thesis, I would like to narrow down the social values to a more
specific aspect –Victorian notion of property, that’s to say, what Victorian notion
of property is like, how Victorian notion of property comes into being and in what
kind of way it influences the Victorian society.
Considering the functions of the verb ANALYZE when it collocates with the two FPPs,
there is barely any difference found between Business and Management and English
Literature, either as TO or as RC. The usage of ANALYZE as TO when it collocates with
the FPP, ‘I’ and ‘WE’ implies that the students consider the research can be “undertaken
within the text” (Fløttum et al. 2006: 209). In both disciplines, the novice writers treat their
interpretation of the research results or their understanding of the investigated material as
in-text research process. They consider the discussion or negotiation of the meaning of the
contents as part of the conduct of the research. In hard science, for instance, Chemistry or
Physics, analyses are usually conducted before the research is reported and discussed. In
this study, students from both applied social science BM and pure humanities EL, show a
clear preference for choosing the verb ANALYZE, a verb which is usually used in hard
discipline subjects coupled with more quantitative data and empirical studies. This choice
may be explained as the students’ intention of making their research papers sound more
reliable and convincing. To them, analyse implies doing proper research and is less
authoritative than presenting their own interpretation plainly in their texts.
There is however, a divergence between the disciplines on how knowledge is processed or
obtained by using ANALYZE. It is analysing real business cases in BM, and reading
literary work in EL. The relationship between the verb ANALYZE and also verbs such as
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KNOW, FIND and SEE to the nature of the respective disciplines is an interesting one. I
shall come back to this in Section 5.4 of this chapter.
It is acknowledged that the boundaries of these functions are not without grey areas.
Taking example 5-13 as an example, the expression I will analyze informs the readers what
follows, the analysis of “the differences in employee motivational mechanism” between
Chinese and US companies. At the same time, it also informs the reader of the contrastive
methodology that the writer chose to address the research question. In this case, I will
analyze may be considered as a metadiscoursal expression as well as a research report
phrase. The multi-functional feature of the verbs when collocating with the two FPPs
leaves the researcher to determine which group it belongs to when categorising them. By
looking at the extended discourse of these phrases and those frequent endophoric markers
around them, as well as the fact that these expressions do not involve any person’s opinion,
I concluded that the expressions, I / We will / be going to / want to analyze and I / We have
analyzed are primarily used for metadiscourse purposes in this study.

5.3.4 Research interpretation verbs
The two subgroups of the Research interpretation verbs, Verbs of research finding
interpretation and Verbs of arguing, occur more frequently in English Literature than
Business and Management. Most verbs in the two subcategories in BM may also be found
in EL. The question is whether or not they have the same meaning and/or function in the
two disciplines. To address this question, six verbs, SEE and read of the RI group and think,
SAY, LEARN and understand from the AG group are investigated in detail.
The verb SEE
In both BM and EL, SEE is most frequently used in the phrase we can / could see: 262
instances out of 322, accounting for 81% in BM, and 266 instances out of 425, accounting
for 63% in EL. When used in this phrase, its function is mainly to present research
interpretation. In both disciplines, the verb SEE and the FPP collocation we can see serves
the function of interpreting the data or being more explicit about the understanding or
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appreciation of the literature work that is under investigation. In one sense, there is not
much disciplinary difference because it is used to present interpretation in both disciplines.
When looking at it in another way, the function of the phrase we can see does differ across
the two disciplines. The difference between the disciplines is the difference relating to
where and how the knowledge is constructed or how the new information is processed. In
BM, what follows this phrase is a detailed discussion of actual statistics, for example,
tables and figures. Things are “seen” from a qualitative data perspective, which suggests
objectivity. In EL, this phrase is used frequently to probe into the details of the plots or
dialogues that the writer quoted from the original book. “Seeing” is interpretation or
viewpoint or argument. Considering the readership in BM, the proposed stance is likely to
be echoed by the audience of the texts because it draws upon the same concrete figures.
Whereas, as noted above, in EL, as the interpretation or explanation mainly relies on the
writer’s own understanding, the audiences may or may not “see” things in the same way as
the writers do. The following two examples are taken from BM and EL respectively to
illustrate this point.
Example 5-18: From the above statistics we can see that American interviewees
evaluate experiential needs higher than social needs. They look for brands that
can fulfill their desire for change. Newness or emotional expressions are valued
most for the demonstration of their personalities. (PGBM 0059)
Example 5-19: “He had come in his own car, which he had the day before bought
from the American Consul, and he did not want to get out of it till I had seen him
in it.” From this, we can see that the chief is in favor of his new cars. However, it
is his son that drives the car for him. In fact, he has no idea of the new car, and he
just shows his superiority as a Kikuyu chief. For the drink, he had it, but then
fainted like a dead man. (UGEL 00606)

In example 5-18, basing his/her argument on the quantitative data provided in the text, the
writer may have a good chance of getting the endorsement of the reader. In example 5-19
however, as it is the writer’s personal interpretation of the extracts from that literature, the
audience may or may not agree with the writer.
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One way to explore this verb further in these students’ essays is to see how this phrase
functions with an impersonal subject. The passive form of I / We can see can demonstrate
how the verb SEE is used without ‘I’ and ‘We’. To achieve this, the phrase can be seen is
searched by Sketch Engine. This search returns 151 instances and 113 instances of can be
seen in BM and EL respectively (see Table 5.7). It is found that this expression is more
frequently used in two longer phrasal patterns, can be seen as and It can be see seen
(from…) (that) in these students’ dissertations. These two phrases account for about half of
all the instances of can be seen in the whole corpus. In addition, there are more instances
of It can be seen (from…) (that) in BM than EL, whereas the other phrase can be seen as
occurs more frequently in EL than in BM. The difference in frequency is due to the
different discourse functions of the phrases. The expression it can be seen (from…) (that)
is more frequently used in BM to describe the data or the results of the research. It has the
same function as we can see but in the passive voice. Without the personal pronoun ‘We’,
the expression may not be marred by any personal subjectivity. Therefore, this suggests
both impartiality and unbiasedness. The can be seen as phrase can be further generalised
into the pattern can be seen as + abstract noun / noun phrases in EL to express the writer’s
understanding or viewpoint in the texts. Examples 5-20 and 5-21 are listed below to show
the difference.

Example 5-20: From Figure 6, it can be seen that more than a half of the micro
blogs on broadcast information are used for marketing the show including
broadcast and live show, which is a direct marketing for the Voice of China.
(UGBM 01609)
Example 5-21: While the structure can be seen as a Darwinian metaphor, the
depictions of the Africans are totally devoid of metaphoric pretension. Racism is
at times applied head-on onto the image of the Africans. (PGEL 0007)
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Table 5.6. Phrases of can be seen in BM and EL
can be seen

can be seen as

It can be seen (from…)
(that)

BM

151

30

44

EL

113

47

24

What follows it can be seen (from…) (that) in BM (example 5-20) is a more detailed
explanation of the quantitative results, which presents the writer’s understanding of the
numbers, tables, and figures illustrated in their essays, whereas can be seen as (example
5-21) is more of an interpretation or elaboration, which negates the concrete facts or details
and elevates the proposition to an abstract or theoretical level. Therefore, when it does not
collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’, can be seen needs to be considered in longer expressions as
two different phrases, can be seen that and can be seen as. This is because the function of
each phrase is specific to the phrase when they are used with an impersonal pronoun.
In general, it is found in this study that the verb SEE is most frequently used in phrasal
frames to present research interpretation. Whether the subject of the verb SEE is a personal
pronoun or not, the function of this verb in we can see or can be seen stays the same. The
difference between these two uses is the suggestion that there is personal intervention in
the interpretation of the research findings. It is interesting to see that both groups of writers
select the same verb, SEE, almost as if the research process was the same in BM and EL.
Further discussion on this point will be presented in Section 5.4.

The verb read
The verb, read, has two meanings when it collocates with the two FPPs ‘I’ and ‘We’. One
meaning is the actual act of reading. All the instances in BM allude to this meaning, and it
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is mostly used in the undergraduate texts of BM. The writers use this verb to present their
experiences of reading the book(s) that inspired them or used as the resource books for
their research or analyses. In these cases, the phrasal pattern I / we + read + concrete object
(e.g. book) is used. As shown in most of the instances in Figure 5.12, the instances of read
collocate with ‘I’ in Business and Management disciplines. There are a few instances of
the same function in EL as well, although not as many as those in BM. They are mostly
used to describe the writers’ reading experiences, whether they be novels, documents, or
any other materials that the students have read.
The other meaning of read, not the real act of reading, but to illustrate or present the
understanding of the meaning or implication of a book or an artwork, can be found in two
phrases in postgraduate texts, particularly in postgraduate English Literature texts. In the
phrase we + can / could + read + abstract Noun / Noun phrases, read means the
conceptual interpretation or understanding of some description of the literature attained
through the activity of reading. For instance, read in example 5-22 indicates the
understanding of the excerpt of the original work, and in example 5-23 read means the two
alternative interpretations of the sentences. In we + read + linguistic Object (it) + as +
abstract noun, the verb read expresses the writer’s understanding and evaluation of the
content that he/she read (see Figure 5.13).
much older wealthy doctor in Paris. When

I

first read F. R. Leavis's The

standpoints of the authors on the readers.

I

have read the novel for several times and

confirmed my impression. In most documents

I

read , Lincoln and the Northern states

gave me quite different impression when

I

read the novel Gone with the Wind. In this

strong implications on the readers. When

I

read this, I had a confused thought because

because implications on the readers. When

I

read this, I had a confused thought because

description was totally different with what

I

read in the novel. Also, in many sources

by ourselves. Take myself as an example,

I

have read the novel Gone with the Wind

ideologies, so no one can be totally objective.

I

should read more and absorb different sources

firmness and desperate impavidity, when

I

read her talking to Elizabeth

exactly the description of my feeling when

I

read through Alice In Bed, when my own

destroyed by him likewise? In this approach

I

read the novel and make inquiries. Then

explain their underlying messages. When

I

first read Jane Austen's Pride and

Figure 5.12 The verb read collocates with ‘I’ in BM

Example 5-22: From this quoted excerpt, we could read the respect and belief in
his elders, and Stephen was in the phase of developing his own way of
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understanding the world and his willingness to participate, outside of school and
family. (PGEL 0049)
Example 5-23: We do not know for certain whether the pronoun, which refers to
Lemuel or the wolf; we can read it either way: the wolf is a dog without a master,
or, Lemuel is a dog without a master. (PGEL 0013)

this, she cannot change this habit. She wants to

read books as

men do, which is prohibited by her father. She

in M erwin‘ poetry of the 1960s, I tend to

read it as

a Derridean supplement, a substitutive

we may divest it of any Christian intention and

read it as

a manifesto of man's metaphysical aspiration

poems as[quote] or as establishing [quote] . I

read it as

a testimony of structural difference or a

read today as

they have ever been (Austen, Persuasion

human relationships, they are still as widely

the journey to India and the resolution to read continuously as before. Eventually, he combined knowledge,
of rape striking and disturbing would rather

read it as

seduction instead of 'rape. Others

Figure 5.13. Instances of read * as in the PGEL

It may be seen that the meaning of the verb read becomes specific when it is used in
specific phrasal patterns. In fact, this may apply to most of the verbs that have been
investigated in this study. Therefore, the meaning of a verb depends on the specific pattern
or phrase it occurs in, and different connotations of a verb may be distinguished by
identifying different patterns. This observation is in accordance with that has been
discussed in Hunston and Francis (2000).
The verbs think, SAY, learn and understand
As shown in Table 5.5, student writers of EL use more types of AG verbs than the BM
students. In this subcategory, to investigate the disciplinary similarity and difference, the
top four most frequently used verbs, think, SAY, learn, and understand from the two
disciplines were examined. Except the verb understand, little semantic or phrasal
difference is found in relation to the other three frequent verbs. In both BM and EL, these
four verbs are all used for the delivery of the writers’ opinions and viewpoints. In almost
all the instances, the verb think collocates with the singular first-person pronoun, ‘I’ as in I
think; the verbs say and learn most frequently collocate with the plural first-person
pronoun, ‘We’, as in we can / cannot / may / might / should say and we must / can / should
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/ need to learn (see Chapter 4). The differences of the verbs think, say and learn mainly
exist between the two academic levels, and between the features that collocate with ‘I’ and
‘We’, which will be discussed in Chapters 6 and 8.
support. Under this kind of circumstances

we

can easily understand why she would be

Lancelot's lover and a fallen woman,

we

can understand Tennyson characterization

universe. If we accept Parke's analysis,

we

can readily understand why there are so

The writer does not share the same ideas.

We

could understand from the novel that, in

do. But he is providing us with a vision.

We

could well understand the concern of the

characteristics when James created Peter Pan,

we

will understand his writing intention better

To sum up, the symbolic use of rose helps

we

readers better understand the story and

capitalist values. By analyzing this short story,

we

can understand and appreciate the feelings

logic. Following his stream of thoughts,

we

can easily understand the development of

knowledge about the author and Alice James,

we

can understand the reason why Sontag chose

the history of English literature. Thus

we

could better understand the symbolic meanings

demonstrates the evil side of human nature.

We

may better understand this proposition

analyzing the reason of the misinterpretation,

we

can understand the anxiety of cultural

pretentiousness and cynical truth which

we

understand . More examples can be found

contrast things, you show their differences.

We

can really understand only those things

are familiar to us or similar to things

we

already understand , so comparing and contrasting

daughter: so far we are equal.(1991: 316)

We

can clearly understand Elizabeth, who goes

the relationship between mother and us.

We

should understand their different caring

symbol of falsehood. Only in this light can

we

understand why Gregers asks Hedvig to kill

linguistics with literary critical views,

we

can further understand the essence of literature

cause Pecola's trauma. In which way shall

we

understand her misery as concluded by Morrison

support of this. By adopting this definition,

we

can better understand feminist literary

father to son. And from the four words,

we

understand that Lena's mother is a traditional

employing feminist theory in this paper,

we

understand that both worship and critique

existentialism and novels of black humor so that

we

can understand the black humor in The End

natioral inclination to protect non-human life.

We

understand that other beings, ranging from

discrimination should be well grasped before

we

could better understand the present identity

underscores the difference between what

we

understand as readers and what David sees

himself. The more we read his poems, the more

we

understand himself. The more we read his

himself. The more we read his poems, the more

we

understand this giant poet. He won a lot

attitudes to achieve social stability. Meanwhile

we

can also understand George Eliot's deep

dependence on her: [quote] With this in mind,

we

may understand why almost all of O'Neill

Figure 5.14. All the instances of ‘We’ collocating with understand in EL

In comparison with the three other most frequently used verbs in this category, the verb
understand is used more frequently with ‘We’ than ‘I’ in both disciplines. In EL, it is
almost exclusively used in we can understand to express the writer’s understanding of the
original literature (see Fig. 5.14 for all the instances of understand collocating with ‘We’ in
EL). In these texts, ‘We’ is used as an exclusive personal pronoun, which actually means
‘I’, referring to the writer himself/herself. The inclusive and exclusive usages of the plural
FPP ‘We’ will be revisited in detail in Chapter 8.
In BM, apart from some instances of we can understand, the verb understand also
collocates with ‘We’ and obligatory modals, as in we must / should / need to / have to
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understand. In these sentences, ‘We’ is used as inclusive pronoun including both the writer
and the readers; and the verb understand itself means the cognitive process of knowing the
meaning or importance of something. The phrasal expressions are used to stress the
necessity and importance of understanding the propositions that the writers proposed.
Example 5-24 and 5-25 exemplify this function.
Example 5-24: In considering what motivates people, we have to understand
their needs, goals, value systems, and expectations. It is important to understand
first what work means to people from different backgrounds. (PGBM 0072)
Example 5-25: To fully understand resale price maintenance, we must first
understand the vertical monopoly. Vertical, opposite to horizontal, is a vertical
relationship between enterprises in different economic levels, such as
manufacturers and distributors, wholesalers and retailers. (UGBM 01709)
In general, the verbs of Research Interpretation show a diverse and complicated picture
when co-occurring with ‘I’ and ‘We’ between BM and EL. Some of the verbs in the RI
category present meaning and phraseological difference between the two disciplines, as
illustrated by read. Some verbs do not present disciplinary difference but vary when
collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’, and of different academic levels, for example, think and SAY.
Moreover, there are verbs differing in meaning and function when co-occurring with the
inclusiveness and exclusiveness of the plural first-person pronoun ‘We’, such as
understand.

5.4 Discussion
Though it is predicted that there would be disciplinary differences across the two
disciplines, it is found in this study that some of the verbs present little difference when
they collocate with the FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’. The finding of similar uses of the phrases of ‘I’,
‘We’ and their verb collocates, as well as the same discourse functions of these expressions
is in itself worthy of further discussion.
One observation is that the student writers use the same phrases to describe the divergent
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research processes of their respective discipline. Taking the verb ANALYZE as an example,
as noted in the analysis, it is one verb, being used to convey a myriad of meanings in the
two disciplines respectively. In Business and Management discipline, analysis is at the
heart of what they are doing, the analysis of data or experimental results. In English
Literature however, in most cases, analyze is the synonym of explanation or interpretation.
The writers of the two disciplines also use the same verbs to refer to different types of
academic work. The students of BM acquire knowledge from real world case studies,
statistics and interviews. The students of EL observe or ‘see’ things through in-depth
reading or interpret the meaning of literature made up of novels, poems and short stories.
As discussed above, additional examples of the verbs that are used to serve the same
discourse functions across the two disciplines are KNOW, SEE and READ in the BM and
EL disciplines.
Considering the different epistemology of the two disciplines,

the students who write

about English Literature use the same vocabulary as people who write about Business and
Management might be a bit odd. English Literature is a discipline that mostly relies on
personal interpretation or interpretation from a secondary source, for instance, critics. On
the other hand Business and Management

is a discipline that hinges on experimental

numbers, hard facts and real-world application. In other words, what the EL students
discussed in their texts are

ideas, and/or evaluation of the characters, the words, the plots,

the conflicts and the impact created by the literary pieces they worked on.

By using the

verbs such as ANALYZE and FIND to collocate with the FPPs, English Literature writers
express their interpretations as their own, and at the same time,

attempt to achieve

persuasive effects in their dissertations. It is an open question as to whether the English
Literature students are correct in using the vocabulary. A comparative study exploring the
types of verbs used by expert writers of English Literature, in their published discourse
course would be a worthwhile academic pursuit. This is one possible direction for future
research. This difference also raises the more general question of how aware the two
groups of the students are of their disciplinary conventions in relation to other disciplines.
This corpus based study cannot answer this question. However, it does signpost the
importance of raising the students’ awareness of disciplinary writing. This issue is
discussed in Chapters 8 and 9 in greater detail.
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5.5 Conclusion
In general, the contrastive investigation of the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb collocates
reveals textual and pragmatic similarities as well as differences in the two disciplines in
this study. The similarities between the two disciplines are that in many cases, the verbs
are used in identical phrases and serve the same discourse functions. The disciplinary
difference is mainly in the semantic and functional differences of those verbs collocating
with the first-person pronouns between BM and EL. When the meaning of a verb differs in
the two disciplines, the phraseological behaviour of that verb differs too. The epistemic
difference discovered through the verbs in all four categories can be ascribed to the
different knowledge acquisition approaches adopted within the two disciplines. That very
similarity and the divergence casts light on how EFL student writers conceptualise their
research processes, their writing processes and ultimately, the outcome of their academic
writing, which may also assist to shed some light on the teaching of EFL academic writing.
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CHAPTER 6 PHRASES OF ‘I’, ‘WE’ AND THEIR VERB
COLLOCATES ACROSS THE TWO ACADEMIC LEVELS
6.1 Introduction

In this chapter I shall be comparing the academic texts produced by the students from two
different academic levels, namely, undergraduate (UG) and postgraduate (PG). The
hypothesis of this chapter is that there are differences is the forms of usage of the two FPPs,
‘I’, ‘We’, and their verb collocates in the dissertations between students at UG and PG
levels. This difference would be made apparent by manner in which the students use of the
verbs collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’. It is my contention that the students from different
academic levels may use different sets of verbs or use the same verbs but with varying
frequencies. It is also my contention that some of the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb
collocates could be used for different pragmatic functions in the texts.

The methodology employed in this chapter is similar to the methodology that was used to
compare the disciplinary differences in Chapter 5. The investigation of the differences
occurring between the two academic levels starts with the quantitative examination of the
four classes of verbs, Textual organising verbs (TO), Knowledge community construing
verb (KC), Research reporting verbs (RR), and Research interpretation verbs (RI). Further,
the RR verbs are subdivided into Epistemic verbs (EP) and Research conduct verbs (RC).
The RI verbs are subdivided into Verbs research finding interpretation (RI) and Verbs of
arguing (AG) (see Chapter 4 for the categorisation of the verbs). After grouping the verbs
into these different categories, some of the frequent verbs that collocate with ‘I’ and/or
‘We’ in each category of the UG and the PG levels are examined in more detail, both
quantitatively and qualitatively.

In this contrastive study, it is found that the postgraduate students use less personal
expressions and undertake more retrospective textual organisation in their theses than do
the undergraduates. They tend to use more ‘We’ rather than ‘I’; and in some cases, they
tend to use more impersonal constructions rather than expressions with ‘I’ and ‘We’. In
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general, the postgraduate students present themselves to be more impersonal in their
academic texts than the undergraduate students. This difference is made all the more
manifest as a direct result of an increasing awareness of the disciplinary conventions
governing academic style and conformity to the same

It is important to note that the difference between ‘I’ and ‘We’ is only discussed when
necessary in this chapter. Particularly, when the verbs present different meanings in
different phrases while collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’, they will be brought to discussion.
Otherwise, ‘I’ and ‘We’ and their roles when collocating with the verbs in these Chinese
students’ academic texts will be discussed later in Chapter 8.

The organisation of this chapter is as follows. After this introductory section, section 2
consists of the quantitative results of the FPPs and the four function categories pertaining
to the two academic levels, UG and PG. In Section 3, I look at some frequently used verbs
that collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’ in each category, TO, KC, RR, and RI. Section 4
concludes this chapter.

6.2 Quantitative overview of the verbs collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’ across the
undergraduate and postgraduate levels

Overall, the quantitative result of the FFPs ‘I’ and ‘We’ shows a notable difference
between students at the UG level and at PG level. The postgraduate students use fewer
FPPs in their academic texts than the undergraduate students. The calculation of the verbs
in the textual function categories found that the UG students use more verbs to organise
text, construe knowledge community, report their study and internship, and to argue than
the PG students. On the other hand, the PG students tend to use the FPPs and their verb
collocates more frequently to report research methodology, procedure and interpret the
research results than do the UG students.
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6.2.1Quantitative results of ‘I’ and ‘We’

Table 6.1 lists the quantitative information of the UG and PG corpora. The average length
per text is 4398 words in the UG corpus and 15165 words in the PG corpus. The number
of occurrences of ‘I’ and ‘We’ varies greatly from text to text, ranging from 186 instances
in one of the postgraduate texts to no instances at all in 7 PG dissertations after the data
was processed. In UG level, the text with the most occurrences of the FPPs contains 80
instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’. There are 266 out of 305 dissertations that contain at least one
instance of ‘I’ and/or ‘We’. The mean of ‘I’ and ‘We’ uses per 1000 words for the UG
corpus was 2.40 (SD = 2.11). The mean of the two FPPs uses per 1000 words for the PG
corpus was 1.51 (SD = 1.63). The unpaired t-test revealed that this difference is
statistically significant, t (1, 407) = 4.42, p <.0001. Thus, the number of occurrences
between UG and PG shows a statistically reliable difference.

Table 6.1: quantitative information of UG and PG
Hits of ‘I’ Normalised frequency per
and ‘We’
1000 words of ‘I’ and ‘We’

Number Tokens
of texts

Types

UG

305

1758833

35519

3520

2.00

PG

151

2434580

46135

3293

1.35

From the statistics, it is apparent that the PG writers use fewer instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’
than the undergraduate students. Table 6.2 shows that there are fewer occurrences of the
singular FFP ‘I’ in the postgraduates’ texts than the undergraduates’. The normalised
frequency of ‘I’ of the PG corpus is about half of that of the UG corpus.
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Table 6.2. Quantitative information of ‘I’ and ‘We’ respectively in UG and PG

Hits of ‘I’

Normalised
frequency

Hits of ‘We’

Normalised
frequency per 1000
words of ‘We’

per 1000 words of
‘I’
UG

1030

0.58

2489

1.41

PG

699

0.29

2591

1.06

6.2.2 Quantitative results of the verb categories

Figure 6.1 illustrates the proportional difference of the four general discourse functions,
TO, KC, RR and AG. The subcategories of the functions, EP, RC, RI, and AG are also
listed. As the figure shows, the undergraduates use more instances of TO, KC, EP, and AG.
The postgraduates use more instance of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb collocates to serve the RC
and RI functions.

Figure 6.1. Verbs collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’ in UG and PG

Tables 6.3 to 6.6 show the 4 groups of the verb collocates of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the
undergraduate and the postgraduate students’ texts. The percentages provided at the
bottom of the tables are proportional to the total of the verb instances in each column and
they account for of all the verbs identified in the undergraduate level (1738 times) and
postgraduate level (1555 times) respectively.
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Table 6.3. Textual organising verbs in UG and PG
Textual organizing verbs
UG

PG

DICUSS

63

DISCUSS

59

MENTION

53

mentioned

25

ANALYZE

33

ANALYZE

25

introduce

20

Quote

16

TALK

26

TALK

12

present

14

Study

21

cite

6

Introduce

9

explain

5

220

167

13%

11%

Table 6.4. Knowledge community construing verb in UG and PG
Knowledge Community Construing Verb
UG
KNOW

111

PG
Know

6%

68
4%
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Table 6.5. Research reporting verbs in UG and PG
Research Report Verbs
Epistemic verbs
UG

Research conduct verbs

PG

UG

PG

read

37

read

16

FIND

120

FIND

147

worked

9

worked

3

use

41

USE

49

CHOOSE

29

look

52

focus

23

focus

22

ANALYZE

22

CHOOSE

20

infer

16

notice

18

SEE

16

EXAMINE

16

COLLECT

14

SEE

15

hear

14

call

13

define

12

act

12

examine

12

hear

12

CALL

11

OBSERVE

12

notice

10

asked

10

explore

8

arrange

9

compare

5

ANALYZE 7

46

19

353

3%

1%

20%
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collected

7

test

7

proposed

6

apply

5

divide

5
444
29%

Table 6.6. Research interpretation verbs in UG and PG
Research interpretation Verbs
Verbs of research finding
interpretation
UG

verbs of arguing

PG

UG

PG

SEE

323

SEE

321

think

83

SAY

49

FIND
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FIND

93

SAY

64

think

48

KNOW

40

KNOW

52

understand 37

SEE

35

conclude

30

MEAN

31

learn

32

understand 33

TELL

24

FEEL

18

SEE

37

argue

24

feel

19

conclude

18

hope

36

learn

20

imagine

10

sense

14

believe

28

believe

16

suppose

7

learn

11

KNOW

23

KNOW

14

mean

7

judge

10

consider

21

ignore

11

read

6

aware

10

agree

19

consider

6

learn

5

read

9

realize

13

hope

5

suppose

5

concerned

7

tell

5

607

597

400

261

35%

38%

23%

17%

Table 6.3 shows that the students of both levels use almost the same types of TO verbs.
The undergraduate students use ‘I’, ‘We’ and the verb collocates to organise the text
slightly more frequently, specifically 2% more than the PG students. The Knowledge
community construing verb (see Table 6.4) displays a similar pattern. UG has more
instances of the verb KNOW than PG. In relation to the EP verbs, the PG students use
fewer instances of these in their theses than the UG writers. However, they use more RC
(see Table 6.3) and RI verbs (see Table 6.6) than the undergraduate students. Compared to
UG, it is also seen from Table 6.6 that there is a less frequent use of AG verbs in the PG
corpus. These differences are of interest and warrant closer scrutiny. In order to further
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explore the differences between UG and PG students, Section 6.3 examines some of the
most frequently used verbs in each verb group and their discourse functions when
collocating with the two FPPs in the UG and PG texts.

6.3 Verbs collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’ across the Undergraduate and the
Postgraduate levels

In this section, I shall firstly discuss some of the most frequent verbs that are used with ‘I’
and ‘We’ in both UG and PG. Then, I look into some of the alternative expressions of the
phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb collocates. In so doing, I aim to find those impersonal
expressions that the PG students use to disguise their personal presence in the texts.

6.3.1 Textual organising verbs

From Table 6.3, it is evident that the undergraduate students use marginally more Textual
Organizing verbs than their postgraduate counterparts. The following discussion focuses
on two verbs, DISCUSS and MENTION, which are the most frequently used TO verbs by
both undergraduate and postgraduate students.

The verb DISCUSS

In this study, the verb DISCUSS serves two purposes as a metadiscourse organising verb.
One function is to introduce what is about to be discussed. When using this function, the
undergraduate students almost always (11 out of all the 12 instances), collocate DISCUSS
with ‘I’ in the phrase I will / want to / would like to discuss (see Fig. 6.2). In the
postgraduate texts, there are 7 instances of I will / want to / would like to discuss (Fig 6.3),
and 12 instances of we will / shall / tend to discuss (Fig. 6.4) to serve the same function.
This suggests that at UG level, the student writers frequently use the singular FFP ‘I’ to
collocate with DISCUSS to inform the readers of the content of their following discourse.
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In PG, it may be seen that in some instances the students choose ‘We’ in the phrase we will
/ shall / tend to discuss to organise the texts.

I will discuss

some of its main advantages based on my

new opinions about this failure. M oreover,

as a PR channel. In the following part,

I will also discuss

about the conflicts facing international

new opinions about this failure. M oreover,

I will also discuss

about the conflicts facing international

theories in the future. In this thesis,

I want to discuss

the relationship between culture and brand

control the risk simultaneously. So secondly

I want to discuss

the perfect legislation. Though we have

in Jude and Sue's life happened, which

I will discuss

later. The scenery of the distant Christminister

judgment as a colonist herself. M oreover,

I will discuss

the feasibility of her suggestions when

the result of the previous two chapters,

I will discuss

Rice's depiction of Louis and Lestat in

recreated her life with imagination. And

I will discuss

more about the play and characters in the

I am discussing

here is novel. I think novel is very important

I would like to discuss

more here, Walden, the book of simple life

novels an example to illustrate, What
unjust and greedy; and the third one is what
escape the temptation. In this Chapter,

I will try to discuss

the reason that why they have different

Figure 6.2. I will / want to / would like to discuss in UG

status and their choice of power strategies,

I will first discuss

how channel power impact conflicts management

be further expanded. And in this section,

I will discuss

how to integrate channel strategy into

brands for middle class. In this section,

I will discuss

another means by which brands can be built

the process of deduction and, whafs more,

I will discuss

the identical plot structure in M E.Then

in descriptive translation studies. Then

I shall discuss

how various historical dynamics (ideology

more infallible guide. In this chapter

I will discuss

how the materialistic tendency is reflected

range of the first literary movement. What

I am going to discuss in the following sections shall fall into

Figure 6.3. I will / want to / would like to discuss in PG

incorporating function of consciousness,

we will also discuss

the transcendence attribute of consciousness

strategies and its cultural differences,

we intend to discuss

cross cultural communication strategies

flow from alternative evaluation processes.

We will discuss

some significant aspects. Though Chinese

recommendations for their cultural integration as

we will discuss

in the next part. Geely, which was founded

based on the dimensions of culture, which

we will discuss

in the next section. Individualism is proven

differences, and the mode of acculturation. Then

we will discuss

and testify the two assumptions made in

The related theories are presented above.

We will discuss

the connection between theories of communication

effects to the development of the crisis, and

we will discuss

this in Sanlu's case. This can be seen

is a natural result of the narration, but

we should discuss

acceptable to its audience.In this part,

we will discuss

the flood myth in the novel. We will make

character knows. In the part on narrative voice,

we will discuss

first the time of narrating and meet the

of the spatialization of clock time that

we will discuss

here, is the repetition of images and motifs

Figure 6.4. we will / shall / tend to discuss in PG
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the flood scene into the context of literary

The second function of the verb DISCUSS is to remind readers what has been discussed in
the text. There are 18 instances and 36 instances of (as) We have (already) discussed in the
undergraduate and the postgraduate theses respectively. Only 3 instances of I have
discussed are found in the whole corpus. This choice between ‘I’ and ‘We’ when
collocating with the verb DISCUSS is further discussed at the end of this subsection
(Section 6.3.1). I shall now focus on the TO function of the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and
DISCUSS.

The other observation of the verb DISCUSS is that this expression (as) I / We have
(already) discussed is often used with what Hyland (1998: 442) called endophoric markers,
the reference to “the information in the other parts of the texts” in the discourse. Taking
“in the former chapter” in the following sentence as an example,

Example 6-1. The main problems can be divided into the following categories: The
stubborn regulation System for Chinese companies: as we have discussed in the
former chapter about the 7S model of NAC’s, the system of the company formal and
informal procedures that support the strategy and structure is a very important part of
the company culture. (PGBM 0060)

To find out how the students avoid being visible while using DISCUSS to organise text, is
to find how the verb DISCUSS is used for textual organising function without collocating
with ‘I’ and ‘We’. To do this, I searched the lemma DISCUSS in Sketch Engine (Kilgarriff
et al. 2004). It returned 501 occurrences of this verb in UG and 682 instances in PG. The
investigation of all the instances of DISCUSS aims at finding out how this verb is used
when organising text. It also aims to discover how the two expressions discussed above,
will discuss and have discussed, are used with other personal pronouns, for example, they,
he or she, or the impersonal pronoun it as their subjects. By manual examination of the
retrieved concordances, 148 in UG and 234 in PG refer to other people’s work, i.e. it is
referring to someone else’s work, which has nothing to do with ‘I’ and ‘We’. For instance,
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in example 6-2, have discussed is used to introduce the criteria of newsworthiness which
text books on reporting stress on. Such instances are not discussed in this research.
Example 6-2: For decades, text books on reporting have discussed the classic
elements of news. Criteria considered as determining newsworthiness include these:
Timeliness. Is it a recent development, or is it old news? Proximity. Is the story
relevant to local readers? Conflict. Is the issue developing, has it been resolved or
does anybody care? (UGBM 01506)

There are 316 instances at the UG level and 422 instances at the PG level of the verb
DISCUSS being used for TO without ‘I’ and ‘We’ as their subjects. Among these TO
instances, 143 occurrences in UG and 240 in PG, which account for 45% and 56% of this
verb, is in the form of discussed. When the verb DISCUSS is used in the form discussed to
organise text, it performs both functions of introducing what is going to be discussed and
reminding the readers what has been discussed. In such instances, DISCUSS is frequently
used in the following four phrases, will be discussed, as discussed, is / are discussed, has /
have been discussed. See examples 6-3 to 6-6,

Example 6-3: In this part, three women characters will be discussed, Joanna Burden,
the dietitian, and Bobbie Allen. Unlike the above-discussed traditional women, none
of the three are married. Their life is already ruined before they step into the tomb of
marriage. (PGEL 0020)
Example 6-4: As discussed in previous chapter, there are totally 6 different interest
groups in a company which can classified as internal groups like owners and
employees, and external ones including consumers, suppliers, creditors, distributors,
dealers, government and the society. (PGBM 0123)
Example 6-5: The elements constituting this mix are discussed below. Visual image
or corporate symbol is an important element within the corporate identity mix. It is
that aspect of the mix which communicates a company’s corporate identity through
visual means to the public. (PGBM 0061)
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Example 6-6: As has been discussed in the previous two sectors of this chapter, love
offers possibility for the three female protagonists to gain redemption after
confronting their individual Gothic image of Medusa and more importantly salvages
the serial killer Paul Whitmore from his heinous crime, the redemption of violence
can be possibly fulfilled through altruistic love and kindness, leading finally towards
positive freedom. (PGEL 0058)

With regard to the instances of will discuss and have * discussed, it can be seen from Table
6.7 that the UG and the PG students use about the same proportion of I / we will discuss to
refer to what is going to be discussed in their texts. On the other hand, the PG writers use
proportionally more instances of I / we have * discussed to remind the readers what has
been said previously in their texts.

Table 6.7. The instance of will discuss and HAVE discussed in UG and PG
will discuss

I / we will discuss

HAVE *
discussed

(% of will discuss)

I / we HAVE * discussed
(% of HAVE * discussed)

UG

43

5

12%

37

18

49%

PG

31

4

13%

51

36

71%

Frequently, when will discuss and HAVE * discussed do not collocate with the FPPs, the
inanimate endophoric markers are used as the subjects. For example,

Example 6-7. Chapter 5 will discuss the implications of Sbk’ success for Chinese
multinational companies. (UGBM 07606)
Example 6-8. The First Chapter of this paper has discussed the numerous parallels
and connections between the past and present in Ackroydian narrative, mainly
focusing on the resemblances between the characters. (PGEL 0016)
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To recapitulate, when collocating with the FPPS, the verb DISCUSS is frequently used in
the phrases I / We will discuss and (as) We have (already) discussed to perform the
metadiscourse function of discourse organisation in the students’ academic discourse.
There are more instances of the passive voice or the past participle of this verb, discussed
in the postgraduate students’ texts. The postgraduate students also prefer both ‘We’ and
other subjects, like, this chapter, in the previous chapter to collocate with DISCUSS in
their academic texts. As a result, there is less self-presentation in the postgraduate texts
than in the undergraduate texts.

The verb MENTION

When collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’, the verb MENTION shows a significant difference
between the undergraduate and the postgraduate students’ writing. The undergraduate
students use this verb, collocating with the FPPs, about twice as often as the postgraduate
students do.

In both UG and PG texts, MENTION is almost exclusively used in the phrase (as) I / we
(have) mentioned, 78 instances in total. The differences between the two academic levels
may be observed by their frequency of collocation with ‘I’ and ‘We’. At the UG level,
there are 37 instances of (as) I (have) mentioned, 10 instances of as we mentioned, and 6
instances of I will (have to) mention. Comparatively, there are 19 instances in which ‘We’
collocate with mentioned in the postgraduates’ texts, and only 6 instances of (as) I (have)
mentioned. In other words, the verb MENTION is used, most frequently, in the phrase (as)
I / We (have) mentioned. It collocates with ‘I’ more frequently than with ‘We’ in the
undergraduate texts. Conversely, in the postgraduate texts, this verb collocates more
frequently with ‘We’ than ‘I’.

Apart from the fact that the number of occurrences tells us that the PG students tend to use
MENTION with the plural FPP, ‘We’, like the verb DISCUSS, it could be of interest to
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find out how MENTION is used without ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the UG and PG texts. The
exploration of the impersonalisation of this verb would tell us how this verb is used
without an agent, or more precisely, without the writer referring to himself/herself as ‘I’
and ‘We’. I then, searched the lemma MENTION in the students’ academic texts of both
academic levels respectively. This search returned 524 instances MENTION in UG and
603 instances in PG. It is found that there are 288 instances (54%) at the UG level and 268
instances (44%) at the PG level that serve the TO function after conducting a manual
examination of the retrieved concordances. These instances include those 78 occurrences
that MENTION collocates with ‘I’ and ‘We’. Comparing the TO instances of PG with
those of UG, it is observed that all the 268 occurrences of MENTION in the PG are used in
the form of mentioned, which could be considered as anaphoric use as it refers to what has
been discussed in the text. Twenty concordances are listed in Figure 6.5.

corporate culture construction process. As is mentioned earlier, new Lenovo is facing with serious
service before consumption. Based on the above mentioned principles, the athletic shoes, laptops and
brand perception is obvious. As previously mentioned , Keller established the brand knowledge
. Separation: separation is just like the one mentioned before, but with the national culture taken
that corporate identity may have. The mentioned four components have covered the necessary
Europe and the United States towards China. As mentioned above, an increasing number of Swedish
to distinctive national cultures. The above mentioned cognitive, affective and behavioral
variables which are likely to relate with the mentioned personal traits concerning adaptation. They
for Future Efforts Despite the above mentioned significance, the thesis is far from complete
take IC and PD into consideration because as I mentioned above, the studies of most scholars in this
, 2001: 46). The relationship between the above mentioned variables is as the following hypotheses: H3:
are distributed and collected among the above mentioned three groups of employees to test the four
future generations. Hypothesis 3: [Quote] As mentioned in the Chapter Two, the relationship of
China and tJie western societies. As just mentioned above, few scholars have delved into CSR from
entering an era of social responsibility. As mentioned above, there are tremendous definitions of CSR
of research convenience, the corporations mentioned in this thesis are all big ones and the small and
to employees, etc. The existence of all these mentioned above could be attributed to the attitudes of
. A survey conducted by that Committee mentioned above shows that the 100 odds charitable
of research convenience, the corporations mentioned in this thesis are all big ones and the small and
, six from Sweden and eight from Finland. As mentioned in a previous session, that's 3.2.2.1, the

Figure 6.5. The verb mentioned uses as TO in PG

At the UG level on the other hand, except those instances of mentioned that are used to
refer to what has been said, there are 15 instances of TO that refer to what is going to be
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said, which may be considered as cataphoric use of this verb. These instances are
illustrated in Figure 6.6.

carefully. In Hofstede's theory that I will

mention

in next chapter, the cultural dimension of

work they are doing. The power distance I will

mention

in next part has a great relationship with

the leader and staff. One thing that needs to

mention

is that the relationship between employer and

. It was the first but not the last. We can also

mention

the participation of Lal in the festival

brand carefully and culturally. Thirdly, I

mention

how to use your culture to become a world famous

like uniform people and also the same brand. As I

mention

above, brand is just like a person and has his

for the consumer before and after sale. When mentioning of the direct distribution model, Dl is an
computer the consumer wants. What the author mentions above are the four main direct distribution
Lenovo, we will see an opposite situation. When mentioning the success of Dl, the success of Levo is an
eyes. To start with, it is necessary to

mention

first the famous statement by Wordsworth that

of a single part means nothing. Here I'd like to

mention

a kind of things which are similar with human

groups. Including the two dramas we are about to

mention

. Originated in France, comparative

The following discussion will not only

mention

this type of children's fantasy fiction, but

the value of Emily's opinions, we should

mention

the features of Victorian literature.

power and his mother. Another thing I want to

mention

which is also talked by Lawrence in his letter to

Figure 6.6. The verb MENTION of cataphoric use in UG

Turning to the phrase as mentioned, it is a popular expression used to organise discourse in
academic papers and used liberally across a variety of academic disciplines. It transpired
that there were 63 and 102 instances of this phrase in the UG and PG levels respectively.
The verb MENTION functions as a TO verb in the postgraduate texts and doubled in the
undergraduate texts. The more frequently used phrase as mentioned in the PG text could be
attributed to the purposes of avoiding subjectivity in the texts. Being more experienced in
writing academic prose, the postgraduates acquired more rhetorical devices for organising
discourse. Using as mentioned helps the writer to distance himself/herself from the
discussion. Therefore, these theses sound more impersonalised and objective than (as) I/
we (have) mentioned. In general, in comparison with the undergraduate students, the
investigation of the lemmas of the verbs, DISCUSS and MENTION suggest that the
postgraduate students’ texts are more impersonal when these two verbs are used to
organise their texts.

I now turn to the discussion of the finding that the PG students use the plural FPP ‘We’ to
collocate with DISCUSS and MENTION more frequently than the undergraduates. This
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replacement of ‘We’ with ‘I’ may suggest that the plural FPP is more of an alignment
device to establish solidarity in these postgraduate students’ texts. It may also imply that
the avoidance of the singular FFP ‘I’ is

to disguise the student writers themselves behind

the collectiveness of the plural FPP ‘We’. . This choice between ‘I’ and ‘We’ will be
discussed in Chapter 8 in greater detail.

6.3.2 The knowledge community construing verb KNOW

In Chapters 4 and 5, KNOW was found to be used most frequently in two expressions (as)
we (all) know and we know that. The first phrase (as) we (all) know is to introduce
background knowledge by construing an academic community; the latter one we know that
is to either construe knowledge community or to interpret research findings. As discussed
in previous chapters, when the verb KNOW is used to introduce general knowledge, it is
found that this function is most frequently realised in the phrase (as) we (all) know. This
phrase serves as the stepping stone for knowledge acquisition and knowledge sharing for
the purposes of further discussion. By proclaiming a common background of their
disciplinary knowledge, the student writers attempt to appeal to a select number of
members from an academic community that include themselves and potential readers of
their academic texts.

Comparing the academic level difference, there are more instances of KNOW as KC in the
texts produced by undergraduates than those produced by postgraduates (111 as opposed
to 68 instances). Although both of the phrases, (as) we (all) know and we know that, are
found to be used for this function, (as) we (all) know is more frequently used by both UG
and PG students. Figure 6.7 illustrates 20 random examples of KNOW as KC from both
undergraduate texts of Business and Management and English Literature disciplines.
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the eastern and western cultures are. As

we

know social cultural background and values

market comes into being and becomes what

we

know today after decades of developments

differences, but it is not true. For instance,

we

all know that there is a Chinese instant

represent the reunion of the family. As

we

know , collectivism is very important to

consumption pattern and living style. As

we

all know , China as the fastest growing

since 2005. These efforts didn't work. As

we

know , Eb, Dd and QW all have good

in market share of this social market. As

we

know eBay is the biggest e-commerce vendor

Character is more important than intellect. As

we

all know , America is one of the countries

Fans, leading a kind of new culture. As

we

all know , product is the most important

strong competitor rather than a poor copycat.

We

all know that there is a group of loyal

history, laws are the center of regulation. As

we

know , the economic and financial laws

weak points of the Chinese institutions. As

we

know , the non-performing asset rate has

his concept of 'God' and 'M an'. As

we

all know , God plays an extremely significant

will again till she's as he is now! As

we

know , the major setting of Jude the Obscure

husband freely. At the end of the novel,

we

know that Charlotte is pregnant. The story

following advantages: At the end of the novel,

we

know that Jane and Bingley come to enjoy

Carver is very close to his protagonists:

we

know that several of the stories have biographical

to be truly in love. From the beginning,

we

know that the story of Romeo and Juliet

relate with well-educated lady. And also,

we

know that Estella is educated by M iss Havisham

M ile End Terrace, Landport, Portsmouth. As

we

all know , David Copperfield was also born

Figure 6.7. Examples of know as KC in the phrases (as) we (all) know and we know that

The quantitative difference of the occurrences of know used as KC when it collocates with
the FPPs between the two academic levels suggests that there is less self-presentation on
making claims in the postgraduate texts than in the texts of the undergraduate students.
This is especially so when the claims made are of common knowledge which is shared
between the student writers and the audience. In the postgraduate texts, KC expressions
such as (as) we (all) know and we know that are discarded when interacting with the
academic community due to their informality. .

The other function of we know that, is used to interpret research. This function is more
apparent when it is used with some endophoric expressions. Examples 6-9 and 6-10
illustrate this use.
Example 6-9: From the interview, we know that advertising is the most influential
channel to inform Chinese consumers of the brands. (PGBM 0059)
Example 6-10: From the short presence of Janaa's mother, we know that they
have never had a good relationship. (PGEL 0043)
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Indeed, the verb KNOW is unique in these students’ discourse. The collective
belongingness suggested by the phrases (as) we (all) know and we know that will probably
finds empathy with the readers, who would then probably go on to agree with the writer’s
point of view. This function could also be attributed to the avoidance of redundancy. In
this case, the background knowledge needs no elaboration as it is either plainly
self-evident or considered as basic disciplinary knowledge and shared jointly by both the
writer and the reader. However, I have to admit that as a third party who studies these
instances, not in the capacity of being an affiliated member of a particular academic
community but as a linguistic researcher, it is hard to determine whether it is part and
parcel of the writers’ rhetorical strategy, or if the common knowledge is genuinely shared
by both the writer and the reader.

6.3.3 Research report verbs

The Research report verbs are divided into Epistemic verbs and Research conduct verbs.
Not much proportional difference in the use of the Research conduct verbs has been
detected in the texts written by the undergraduate and postgraduate students; even
including the most popularly used verbs FIND, ANALYZE and USE. However, there are
some noticeable disciplinary differences and some differences in the manner that these
verbs are used when they collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’ respectively. These findings have
been discussed in Chapter 5.

This subsection focuses on one verb from the epistemic verb category, read. Some
instances of this verb are used quite differently between the two academic levels when it
collocates with ‘I’ and ‘We’. Two distinct meanings of the verb read may be observed
when it collocates with the two FFPs. One meaning is the actual activity of reading. It is
most frequently used in undergraduate texts. The undergraduate writers use this verb to
present their experience of reading the books that inspired them or used as their resource
books for the purposes of analysis. Figure 6.8 lists 15 random instances from the
undergraduate texts, both in Business and Management and English Literature disciplines.
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These 15 instances are mostly used to describe the writers’ reading experience, whether
they are novels, documents, or any other materials that the students have read. This read
refers to the act of reading.

confirmed my impression. In most documents

I

read , Lincoln and the Northern states

gave me quite different impression when

I

read the novel Gone with the Wind. In this

strong implications on the readers. When

I

read this, I had a confused thought because

description was totally different with what

I

read in the novel. Also, in many sources

by ourselves. Take myself as an example,

I

have read the novel Gone with the Wind

According to Rousseau, if there is one book

we

must read , it is Roubinson Crusoe¡ªsupplies

consider the historical background when

we

read the novel. Only in this way can we

today? In my opinion, it is because when

we

read her novels, behind her irony, we can

about her attitude on that question, but as

we

read more carefully the book, we surprisingly

sympathy that has already been forged.What

we

could read in the lines of A Passage to

me very much. After returning to China,

I

read some reports about Hong Kong Disneyland

which arose my strong interest. Then, after

I

collected and read various materials related

countries as shown by those above. So here

I

have read those relevant books Horst Siebert

rules in PR, but with all the materials

I

read and the experiences I had in PR companies

would bring marvelous results. All the books

I

read hold one same view that Public Relations

Figure 6.8. The verb read used as EP verb at UG level

The other meaning of read, not the actual act of reading, but to illustrate or interpret the
understanding of the meaning or implication of the book or the art, can be found in a few
cases in postgraduate texts, particularly in the postgraduate English Literature texts. When
read is used to interpret research findings or to express the writer’s understanding, it is
almost always used in the phrase we (can, could) read. In the two examples listed below,
read is used to interpret the writers’ understanding of different objects, for example, the
pattern read +it + a particular way (either way) in example 6-11 and the phrase read +
abstract noun (respect and believe) in example 6-12. The interpretation function may also
be found in the phrasal pattern read * as, see Figure 6.9. In these cases, the objects of read
are more frequently, the third person singular pronoun it to refer to the things mentioned
previously in the texts.
Example 6-11. We do not know for certain whether the pronoun, which refers to
Lemuel or the wolf; we can read it either way: the wolf is a dog without a master,
or, Lemuel is a dog without a master. (PGEL 0013)
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Example 6-12. From this quoted excerpt, we could read the respect and belief in
his elders, and Stephen was in the phase of developing his own way of
understanding the world and his willingness to participate, outside of school and
family. (PGEL 0049)

she cannot change this habit. She wants to

read books as

men do, which is prohibited by her father

in M erwin^ poetry of the 1960s, I tend to

read it as

a Derridean supplement, a substitutive

divest it of any Christian intention and

read it as

a manifesto of man's metaphysical aspiration

as[quote] or as establishing [quote] I

read it as

a testimony of structural difference or

relationships, they are still as widely

read today as

rape striking and disturbing would rather

read it as

they have ever been (Austen, Persuasion
"seduction" instead of "rape". Others

Figure 6.9. Instances of read * as in the PGEL

To summarise, the verb read has multiple meanings in these students’ academic texts.
Moreover, it has its own phrasal structures when used to express different meanings,
namely, I (we) (have) read to express the act of reading, and we can / could read to
interpret the research finding or express the understanding of the original work. Further,
when the verb read is used to interpret, it is used in some other phrases as well, for
instance, read +it + a particular way, read + abstract noun, and read * as, to express the
writers understanding of the literature work.

6.3.4 Research interpretation verbs

The Research interpretation verbs are divided into two subcategories, Verbs of research
finding interpretations (RI) and Verbs of arguing (AG). As no differences were found in
RI category, the main discussion of this subsection focuses on the Verbs of arguing
category.

As mentioned in the previous chapters, AG verbs may be regarded as the indicators of the
writer’s stance when they collocate with the FPPs, which is an authorial presentation in the
academic texts. Undoubtedly, verbs of mental process (see Biber et al. 2002), for example,
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think or believe, belong to this category. This is because these verbs describe active mental
or emotional activity. They can differentiate writer from author, which in essence, suggests
that a writer is a discoursal constructor and an author is a view point owner (Ivanič 1998;
Tang & John 1999). When collocating with ‘I’ and ‘We’, AG verbs are of importance. It is
through this group of verbs that the writers’ own opinions are voiced, their evaluation of
certain matters made apparent and the writers’ stance becoming visible. Interestingly, in
this study, it is found that some activity verbs of verbal process in Biber’s (2002)
classification, e.g. SAY and learn, are also used for arguments in the student writers’ texts.
Here, I compare the 4 most frequent verbs from the two academic level texts, think, believe,
SAY, and learn.

The verb think and believe
There are 47 usages of think used with ‘I’ in UG texts and 29 usages with ‘I’ in PG texts.
When think collocates with ‘I’, it is often used to express the writer’s own viewpoint. On
the other hand, when it collocates with ‘We’, it means the activity of thinking, which
expresses little indication of understanding or judgement. These differences in the meaning
of the verbs when collocating between ‘I’ and ‘We’ will be accounted for in Chapter 8.
The verb believe is used 14 times in the UGBM and 16 times in PGBM. No difference in
the number of occurrences or in the meaning is observed between the two academic levels
of this discipline. In the undergraduate English Literature texts, 14 instances of I believe
were found. There is no instance of believe found collocating with either ‘I’ or ‘We’ in the
postgraduate English Literature subcorpus. The interpretation of the difference in
occurrences of I think and I believe between the two academic levels, is as follows.

One possible account for why there are more instances of I think and I believe in the
undergraduate subcorpora could possibly be due to postgraduate students becoming more
careful or self-restrained in their use of the most obvious personal pronouns to collocate
with AG verbs. The singular FPP ‘I’ is considered as a blatant intrusion in the text. This
high degree of visibility makes the writer stand at the front line and becomes subject to
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both challenge and criticism. Therefore, the collocations I think and I believe are much
more threatening than the expressions without the FPP, for example it is believed (that). In
order to avoid being visible, other forms of expressions that express the student writers’
opinions might be used, for example, it is …that, it is …to, as in the next two examples.

Example 6-13: A reaction is perceived proper may appear arrogant, even an
insult by another. It is essential to respect the different values of the other cultures.
(PGBM 0086)
Example 6-14: It is believed that the long-lasting love between them inspires
many of Galsworthy’s stories and that Ada is the prototype of Irene in The
Forsyte Saga. We can sense the author’s particular sympathy over Irene
throughout the trilogy. (PGEL 0073)

The examples 6-13 and 6-14 above illustrate the writers’ points of views by using the
inanimate it as the subject of sentences and disguises the writers’ presence. It is observed
that the postgraduates use these structures more frequently than the undergraduates. In the
whole corpus, 545 (PG) as opposed to 341 (UG) times of it is * that and 592 (PG) as
opposed to 437 (UG) times of it is …to were retrieved. However, it is noted that in these
occurrences, there may be some expressions like it is reported that, which has no
evaluative value or point of view involved. I did not look at these instances any further as I
focused on the academic level differences of the FPPs in this Chapter. However, I did
investigate these two structures when they were used for evaluation in Chapter 7, which is
the case study chapter. Further, the examination of the extent to which these two structures
are used for evaluative purposes in the EFL students’ academic texts might be a task to be
undertaken after this PhD study.
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When looking at the instances of believe, it is found that there are instances of other
expressions to replace ‘I’ and ‘We’. For instance, “[t]his thesis” in example 6-15 and
“[t]he author of this thesis” in example 6-16.
Example 6-15: This thesis believes that domestic network games should improve
its quality, creativity and development capabilities. (UGBM 03909)
Example 6-16: The author of this thesis believes that Orsino fails to demand the
two men’s respect (the Second Officer and Antonio) because of his impotence in
the sea war against Antonio. (PGEL 0003)

Another possible explanation is that, other than ‘I’ and ‘We’, the postgraduate students use
adverbs in their academic writing. For example, words such as importantly, obviously,
necessarily, and apparently all seem to express evaluation and offer viewpoints. These
adverbs are pervasive in the texts. Using Sketch Engine, I searched [tag="RB*"] [tag=",*"],
which searches sequences where an adverb is followed by a comma. This search was
conducted to find those adverbs that are put at the front of the sentences and used to frame
opinions or stances. Some examples are given below.
Example 6-17: My study is consistent with Aaker’s perspective that studying
consumption symbols such as commercial brand is a useful approach for
understanding how cultural beliefs and values are presented and institutionalized.
Also, the empirical research testifies previous research (Roth 1995) but
more importantly, makes some adjustments in accordance with China’s specific
cultural features. (PGBM 0059)
Example 6-18: Apparently, utterance (31) is an assertion but the illocutionary
force is that Darcy frequently breaks the conversation by making no answer and to
indicate that Darcy must have done something wrong to Wickham and has guilty
conscience for he tries to evade topic about Wickham by silence, so it is also an
indirect speech act. (PGEL 0001)
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Both of these two examples state explicitly the writers’ opinions. The first claims that
his/her study is important because it focuses on Chinese culture. Therefore, it is culture
specific. In example 6-18, the writer expresses his/her understanding that ‘utterance (31)’
is an indirect speech act by explaining the implication of the same.
Due to the fact that adverbs are widespread in the texts, it would be difficult to decide how
many instances are evaluative expressions. I shall end my discussion on this point at this
juncture for the time being. By illustrating the two alternative rhetorical strategies of I
think and I believe, the point I want to make is that the verbs think and believe are fewer in
postgraduate theses in comparison to the undergraduates’ and could possibly be so, due to
more advanced writers finding other ways to substitute these two expressions.

The verb SAY

The verb SAY is, primarily, an activity verb (Biber et al. 2002). It is probably impossible to
include it into the Verb of arguing group when it is considered out of context, and not in a
phrase or in an expanding context. However, I would argue that in most cases, it is used
for argument in this study. To be more specific, in the texts of both academic levels, SAY is
used almost always in the phrase I / we can / cannot / may / might / should say. The novice
writers use it to claim or refute a proposition. The modal verbs are used either to
strengthen the points of view, or as hedges to express less authoritative opinions of
disagreement. The examples are given in Figures 6.10 and 6.11. These are random
examples of say in the UG and PG subcorpora. As illustrated, they are almost uniformly
used in the same phrase and for the same function, i.e. to argue.
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replace fantasy with bodily desires. Or

we

may say she does not know what she is after

respect each other' character. Therefore,

we

can say that their marriage is founded

forgetting them, they have their own voices. If

we

say that Laura's glass menagerie is the

first step towards accepting some truth,

we

may say , it is a kind of self-awakening

predicting future disasters and pains. Therefore,

we

may say that the contribution of the fourth

event in the readers' minds are aroused.

We

cannot say who is correct in judging some

vent for her intellectual energy. At least

we

can say it is not purely for other people

Collins-Charlotte's dilemma is a real one. Also

we

can say in Pride and Prejudice, the dilemma

study the character division of Jane Eyre.

We

d rather say the split character of Charlotte

make people happy and enjoy their life.

We

cannot say this purpose is true or not.

Figure 6.10. The verb say that collocate with ‘We’ in UGEL
as well as social ideals and philosophy.

We

can say that to some degree it is the high

many percents of people have this feature.

we

can say much more safely that compared

is a matter of learning. In this sense,

we

can say from the instant of birth, a child

to its subsidiaries. Through these cases,

we

can say that product crisis is one of the

for to communicate with the public. And

we

should say that Johnson and Johnson's

pnoting media and advertisement, the least

we

can say is that U.S. cultural industry

as well as social ideals and philosophy.

We

can say that to some degree it is the high

or not. Considering the grade France has,

we

can say that the French culture does

Web ergonomics goes along with web design;

we

can say that the first one dissects the

the analysis of the participant answers.

We

could say that the focus group will have

Figure 6.11. The verb say that collocates with ‘We’ in PGBM

In reference to the function of SAY, the difference between the undergraduate and
postgraduate texts is not apparent. The main difference is the different choice of ‘I’ and
‘We’ by the students at different academic levels. The undergraduate students on 17
occasions use SAY with ‘I’. Conversely, in the postgraduate students’ theses, no occurrence
of this verb collocates with ‘I’ is found.

The verb learn

The verb learn has two discourse functions in the UG and PG students’ texts. They are to
interpret research and to argue. In the postgraduate texts and primarily in the postgraduate
English Literature texts, the verb learn functions to report the interpretation of the research
finding (RI), in which case, it presents itself in the phrase we (can) learn (that). Figure
6.12 lists all the 11 instances of learn used as RI verb in PG. This phrase is similar to verbs
like find, see, and know. This phrasal pattern is further discussed in Chapter 8.
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definitions: [Quote] From the above definition,

we

learn that 1) Culture determines one‘s

can make more efforts in these aspects. As

we

have learned in the case, when making promotion

‘the death car’ to Gatsby’s house and

we

learn later from Tom’s words that Wilson

story. In the chapter on narrative duration

we

learn that the story was set in 1922. And

thoroughly identified with their husbands that

we

never learn their first names while they

loyalty and love for one’s mate. In this case

we

learn that Santiago certainly doesn’t

mothering"(2). Even in psychoanalytic studies,

we

learn less about what mother-daughter relationship

Fathers who know their own daughters best.

We

could learn that Mr. Bennet, Elizabeth

wisdom. Her development to individuality,

we

could learn in the novel where Anne and

Bath because of the financial problems.

We

learn that Anne arrived in Bath finally

seem to have a real name. The first thing

we

learn about him is that he himself shortened

Figure 6.12. All the instances of learn used as RI verb in PG

To illustrate this point in longer sentences, in the examples 6-19 and 6-20, it is noted that
we (can) learn (that) serves the RI function as the two ‘[f]rom’ phrases are key indicators
that the research is being interpreted in the texts.

Example 6-19: From Austen’s works, we could learn that female happiness life is
merely a drop in the ocean and the most important is that we may know by a handful
the whole sack. (PGEL 0046)
Example 6-20: From the above definition, we learn that 1) Culture determines one’s
perception of the world and shapes one’s words and behaviors. 2) ‘Culture is learned’
not inherited.

(PGBM 0128)

Like the categorisation of the AG verb SAY, it is equally interesting to find that some
instances of the verb learn belong to the Verbs of arguing category. From the lexical
meaning of this verb, it may seem unlikely to put learn into AG group. However, the
concordances suggest otherwise when it is examined with ‘We’ and the modal verbs, as in
the phrase we must / can / should / need to learn from / about (that). The following is the
discussion of it collocating with ‘We’ across the two academic levels. There is no instance
of learn collocating with ‘I’ in the corpus.
As mentioned above, the verb learn is almost exclusively used in the phrase we must / can
/ should / need to learn from / about (that), 32 out of 37 instances at the UG level and 18
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out of 31 instances at the PG level. These phrases are mostly used to proffer advice in a
real world scenario (see Figure 6.13). There are 26 instances found in the undergraduate
Business and Management subcorpus. It might be argued that learn itself means ‘gaining
knowledge or acquiring skill’ However, in the case of novice writers’ texts, it is not the act
of learning that we must / can / should / need to learn from / about (that) is stressed, but
the writers’ intention of providing suggestions and recommendation for future practice. In
other words, lessons or experiences should be learnt from the failure or success of the
business. With the collocation of ‘We’ to express authoritativeness, modal verb to express
the modality, and the verb learn, the phrase we must / can / should / need to learn from /
about(that) attempts to establish the writer’s authorial status in these dissertations. This
intention is shown clearly in the following examples.

Example 6-21: From Motor’s great success, we can learn some valuable lessons
that can help a company improve the development of quality and corporate
culture. Motor’s tough goal setting should be concerned. Without a clear and
appropriate goal, a company cannot be successful. (UGBM 07204)
Example 6-22: Because of this many local drink companies are losing ground to
TOC in our own market turf. We know that this situation poses a grave threat to
our local industry, and we need to learn from this world beverage giant in order to
be stronger. (UGBM 05204)
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directions. This is another way of arguing that

we

must learn to think in circles. (Betina

especially in dealing with foreign cultures.

We

can learn lots of useful experiences from

how to handle these problems. This is what

we

can learn from the study of Coca Cola¡¯

analyzing China economic threats theory,

we

can learn from fundamental perspective

many of them going to bankrupt. From this

we

can learn that how dagerous it would be

should be subject to antitrust law. What

we

should do is to learn from the United States

China does not have its own luxury brand. If

we

can learn from this luxury giant and adopt

are the rivals in this severe competition.

We

can learn how they improve themselves from

the ample capital to make the M &A deals.

We

can learn from the following figure that

such as: Fresca, M r.Pibb, M ello Yelllo. So

we

can learn from that case. Brand extensions

of the leading FM CG companies from whom

we

could learn how to launch a successful

here in China. There are numerous things

we

could learn from its success such as the

typical of Chinese firms at that time. From it

we

can also learn the significance of work

grave threat to our local industry, and

we

need to learn from this world beverage

M cD is so popular in China? And what can

we

learn from its successful experience to

gap is wide, the Chinese will not give in.

We

can learn from the most advanced enterprises

order to eliminate miscommunication, first

we

must learn about our own culture, through

and cognition about other cultures; then

we

also need to learn about the basic theory

different cultures, and at the same time

we

can learn others' expectation to us. So

changes. From M otorola's great success,

we

can learn some valuable lessons that can

Figure 6.13. The verb learn that collocates with ‘We’ in UG

In the students’ academic writings, when the verb learn collocates with ‘We’, it is not used
to describe the act of learning, but more likely to argue for the importance or necessity of
gaining or acquiring disciplinary specific knowledge. The phrase we must / can / should /
need to learn from / about (that) emphasises the function of arguing instead of describing
the action itself.

6.4. Discussion and Conclusion
This chapter has discussed the differences of the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb
collocates between the undergraduate and postgraduate academic levels. In general, there
is statistically, a significant difference in the occurrences of the two FPPs between the UG
level’s and PG level’s corpora. The undergraduates use more FPPs than the postgraduates.
When taking into account the most frequently used verbs from the four verb categories, TO,
KC, RR, and RI, for example, DISCUSS, KNOW, FIND, SAY, and think, the research
shows that there is no significant proportional difference between the two academic levels.
However, the qualitative analyses do suggest that some of verbs differ in meaning and also
differ in discourse function. For example, read means the act of reading in most cases for
the UG writers, while it means the understanding of reading a certain piece of literary
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work in some instances for PG writers. Qualitative analysis also found that the
postgraduate students have a greater range of rhetorical choices at their disposal, while the
undergraduate students keep the basic meanings or uses of the verbs to collocate with ‘I’
and ‘We’.

The comparison of UG and PG students’ written work indicates the development of
writing skills from undergraduate to postgraduate. The findings of this chapter indicate that
the postgraduate students show greater conformity to a more academic style of writing.
Firstly, this is evident from the quantitative results, in that the postgraduates use fewer
FPPs and have a greater range of verbs to collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’ than the
undergraduates. Further, when the verbs were examined in cases where they did not
collocate with the FPPs, a wider range of expressions of the investigated discourse
functions are found in the texts of postgraduates. This suggests to a degree that the
postgraduate students are being more objective. It would seem that the postgraduate
writers tend to avoid using ‘I’ and ‘We’ in their academic texts to a greater degree than
undergraduates. It could be that the employment of ‘I’ and ‘We’ is regarded as informal
(Hyland and Jiang 2017). Therefore, they use a wider range alternatives to distance
themselves and to maintain a degree of objectivity For example, frequent use of the phrase
as mentioned. This is clearly evidenced when comparing undergraduate texts with
postgraduate texts. It is also found that the postgraduate writers use more instances of ‘We’
in comparison to ‘I’, for example, (as) we have (already) discussed / mentioned, which
might suggest that ‘We’ is considered as a self-presentation expression but with less
visibility than ‘I’ in their academic discourse. This point has been briefly discussed in 6.3.1
and will be revisited in Chapter 8.
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CHAPTER 7 A CONTRASTIVE CASE STUDY
7.1 Introduction

In the previous chapters, I discussed the categorisation of the verbs that collocate with the
two FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’ (chapter 4). I also explored the differences between the discourse
functions of the phrases ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb collocates across the two disciplines of
Business and Management and English Literature (Chapter 5). Thereafter, I went on to
investigate the differences of the phrases utilised by students from two distinct academic
levels, undergraduate and postgraduate (Chapter 6). In these chapters, the exploration and
discussion are primarily focused on the results of the corpus data set. In this chapter, a
different approach is taken. The aim is to examine the two FPPs qualitatively in two
individual papers. My intention in carrying this out is to look closely at the effect of the
myriad of factors that go on to shape and influence the writers’ personal viewpoints in
their writing. The investigation of the two postgraduate students’ academic writing is not
to put forward simplistic generalisations related to the use of the FPPs and academic style
of the writers’ presentation. It is more for the purposes of providing a complementary
insight into the stylistic consequences of using and/or not using ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the
students’ academic discourse.

The two sample dissertations were both written by postgraduate students of English
Literature. One text has been selected as containing a relatively high number of instances
of the two FPPs, with 46 instances altogether of ‘I’ and ‘We’. The other was selected
because it has few instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’. Only 2 instances of the plural FPP ‘We’ are
used to represent the writer. This contrastive study focuses on the four pragmatic functions
(text organising, knowledge community construing, research report and research
interpretation) discussed in the previous chapters, the writer’s visibility and the rhetorical
style they adopted in these two dissertations. This case study’s findings are that the two
writers’ rhetorical styles vary substantially even when they are both from the same
discipline and writing on a similar topic. One writer uses the FPPs as well as other
investigated evaluative expressions frequently to organise text, interpret research and
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express personal viewpoints. The visibility of the writer and the intention of writer-reader
interaction may be clearly seen from these rhetorical choices. The other writer construes a
persona that is objective and neutral by detaching himself/herself from the uses of the
FPPs. However, whether these FPPs in these two texts are effectively used is questionable.
A closer examination of the two paragraphs found that it is not only the quantity but also
the appropriateness of using ‘I’ and ‘We’ that are of importance to the students’ academic
texts.

This chapter is organised as follows. Section 2 provides an account of the methodology
and research questions of this contrastive case study. Section 3 discusses the discourse
functions fulfilled by the two FPPs in the two selected essays. Section 4 extends beyond
the FPPs and looks at some alternatives that obscure the writer’s agency but, at the same
time, performs the same textual function as ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the texts (e.g. passive voice). In
Section 5, I select two paragraphs, one from each essay, to look at the differences in
writing style. I focus specifically on how the writers express their viewpoints or
evaluations in their dissertations. Further detailed discussion of the findings is presented
in Section 6. In this section, I also discuss how the two paragraphs could be improved by
using (or not using) ‘I’ and ‘We’. Section 7 concludes this chapter.

7.2 Research questions and methodology

This chapter aims at examining the extent to which the two academic texts differ in their
academic style. One has many FPPs and the other, a few. When selecting the essays, my
aim was to identify texts that could form the basis for a good contrast in terms of the
number of times ‘I’ and ‘We’ were used. To avoid any topic bias, the two essays needed to
be on similar topics. As reported in Chapter 3, all the texts in the corpus have been
processed to ensure that all the instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the processed text refer to the
student writers themselves. The number of occurrences of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in each text was
counted and recorded in a separate excel document. To carry out this case study, the
dissertations were selected following a multi-step process. As the majority of the texts, 388
of all the 456 texts in the corpus (about 85%) contain up to 50 instances of ‘I’ and/or ‘We’,
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I set the threshold for ‘frequent’ use at no less than 20 instances of ‘We’ and no less than 5
instances of ‘I’ in a single text. I then set the threshold for ‘infrequent’ use at no more than
10 instances of ‘We’ and/or no more than 4 instances of ‘I’. I then shortlisted the
dissertations that met the criteria. Next, the topics of these dissertations were ascertained
by a brief reading the whole texts. Two texts on similar topics were picked out for this
comparative study. Essay 1 (E1) is on the analysis of realism and materialism in John
Galsworthy’s trilogy, The Forsyte Saga.Essay 2 (E2) analyses the criticism and ideology
of D. H. Lawrence’ book, Lady Chatterley’s Lover. These two essays were chosen as there
is a marked frequency difference of ‘I’ and ‘We’ between the two texts after the data was
processed (see chapter 3 for the data processing description for this study). E1 has 32
instances of ‘We’ and 14 instances of ‘I’. E2 includes only 2 instances of ‘We’, and no
instance of ‘I’. Both these essays discuss some aspects of ideology in a well-known novel
in English Literature. Furthermore, the two dissertations are approximately of the same
length (see Table 7.1).

Table 7.1. Quantitative information of E1 and E2
topic

length

types

Number of ‘We’

‘I’

sentences

E1

Realism and

14548

2468

591

32

14

14826

2812

644

2

------

Materialism of The
Forsyte Saga

E2

The Criticism and
Ideology of Lady
Chatterley’s Lover

To facilitate the comparison, this study starts with the investigation of how the two writers
use ‘I’ and ‘We’ to organise text (TO), construe knowledge community (KC), report
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research (RR) and interpret research (RI), the four discourse functions discussed in
Chapters 4, 5 and 6. The investigation then extends beyond the two FPPs and the verbs
collocating with them. I examine some other linguistic expressions that are used to achieve
the four pragmatic effects in these two essays. These include usage of the passive voice,
using evaluative structures it is … that / to, and additionally, the usage of evaluative
adjectives. In order to differentiate the writers of these two theses and the writers of the
novels that are discussed in the two theses, I use the word author to refer to the writers of
the novels only (i.e. Galsworthy and Lawrence). The word writer refers to the student
writers of E1 and E2. To avoid having to use ‘he/she’ to refer to the two writers all the time,
I arbitrarily refer to the writer of E1 as ‘he’ and the writer of E2 as ‘she’.

7.3 Discourse functions of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in E1 and E2
Most of this section analyses all instances of the two FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’ in E1. The two
occurrences identified in E2 are discussed at the end of this section.

7.3.1 Results

Among the 46 instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in E1, 6 are used for TO, 3 are used for KC, 8 for
RR and 29 are used for RI. Following the sub-classification proposed in the previous
chapters, the instances of RI are divided into research interpretation (RI) group and
argument (AG) groups (see Chapter 4 for more information of the categorisation of the
discourse functions). There are 13 instances used for RI and 16 instances used for AG in
E1 (see Figure7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4, and 7.5). It can be seen that the writer of E1 uses about 63%
of all the occurrences of the two FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’ to state his own understanding or
opinion in the text.
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mistake. The first is the characteristics that

I

put here do not necessarily apply to each

ways as time goes by. I did mean it when

I

said 'as time goes by', because the most

Victorian realism and Edwardian materialism, as

I

have stated above, they are connected in

property in them is only a question of degree.

I

have to quote Young Jolyon's word here

more infallible guide. In this chapter

I

will discuss how the materialistic tendency

more or less materialized. In this chapter,

I

have discussed the materialistic characterization

Figure 7.1. Instances of ‘I’ used for TO in E1

place in English literature then. However,

we

note at the turn of the century the gradual

change. In the long river of English fiction,

we

find numerous characters vivid and memorable

characterized by the following traits. First of all,

we

see noble characters like King Arthur gradually

Figure 7.2. Instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ used for KC in E1

particular writer. The other point is although

I

deliberately draw a borderline between

of critics in the past several decades,

I

find that much more can be discussed about

the characterization of The Forsyte Saga,

I

would like to conduct the research according

are abundantly noted in the whole trilogy,

I

would focus on one tendency in the respective

I

will focus on how it is applied in the

the realistic tradition in this trilogy.
characterization such reflection is most evident. If

we

look through John Galsworthy's life, we

conversation he does ask after Timothy but if

we

look through the context, we would know

I

compare Victorian realism with Edwardian

spiritualists who emphasize the human mind. Before

Figure 7.3. Instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ used for RR in E1

attitudes toward beauty, art and family origin,

we

may conclude that the standard by which

prototype of Irene in The Forsyte Saga.

We

can sense the author's particular sympathy

by some member of the family, from which

we

could imagine her stunning beauty. But

why he is gradually alienated from them.

We

could sense such disagreement from the

Old Jolyon is after all a Forsyte, too.

We

notice the inner war of two sides when

the several facets of Soames' qualities,

we

see all the better the sense of property

environment. Through their communication,

we

can not only get to know the development

foreshadows the tragedy of Irene and Bosinney.

We

can see Galsworthy's efforts in nourishing

material side. Through the above discussion,

we

know that nearly no character that is present

Timothy but if we look through the context,

we

would know he does so more likely out of

associates as man of great, [P44] and thus

we

can see the group of sculptures in the

we look through John Galsworthy's life

we

would find several aspects closely related

close connected in so many ways. Therefore

we

can find many similarities at a glace.

Figure 7.4. Instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ used for RI in E1
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Victorian realism with Edwardian materialism,

I

have to point out two things without which

Victorian realism in many ways as time goes by.

I

did mean it when I said 'as time goes by'

and realism. From this point of departure,

we

wouldn't go too far if we say a realistic

of departure, we wouldn't go too far if

we

say a realistic character might have some

conceptualization to complication. By conceptualization,

we

mean in early novels the author gives each

and blood, not merely of points of view.

We

could not deny Galsworthy follows traditional

to depict his characters, but nor could

we

ignore he does succeed in creating such

upon Professor Li Weiping's argument,

we

could safely say that John Galsworthy inherits

place in English literature then. However,

we

note at the turn of the century the gradual

instinct of the man of property. However

we

cannot ignore other facets in Soames'temperament

England and the better half, too. [P202]

We

cannot go too far if we say the Forsytes

half, too.[P202] We cannot go too far if

we

say the Forsytes are a representative of

complex. Soames is a perfect instance. When

we

affirm that he is a man of property, treating

and his wife, as a piece of his property,

we

cannot deny that he loves Irene, at least

the belief that 'the only ways by which

we

can come at any knowledge of what passes

or less influenced by social changes. So

we

could say Galsworthy is a realistic master

richer and more real images are achieved.

We

notice that the characters in The Forsyte

Figure 7.5. Instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ used for AG in E1

In E1, there are more instances of ‘We’ than ‘I’. The student writer of E1 uses ‘We’ to
realise the RI and AG functions in the text. This finding is in accord with the findings that
may be categorised as level differences in that the PG writers have a tendency to use ‘We’
instead of ‘I’ (see Chapter 6). Further, the most frequent verbs collocating with the two
FPPs and the frequently occurring phrasal structures that are found in the previous chapters
are also found in E1. For example, will discuss, have discussed, we can see, we know that.
This could possibly be considered as a representative text that includes the verbs that
co-occur frequently with ‘I’ and ‘We’ conforming to these phrasal frames in the students’
academic texts. This finding is further discussed in the next section.

7.3.2 Qualitative analysis
This section focuses on the textual function effects of the two FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’ in these
two academic texts. I examine the personal style of the writer of E1, aiming to reveal how
he realises the discourse functions of organising the text, interpreting research and
expressing personal views through the use of the two FPPs. The personal rhetorical
strategy of taking responsibility and claiming authority of E1’s argument by the
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employment of ‘I’ and ‘We’ is accounted for in this section. The discourse functions of the
only two instances of FPPs in E2 are also discussed here.

Most of the phrasal patterns and textual functional features of the instances found in
Chapter 5 and 6 are also found E1. Examples 7-1 to 7-5 are given to illustrate this point. In
the 6 instances of ‘I’ used for TO, 4 of them are used with the verbs, discuss, quote, and
state in the phrase (as) I will/have + verb (see Figure7.1 and Example 7-1). The
endophoric markers are also found in the discourse within close proximity.

Example 7-1: In this chapter, I have discussed the materialistic characterization in the
trilogy. John Galsworthy depends heavily on the description of appearance and
external environment in the characterization since he regards such description as an
indispensable part of character portrayal. (E1)

The purpose of using ‘We’ for the construal of an English Literature academic community
is evident in Example 7-2. The writer includes the readers into the English Literature field
when he revisits the history of English fiction by using ‘We’. Through a shared recognition
of the famous characters in the seminal works of English Literature, the reader and the
writer are united into one group, in which members share the same discipline specific
knowledge.

Example 7-2: In the long river of English fiction, we find numerous characters vivid
and memorable, such as King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, Robinson
Crusoe, Pamela, Jane Eyre, David Copperfield and so forth. (E1)

In Example 7-3, the writer reports a research gap between the previous studies and his own
study after reviewing what has been previously researched in this field. The FPP ‘I’ is used
to claim the originality ofhis study.
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Example 7-3: Although much of John Galsworthy’s reputation has been restored and
his works have come back to the view of critics in the past several decades, I find that
much more can be discussed about the characterization in his magnum opus The
Forsyte Saga, which is characterized by both traditional realistic and Edwardian
materialistic traits. (E1)

More than half of the instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in E1 are used for RI, including research
interpretation and argument (see Figure 7.4 and 7.5), as exemplified in examples 7-4 and
7-5. Both we can see and we could not deny in the two excerpts are used to express the
writer’s understanding and viewpoints of the literary work. The phrase we can see in
example 7-4 is used to interpret the finding after the contrastive analysis between the two
characters in that novel. The interpretation is based on the characters and the development
of the story. The writer of E1 processed and interpreted them. It shows both objectivity and
subjectivity. It is objective by virtue of the fact that the discussion is based on the evidence
of the actual words and the story lines in the novel. It is also concurrently subjective
because it is a combination of the evidence and the writer’s own understanding and
evaluation. On the other hand, the expression we could not deny and nor could we ignore
in example 7-5 express the writer’s own viewpoint on the writing style of Galsworthy.
These are the writer’s own judgement and evaluation concerning the writing style of the
author. In this sense, we could not deny and nor could we ignore are more subjective and
authoritative than the use of we can see in Example 7-4. Although both uses are the
writer’s own understanding and viewpoint, the use of ‘We’ suggests the writer’s awareness
of the readership and his attempt of seeking for solidarity on these personal views.

Example 7-4: Furthermore, the contrast foreshadows the tragedy of Irene and
Bosinney. We can see Galsworthy’s efforts in nourishing the background to set off the
images of Irene and Bosinney in the above analysis. (E1)
Example 7-5: We could not deny Galsworthy follows traditional and even clichéways
to depict his characters, but nor could we ignore he does succeed in creating such
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complicated and sophisticated characters as Soames, Old Jolyon, Young Jolyon, and
so on. (E1)

Only two instances of ‘We’ are found in E2. Both of them are used in the introduction part
of the dissertation. The first one is used for construing a knowledge community. In this
extract, we refers to “the public” which could be the whole readership, that is, whoever
reads and could be influenced by the novel. In this sample, the possessive determiner, our
and reflexive pronoun ourselves are also used. The repetitive usage of the personal
pronouns here is to stress the impact generated by the author in the original novel,
specifically the power it asserts over the readership, including the writer of this dissertation
herself and anyone else who reads it.
Instance 1 in E2: The unremitting efforts he exerted on the public to arouse our
awareness that we should live in harmony within ourselves, with others and with the
environment established his reputation as one of the most creative and influential
figures in the history of English Literature.

The second ‘We’ is used in the frequent phrase we can see, which serves the function of
interpreting the research (RI). The aim of using the inclusive ‘We’ is to seek alignment
with the readers when she declares the aim and the contribution of this research. The writer
proposes that her understanding of the main concepts of the novel are unique and with
limitations. In fact, if we look at the wider context, the sentence with ‘We’ does not only
provide the writer’s own viewpoints which works as a research interpretation expression,
but also conveys to the reader what is discussed and what the arguments are later on in the
essay. Therefore, it is an instance of both RI and TO. This multi-functional feature of the
phrases including the two FPPs is elaborated in detail in Chapter 8.
Instance 2 in E2: This research…is intended to provide an objective view about
Lawrence’s exploration of the dehumanization of human life, reflecting the process in
which Lawrence looks for a harmonious balance of body and mind. Macrocosmically,
such an analysis will not only provide a better understanding of the novel, but also
help to probe into the leading inclination of Lawrence’s thoughts. From the two
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solutions proposed by Lawrence in the novel, sex salvation and nature
purification, we can see both the uniqueness of the proposal and its inescapable
limitations.

It is interesting to note in this short text of instance 2 that the writer explicitly says that her
aim is to “provide an objective view”. Throughout the whole writing process, the pursuit of
a neutral tone and objectivity could be the main principle that guides the writer of E2 with
the apparent lack of use of the FPPs. Indeed, this attempt is seen clearly from the very few
uses of the FPPs and the other evaluative expressions in E2 discussed below.

7.4 The representation of the writers in E1 and E2
This part looks at how the two writers present themselves, their visibility and
authoritativeness in the theses, including the use of the FPPs and some other expressions
that are used to achieve the purpose of TO, RI and Ag in E1 and E2. The aim of looking at
other expressions other than ‘I’ and ‘We’ is to explore what the writers do when they do
not use these FPPs to present their evaluation and viewpoints in their theses.

7.4.1 The usage of ‘I’ and ‘We’
In the instances of the two FPPs identified in E1, 6 instances (14 instances of ‘I’ in the text
in total) are used for text organisation, and in all these 6 instances the writer uses the
singular FPP ‘I’. This is different from what was found when the FPPs were examined in a
larger dataset. In the previous chapters, it has been shown that the students frequently use
the plural FPP ‘We’ as in we will discuss and as we have discussed / mentioned to organise
the text. In E1, the choice of ‘I’ is largely used to express the writer’s own point of view
and to facilitate his argument by the purposeful organisation of the text, as shown in the
examples below.

173

Example 7-6: Before I compare Victorian realism with Edwardian materialism, I have
to point out two things without which the following analysis would bear a dangerous
mistake. The first is the characteristics that I put here do not necessarily apply to each
and every realistic or materialistic writer as they are only generalized description of
the trends without specific attention to a particular writer. The other point is although
I deliberately draw a borderline between the two terms for convenience of the
comparison, they cannot be separated clearly for the following two reasons. (E1)

Example 7-7: In spite of all the above similarities, Edwardian materialism varies from
Victorian realism in many ways as time goes by. I did mean it when I said “as time
goes by”, because the most significant cause that leads to the differences lies in the
changes of the times. The elapsing time brings about great changes in literature itself.
Continual literary movements and great writers on the Continent exert enormous
influence upon British literature so that materialists not only inherit the Victorian
tradition but also absorb styles and methods from these schools and literary masters.
For example, John Galsworthy reads lots of continental works and of course, is
influenced by such writers as Turgenev, Maupassant and Tolstoy. (E1)

These two excerpts are from the introductory section of the dissertation where the writer
sets out the theoretical background of his study on Realism and Materialism. In these
instances, ‘I’ is used to present the writer’s commitment and authoritativeness to this paper.
The four ‘I’s in example 7-6 serve to organise the text, express the author’s understanding
and present the unique design of his study material. The writer firstly indicates that the
methodology of the research is comparative by saying that “I compare”. He then tries to
clarify two things that may cause some degree of confusion by stating that “I have to point
out”, “the characteristics that I put here”. The use of these two ‘I’s presents the logical
approach that the writer wishes to express about this research in the introductory section.
He aims at being clear and specific at the beginning of the dissertation to avoid further
disagreement later. The writer also expresses his acknowledgement and his decision about
the fuzziness between the two notions by saying that “although I deliberately draw a
borderline”. Here, the adverb “deliberately” stresses the writer’s own way of presenting
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the knowledge and understanding of these two concepts. By using ‘I’, this writer presents
his authoritativeness on the organisation of the text and his own methodology and
understanding of the two notions in the field of literature (cf. Harwood 2007).

The same claim of authority applies to the two ‘I’s in example 7-7. The writer mentions
the change and the difference of “Edwardian materialism and Victorian realism” over
time. Then, he stresses the importance of the time by not only repeating it, but also by
using the expression “I did mean it” to emphasise his argument on this point. The TO
function of “I said” helps the AG function of “I did mean”, which presents the writer’s
claim to putting forward a strong and convincing argument on this point.

7.4.2 The alternatives to ‘I’ and ‘We’
This part explores passive voice, the evaluative structure it is…that/ to, and the evaluative
adjectives that are used to realise the discourse functions TO, RR and RI in E1 and E2. The
hypothesis is that the two dissertations should present about the same level of personal
evaluation. In this case, E1 uses 47 instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ to present himself and to
evaluate. Since there are only two instances of ‘We’ in E2, the writer might use other
expressions such as the passive voice, the evaluative structures of it is…that / to, and other
evaluative adjectives to present her viewpoints. If the writer of E2 does not use ‘I’ and
‘We’, she would then use these impersonal expressions to express her personal views. This
investigation also attempts to determine how writers present themselves and how they
mask their personal interventions when they make propositions in academic texts. In short,
I am looking for the possible alternatives of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the two texts to see how
opinions are expressed without the self-projection of the writers (cf. Charles 2004;
Harwood 2006; Flowerdew 2014).
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7.4.2.1 Passive voice

My motivation for undertaking an exploration of the passive voice is that some of these
instances of passive voice usage could possibly be the alternatives to the FPPs. For
example, “[a]s is stated”in Example 7-8 can be rewritten into [a]s I have stated, an active
voice with the FPP as its subject. Therefore, if there are more FPPs there will be fewer
passives in the texts. To do this, I searched [lemma="be"] [tag="VVN*"]. This search
returned all the instances of passive voice in the two sample dissertations, not restricting to
the verbs collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’ that I discussed in the previous chapters. After
conducting a manual check of the results, 82 instances of passive voice in each text were
observed. The subsequent examination of the concordances and the expanding contexts
resulted in 12 instances of E1 and 8 of E2 that could be considered as suitable alternatives
to the FPPs (see Figure 7.6 and 7.7). Even though the difference between the 12 instances
and 8 instances would not reveal a great deal about the writing style of E1 and E2, they
may still indicate that there is no proportional relationship between the passive voice and
the FPPs in the two dissertations. Consequently, a text with fewer instances of the two
FPPs does not necessarily include more instances of the passive voice, and vice versa.
not only is his first trilogy, but also
traits. In this thesis a detailed research
the following sequence. Chapter two will
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Figure 7.6. The passive voice instances that may be considered as the alternatives to the
FPPs in E1
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realms of Lady Chatterley s Lover, no essays
in some way a daring attempt. This thesis

are found
is composed

to have given a comprehensive study of
of two chapters, apart from the introduction
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to the reconstruction of the damaged society

Mellors, Wragby Hall versus Kiowa Ranch. It

is intended

to provide an objective view about Lawrence

of establishing a harmonious Utopia. As

is stated

in A Propos of Lady Chatterleyfs Lover,

of human beings. The following passages

are devoted

to the explanation of the cure by nature

against the money and the machine. This part

is intended

to analyze the reflection of Lawrence

Figure 7.7. The passive voice instances that may be considered as the alternatives to the
FPPs in E2

The identified passive voice sentences which could be considered as the alternatives of ‘I’
and ‘We’ are used for the two functions, TO and RR in the two texts. The examples are
listed below.
Passive voice is used for TO:
Example 7-8: As is stated in the introduction, the term ‘materialism’ derives from
Virginia Woolf’s criticism on the realistic writers at the beginning of the 20th century,
who focused on the outside without concern about the inner world of people. (E1)
Passive voice is used for RR:
Example 7-9: Among the explored realms of Lady Chatterley’s Lover, no essays are
found to have given a comprehensive study of Lawrence’s criticism of industrial
civilization and his idealism of a harmonious world in Lady Chatterley’s Lover, with
the exception of some dealing only part of his criticism or idealism. (E2)

7.4.2.2 Evaluative structure: it is … that / to

The structures it is … that / to can be used to propose evaluation or viewpoints without
attributing them to any specific source (Sinclair 1995, 1996; Hunston 2000; Charles 2006).
By doing this, writers could mask their responsibility for the propositions they offer in the
text. At this step, my aim was to identify structures like it is believed that … and it is
necessary to … type, to do this I searched it is to retrieve all the instances of this structure.
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I then manually identified the structures that are used for evaluation. This search extracted
21 instances in E1 and 14 instances in E2 (see Figure 7.8 and Figure 7.9).
from the inside in the The Forsyte Saga.
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Figure 7.8. it is … that and it is … to in E1
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Figure 7.9. it is … that and it is … to in E2
178

There are a few sentences (in grey shade in Fig. 7.8 and Fig 7.9) in E1 and E2 that could
be considered as alternatives to FPPs. This may be demonstrated by the rewriting of the
sentences with ‘I’ or ‘We’. For example, it is believed in E1 and E2 could be paraphrased
as I believe, and It is no doubt in E1 could be rephrased to I have no doubt that. However,
it is found that many of the retrieved concordances of it is …that are for creating cleft
sentences. Although the cleft sentences are not substitutes for the use of ‘I’ and ‘We’, they
indicate the writers’ judgements in the texts. It is also observed that the cleft sentences are
mainly used to discuss the characters in the story instead of the story itself, the author of
the novel, or other aspects of the book discussed in the essays. No instance of it is …to was
found in E2.

7.4.2.3 Adjective
Subjectivity and self-presentation can also be seen from the choice of adjectives in the
written discourse (Charles 2004). One hypothesis is that E1 and E2 also use adjectives to
express their evaluation in their dissertations. The aim of looking at the adjectives in E1
and E2 is to find out how the two writers express their viewpoints through the choice of
evaluative adjectives. When comparing the adjectives in the two texts, I followed Biber et
al.’s (2002: 508-509) classification, i.e. that adjectives may be divided into two categories.
Descriptors (e.g. little, deep, important, good) and Classifiers (e.g. modern, top, English,
human). Some of the adjectives in the Descriptors category are evaluative adjectives,
which denote “judgements, affect, emphasis” (ibid: 509). The adjectives, bad, beautiful,
and best are a few examples of this category.
To identify the evaluative adjectives, all the adjectives in E1 and E2 were extracted by
Sketch Engine (Kilgarriff 2004). It is reported that the automatic PoS tagger’s accuracy
reaches up to 98% on Sketch Engine (https://www.sketchengine.eu/pos-tags/). The
quantitative information of the extracted adjectives is listed in Table 7.2.
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Table 7.2. Quantitative information of adjectives in E1 and E2
Types

Hits

E1

421

1167

Normalised frequency of per
million words
71.03

E2

563

1559

95.17

Table 7.2 shows that that E1 comprises fewer types and instances of adjectives than E2.
This quantitative difference may indicate that E2 uses more evaluative adjectives to
express her opinions since she avoids the two FPPs in the thesis. However, this is not the
case when the frequency lists of the adjectives are examined. In fact, the writer of E1 uses
more instances of evaluative descriptors to express his point of view about the author of
the novel, the writing style and the topic of the dissertation. On the other hand, the writer
of E2 uses most of adjectives as classifiers to describe the characters, and other aspects of
the novel that she analyses. In other words, fewer personal propositions were found being
expressed by evaluative adjectives in E2.
This interpretation of the difference in using the evaluative adjectives may be seen from
the frequency of these words in the two texts respectively. After reading the concordances
in E1, the adjectives that are used most frequently with an evaluative function are (the
number of instances is given in brackets): complex (13), vivid (11), evident (9), important
(7), significant (7), profound (7) and good (4). In E2, the one adjective that express the
writer’s evaluation of the author and the novel is insignificant (2). The examination of the
adjectives used by in E1 and E2 is subject to discussion in relation to authorial
representation in the texts. I will therefore, not account for all the retrieved instances here.
Instead, I shall focus on the few adjectives mentioned above in E1 and E2.

The adjectives (italicised) in examples 7-10 to 7-12 are used for evaluating different
aspects of the novel the writer analyses in his dissertation. These instances express the
writer’s points of view on how the author of the novel depicts his characters (examples
7-10, 7-11), and how irony and humour are portrayed in The Forsyte Saga (example 7-12).
There are however, a number of other instances of evaluation language (in bold font) in the
following examples. This is addressed further at the end of this section and next section,
Section 7. 5.
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Example 7-10: First of all, the characters under Galsworthy’s pen are complex.
Soames is a perfect instance. When we affirm that he is a man of property, treating
everything, even his marriage and his wife, as a piece of his property, we cannot
deny that he loves Irene, at least in his own way. (E1)
Example 7-11: In addition, he frequently and excellently adopts in the portrait of
characters irony and humor as criticism, which is a tradition tool for realists.
Humorous irony makes the characters more vivid and helps to expose and criticize
the nature of the upper-middle class. (E1)
Example 7-12: Such tone is not only adopted by Victorian realists in their works
like Pride and Prejudice, The Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club, but
also evident in Edwardian materialistic works like John Galsworthy’s The Forsyte
Saga. Irony and humor are complimentary for Galsworthy to criticize the
upper-middle class. When he satirizes the sense of property of the Forsytes, his
humorous tone helps to even deepen the satire in a light manner. (E1)

As mentioned, in E2, it is hard to find evaluative adjectives that are used for the
evaluation of the source novel, the author or the writing style employed. There are only
two instances of the adjective insignificant. One is used to evaluate a specific plot of the
story, namely, the end of their sex life in example 7-13. This particular type of usage
contributes little authorial opinion due to the fact that it is an interpretation of the
content of the novel. The evaluation of this adjective can be seen from example 7-14, in
which the writer takes her stance that Lawrence is a great author despite some of the
minor flaws that became apparent whilst she analysed the previous discourse. This
judgement is personal and can be seen from the use of the word our in the previous
sentence. The possessive pronoun implies that the writer acknowledges the existence of
the readership and construes a small community by this word. Our refers to whomever
reading the novel. By using this word, it is possible that this group of people would have
drawn the same conclusion as the writer. The sentences in example 7-14 are the last two
of the whole dissertation. At the very end of the dissertation, this writer provides her
final opinion on D. H. Lawrence.
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Example 7-13: But the unexpected disaster, the paralysis of Clifford due to the
industrial war, breaks the balanced life of the newly-wed couple. Clifford is
shipped back to Wragby, more or less in pieces. This declares the end of their sex
life. At first, this poses as an insignificant matter to both of them as this organic
thing is somewhat unnecessary to them. (E2)
Example 7-14: In this respect, Mellors falls short of our expectation of a heroic
figure. However, despite these insignificant blemishes, Lawrence will remain
evergreen in the literary world and Lady Chatterley’s Lover is sure to add lustre
to his laureate. (E2)

The writer of E2 presents more objectivity with proofs that are collected for the novel
itself than the subjective evaluations in her dissertation. For example:

Example 7-15: Lawrence accuses the industrial machines of the air pollution.
The everwinding machines have done more than the deprivation of the music
and the sereneness around the house. They have killed the fresh and crisp air
together with the sweetness of blooming flowering permeated in it as well. (E2)

In examples 7-15, the writer follows the conventions of academic writing to avoid
subjectivity and visibility. She focuses on the interpretation of the novel and shows no
signs of personal intervention. The writer detaches herself from the essay and at the same
time, leaves no room for the readership to challenge or to argue. This rhetorical strategy is
in accord with the engagement discussed by Martin and White (2005) that a
pronouncement is realised by obscured or impersonalised subjectivity.

To summarise, the findings in relation to the use of the passive voice, the evaluative
structure it is…that / to, and the adjectives in E1 and E2 suggest that E1 is being more
personal than E2. Surprisingly, he does not only use more instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’, but
also more instances of the passive voice, the evaluative structure it is …that / to, and other
evaluative adjectives in comparison to E2. Therefore, the hypothesis proposed at the
beginning of this subsection that the writer of E2 may use these investigated items to
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express her personal opinion is not true. However, when the examples of E1 and E2 were
examined, it is striking that there are many instances of evaluation that do not correlate to
these three things mentioned above. It is observed that the evaluation is expressed more
subtly and implicitly by various means in the discourses of E1 and E2. For example, helps
to expose and criticise in Example 7-11 and deprivation and sereneness in Example 7-15
are apt illustrations. Indeed, the evaluation is always spread out and difficult to quantify
(Hunston, 2004) as demonstrated in the examples given. Therefore, in order to observe
how the writers express their viewpoints, one paragraph from each of the sample
dissertation is discussed in detail.

7.5 Two paragraphs of E1 and E2
The sample paragraphs are selected from the discursive sections extrapolated from the
works of E1 and E2 respectively. These two paragraphs are chosen because both discuss
how a particular character, Soames in The Forsyte Saga (E1) and Clifford in Lady
Chatterley’s Lover (E2) are described to achieve the author’s critical purpose in the two
novels respectively. In addition, while choosing the sample paragraphs, I chose a
paragraph that contains several examples of the FPP ‘We’ in E1. This allows me to
compare the different argumentative strategies and elaborate on the use of this FPP in the
whole paragraph rather than just looking at some excerpts.
⚫

[Sample paragraph of E1] First of all, the characters under Galsworthy’s pen are
complex. Soames is a perfect instance. When we affirm that he is a man of property,
treating everything, even his marriage and his wife, as a piece of his property, we
cannot deny that he loves Irene, at least in his own way. His motives for building a
country house are complicated. Firstly, it is a good time to build a house in the
countryside for the old house ‘would do well enough for another year’ [P62], for the
prices of building materials has decreased to the bottom during the deflation, and for
the land he chooses is certain to go up. And then, nothing is better than a country
house to isolate Irene from her society, especially from June, who he fears would have
dangerous impact upon her. Furthermore, the idea that a house surrounded by
beautiful landscape would please Irene as she likes art very much later comes to
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Soames and gradually becomes the major reason he builds it in his mind. His decision
to employ Bosinney is also made after thorough consideration. The desire to save
money and to build an artistic house wins over his dislike against Bosinney, who is
anything but a Forsyte, but ‘would be easy to deal with in money matters’ [P62] and is
clever enough to build an elegant house. His complicated motives from time to time
drive him into dilemma for the nature of a man of the property warns him to stop
cooperation with Bosinney to protect his money, but at the same time, encourages him
to go on for the sake of some other types of his property, like his wife and his
investment. Furthermore, they bring him the final frustration that Irene hates him after
all no matter how much money he spends on the house, which he then thinks is built
totally for her. In noticing the several facets of Soames’ qualities, we see all the better
the sense of property in him. The problem of his fruitless efforts to win Irene’s love in
fact lies in the tragic and tremendous differences in the opinions on love between the
man of property and the embodiment of beauty and art. The seemingly complicated
motives all depart from a same point - guarding and increasing his property. His
nature becomes real and distinguishable in his mental struggle and dilemma.
⚫

[Sample paragraph of E2] Lawrence centres on the physical deformation and mental
distortion of Clifford to elaborate his criticism of the mechanized society on the
individual. Clifford Chatterley represents the majority of victims that are poisoned by
the irrevocable industrial revolution, whose transformation from a “timid” (7) but
“sensitive” (9) young lad to a manly-abased and “inhuman” (317) businessman adds
ridiculousness to the ridiculous society. Lawrence focuses on his physical deformation
and mental voidness to reveal the cruel and lasting effect of the industrialized war. He
digs deep into Clifford’s complete degradation to a mechanized man with emotional
paralysis to expose the fatal influence and destructive nature of the industrial
civilization. Lawrence

follows two threads

in

the revelation

of wicked

industrialization: the physical paralysis and mental hollowness of Clifford caused by
the industrial war and the development of his mentality into extremes and his
complete distortion of human nature after his direct exposure to the industrial society.
From the above respects, Lawrence, in a convincing manner, accuses the lunatic
society of pushing Clifford into extremes, leaving him deformed and distorted both
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physically and spiritually.
To discuss the differences in writing style, I focus on the authoritativeness and visibility in
these two sample paragraphs. When claiming authority and originality, the discussion of
the writers’ evaluation and their visibility helps us to evaluate whether or not
self-representation is appropriate in the discourse. To achieve this, I start with the
interpretation of what the writers’ personal viewpoints are and how visible the writers are
in the two paragraphs.
In E1, by using Soames as an example, the writer aims at persuading the readers that
Galsworthy is good at creating complex characters. The purpose of this paragraph is seen
from the topic sentences of this paragraph: “[f]irst of all, the characters under
Galsworthy’s pen are complex. Soames is a perfect instance”. However, having read the
rest of paragraph, it seems that the writer of E1 fails to argue for this viewpoint. After
proposing this evaluation of Galsworthy, he turns to the analysis of the complex character
of Soames by illustrating and describing the plot of the novel. While doing so, the writer
deviates from the evaluation of Galsworthy’s role in creating this character. Even though
this paragraph describes and analyses Soames logically and convincingly, we as readers,
ought to know in this paragraph of E1’s that Galsworthy is being portrayed as a good
author and that he creates Soames, a man of complexity. Regrettably, this is missing from
this particular paragraph. The writer is successful at telling us that Soames is a complex
character in that story but he does not succeed in convincing us that “Galsworthy’s pen” is
the tool of creating such a character. Although the writer of E1 may suggest this viewpoint,
it is not quite apparent to the reader.
Of all the interpretation of the story line and the evaluation of the character of Soames in
this paragraph, the other important sentence is “[t]he seemingly complicated motives all
depart from a same point – guarding and increasing his property”. This sentence is the key
observation drawn by the writer on the character of Soames. It is the writer’s personal
evaluation after all the details of Soames’ motives and decisions have been analysed earlier
in this paragraph. At the same time, this sentence works in conjunction with the topic
sentence by supporting the writer’s evaluation that Galsworthy is a skillful author when it
185

comes to depicting complex characters. This sentence would have been an apt one for
the writer of E1 to present his critical thinking. However, to some extent, the writer loses
this opportunity to put forward his personal judgement at this point. I will return to this
later and explore how he could have presented his viewpoint. I shall now turn my attention
to the three most visible instances of ‘We’ in this sample paragraph.
In E1, the three instances of ‘We’, “we affirm that…”, “we cannot deny…” and “we see all
the better…” make the writer’s representation most visible in the text. It is clear that these
three inclusive ‘We’ are used to express the writer’s viewpoints as well as to build
solidarity with the readership. However, considering the writer’s argument in this
paragraph, i.e. Galsworthy is a good author of complex characters, the use of ‘We’ seems
to be irrelevant. They do not serve their purpose effectively as it should be Galsworthy
who should be evaluated here, and not Soames. Therefore, instead of focusing on the
analysis of Soames, the readership should be informed that Galsworthy is a skilful author
because he is able to create complex characters such as Soames. The writer of E1 should
be using the FPPs more strategically so as to devote but a cursory mention of the
background information relating to the description of Soames and focus more on a critical
analysis of the writing style of Galsworthy.
The sample paragraph of E2 is to “reflect Lawrence’s criticism of the industrial society
form the aspect of its destructive power on the human being, Clifford” (cited in other parts
of E2). In comparison with E1, the writer of E2 is more successful at expressing her point
of view in this paragraph, which is to present Lawrence’s writing style and his critique on
industrialisation. In this paragraph, like the writer of E1, the writer of E2 also uses the
character of Clifford from Lawrence’s novel as an example to illustrate her viewpoint.
However, she tells the readers about Clifford only in relation to how good Lawrence is at
presenting this character. No FPP is found in this paragraph. The writer disguises herself
behind the statements, in which her points of view are expressed as matters of fact. In fact,
in this paragraph and throughout the whole thesis of E2, the writer chooses to write from a
third person’s point of view. By doing so, this writer seems to have omniscience in relation
to the literature that she is analysing. She is an observer who looks at the design, intention
and the technique of the author in the novel. She also mentions the story and the characters,
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but only in a cursory fashion. In 4 sentences of this 6-sentenced paragraph, the writer uses
the author of the novel “Lawrence” as the subject. One subject is a third person pronoun,
“he”, which refers to Lawrence as well. Essentially, all these sentences are the writer’s
evaluation of and personal opinion on Lawrence and Lawrence’s writing style. Therefore,
although no obvious personal intrusion can be identified in this paragraph, the writer of E2
expresses her evaluation of Lawrence throughout this paragraph. The verbs, adjectives and
noun phrases in this paragraph all express her viewpoints on Lawrence. Her views are
shaped to some extent, by Lawrence’s critical assessment of the highly industrialised
society of that era but voiced vicariously through Clifford in the novel. Her personal
understanding includes her evaluation of Lawrence’s writing style, her interpretation of the
industrialisation under Lawrence’s pen, and her viewpoints on the transformation of
Clifford that Lawrence portrays in the novel.
When discussing Lawrence’s writing style, the writer of E2 uses the following verb
phrases.
⚫

Lawrence centers on…to elaborate…

⚫

Lawrence focuses on …to reveal…

⚫

He digs deep into…to expose…

⚫

Lawrence follows…in revelation of…

⚫

Lawrence…accuses…

The verbs, for instance, centers on, elaborate, reveal were not articulated by Lawrence. It
is the writer of E2 who evaluates how Lawrence depicts Clifford, i.e. what Lawrence
focuses on and what he aims to expose. Another feature of this evaluation is the use of the
phrases to elaborate, to reveal, to expose, and in revelation of in these sentences. At each
juncture, the E2 writer tells us what Lawrence does and why. These help to enhance the
evaluative process of Lawrence’s writing style; and by stating explicitly what Lawrence
does in order to achieve a certain goal. The E2 writer goes about the task of rendering her
own evaluation of Lawrence.
The writer of E2 uses words such as irrevocable, cruel, fatal, destructive, wicked, and
lunatic to describe industrialisation. The bad effects of industrialisation are clearly seen
from these adjectives. These are not the same adjectives that Lawrence uses in the novel,
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but rather, they are the writer’s understanding on how the industrial society is depicted by
Lawrence in the novel, Lady Chatterley’s Lover. The writer’s viewpoints are also seen
from the noun phrases that she uses to describe Clifford’s physical and mental status
influenced by the industrial revolution. Some of these words are, physical deformation and
mental distortion, metal voidness, and physical paralysis and mental hollowness. All these
expressions indicate the negative influence of industrialisation that the writer has gleaned
from Lawrence’s description of the changes manifested in Lawrence’s depiction of the
character of Clifford.
All the interpretations and personal views in this paragraph are presented as facts. It would
seem that the writer of E2 was simply reporting what Lawrence says. It is a possibility that
this form of writing style is probably how most students of English Literature present their
academic discourse. I would however argue that due to these personal viewpoints being
put across in the form of ordinary reporting speech, we, the readers, tend not to notice
those important points where the writer is presenting her own keen observation or
evaluation of the text. As a result, the fact that it is the writers’ interpretation is hidden.
Consequently, the writer forgoes her opportunity to present her own understanding, and
consequently, the readers are not likely to credit the writer as an originator (Tang and John
1999).
In general, in this sample paragraph, the writer of E2 presents an interpretation of
Lawrence but does not show overt or explicit personal involvement in the presentation.
There is no apparent self-representation of the writer herself nor interaction between the
writer of the thesis and the readership until the last sentence, “[f]rom the above aspect,
Lawrence, in a convincing manner, accuses the lunatic society of pushing Clifford into
extremes, leaving him deformed and distorted both physically and spiritually”. Judging
from the expression, from the above aspects, which means considering everything I have
just said, this last sentence would appear to be the writer expressing her opinion of what
she has read. However, as the concluding remarks of this paragraph are without obvious
personal ownership, the writer’s point of view is to some extent, less than visible.
Considering what has been said before this sentence and the argumentation in this
paragraph, it would be better if that conclusion is claimed as belonging to the writer herself.
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Particularly, “in a convincing manner” needs to be marked as a personal view and possibly
even the rest of the sentence. In other words, E2 could have very usefully utilised personal
voice in the last sentence of this paragraph to signal to the readership that it is her own
point of view.
I have discussed so far how the two paragraphs of E1 and E2 differ in writing style,
particularly in the aspects of how the writers express their own opinions and project their
visibility in the text. In the next section, I will discuss the two sample essays from my
personal perspective both as a reader and as an EFL teacher, and propose a few alternatives
from the two discussed paragraphs in order to improve the writers’ authoritativeness and to
enhance the level of interaction between the writer and the readership.

7.6 Discussion
The use of the two FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’ in E1 and the writing style which consisted of only a
few self-representation expressions in E2 may be seen as the difference between the first
person’s and the third person’s point of view. In E1, when the FPPs are used, the writer
takes the first person’s view in his thesis. By using ‘We’, he presents to the readers his
interpretation, understanding and evaluation. The use of the FPPs increases the interaction
between the writer and readers, establishes a bond between the two parties as readers of
the same literature work. If the readers of the dissertation agree with the E1 writer’s point
of view, it would probably resonate with the writer. However, there is another side to the
coin. If the readers do not agree, disagreement is easily invited as a direct result of using
the FPPs. Consequently, the writer puts himself in the firing line and exposes himself to
criticism if he was deemed to be too subjective or arbitrary.

It is obvious that the writer of E1 presents himself overtly by using ‘I’ and ‘We’ in his
dissertation. Regardless of whether these FPPs are used intentionally or without the
awareness of the pragmatic functions of the FPPs, he exposes himself to judgement and
criticism from the readership. As a reader, it does seem to me that the FPPs are overused in
this essay. Some of them are unnecessary and can be replaced by neutral or objective
expressions. There are also places where the writer could have presented himself
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strategically but missed his chance of doing so in his text. Comparatively, E2 appears more
objective and her writing style is closer to current academic discourse conventions. In E2,
the writer reports the different aspects of the novel, the characters, the plot and the story
line as well as concurrently analysing them. The evaluation and personal views are
expressed as statements of fact. This writing style leaves an impression of objectivity
because of the detachment of the writer from the text. The only drawback of this text is
that this paper fails to communicate with the readership and the writer forgoes the
opportunity of interacting with the readers as well as claiming credit and authoritativeness
in the essay whilst attempting to be detached in her writing
It is impossible to discuss every instance where the writers should avoid self-projection
(particularly in the case of E1). It would however be preferable to present themselves in
their theses. Based on the discussion above, I shall use the two sample paragraphs again to
illustrate my point of when, where and how the FPPs may be strategically used in
academic discourse. What is important to note here is that both dissertations are submitted
for Postgraduate Masters degrees. This would strongly suggest that both writers meet the
requisite qualification standards. My rewrite here only serves the purpose of furthering the
discussion on self- representation by the usage of FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’. A secondary purpose
would be a brief analysis of the personal writing style of the students’ academic discourse.
Additionally, there may be other aspects of the two paragraphs, such as text organisation or
research interpretation that could be improved, but that would be beyond the scope of my
current research.
To improve the two paragraphs, an enhanced level of interaction with the readership is of
critical importance. As mentioned, the writer of E1 needs to avoid random use of the FPPs
and be more strategic when presenting himself. Conversely, the writer of E2 needs to make
her viewpoint more visible and explicit. The goal of the following suggestions is to present
the writer’s own arguments explicitly and find a way to invite participation from the
readers to engage with the text actively.
In E1, I found that the usage of ‘We’ in the first 2 instances was redundant and that at least
one of them could be removed (see example 7-16). It is also unclear why being a “man of
property” that “he loves Irene”. It would seem to suggest some degree of complexity to the
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character described. It is my understanding that the purpose of this sentence is to express
the writer’s view of the complexity of Soames’ character and also to align oneself with the
readers to arrive at the same understanding that Soames is well to do and that he loves
Irene. With Galsworthy’s description and from the interpretation of the writer, Soames’s
desire for fortune and his longing for love from Irene makes him a complex character
because he is money- minded but at the same time willing to spend a fortune on the
women he loves. In the revised version, I would retain the first ‘We’ and replace the verb
affirm with know. As discussed in chapters 4, 5, and 6, the phrase we know that could
construe a small knowledge community. It aligns the readers as well as expresses the
writer’s own interpretation. I would also include additional information (underlined and in
square brackets), which I feel necessary in order to stress the writer’s evaluation of this
character’s complexity.
Example 7-16: When we affirm that he is a man of property, treating everything, even
his marriage and his wife, as a piece of his property, we cannot deny that he loves
Irene, at least in his own way.
A revision of this sentence is:
[From the novel, we know that] When we affirm that he is a man of property, treating
everything, even his marriage and his wife, as a piece of his property. [However], it is
also clear that we cannot deny that he loves Irene, [evidenced by the fact that he is
willing to spend a fortune on her,] at least in his own way.
The third ‘We’, which is “we see all the better” at the end of the paragraph of E1sounds
informal and awkward to me. I use the it is not difficult to structure to express the writer’s
point that the conclusion (“see the sense of property in Soames”) is easy to infer based on
the detailed analyses in the text. This version could also shield the writer from the potential
challenge of being too visible and subjective by using the FPP ‘We’.
In noticing the several facets of Soames’ qualities, [it is not difficult to see] we see all
the better the sense of property in him.
As for the last sentence, I am of the opinion that it would be better if the writer of E1
makes himself more visible and uses ‘We’ strategically. It could therefore be rewritten as,
[From what has been discussed above, we see a complex character, Soames, whom
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Galsworthy successfully portrayed. At the same time, the author of the novel
highlights to us that] [Soames’s] seemingly complicated motives all depart form a
same point – guarding and increasing his property.
In editing this sentence, the sentences I would add preceding the original sentence would
serve to generalise the whole paragraph. At the same time, I would also make the point of
this paragraph clearer to show that it is Galsworthy who creates the complex
characteristics of Soames. I would use we see in this revised version because the FPP, we,
presents the writer’s personal understanding and it would be preferable if it is presented as
his own. The use of we and us here also helps to build solidarity with the readership.
Supported by the discussions of what Soames did in this paragraph, it is not difficult for
the readers to draw the same conclusion as the writer. Therefore, the use of the personal
pronouns would not be threatening in this sense.
The reading of E2 gives me the impression that it would be easier to improve E1 than E2
because the writer of E2 disguises herself throughout the essay. Her interpretation
dominates the text, but at the same time, there is little or any ownership attached to her
interpretation. The reporting statements make her personal views hidden and difficult to
locate with pin-point precision. I may leave it as it is because this thesis follows the
academic conventions and there is nothing intrinsically wrong with it. In another sense, I
feel it would have been better if this writer had presented herself in a manner that could
have made her originality stand out. This could enable her to be acknowledged by her
readers and credited for her work. This is of importance to a certain extent as one of the
objectives of academic discourse is not only to share ideas but also to persuade and pursue
authoritativeness in the disciplinary community (Ivanić 1998; Hyland 2002; Tang and John
1999). In the sample paragraph of E2, the last sentence is most possibly the viewpoint of
the writer. One possible revision could be:
From the above respects, [Lawrence’s description of Clifford’s situation, I would
argue, amounts to an accusation of the society that has pushed him to extremes]
Lawrence, in a convincing manner, accuses the lunatic society of pushing Clifford
into extremes, leaving him deformed and distorted both physically and spiritually.
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The reason why I believe this version is an improvement is because this revised sentence
presents the writer’s authorial understanding of Lawrence’s writing style and his criticism
on industrialism explicitly. It is acknowledged that this rewrite might be radical. However,
it can clearly present the writer’s personal evaluation of Lawrence and his critique on
industrialisation. By adding the phrase, I would argue, the writer claims her authorial
status, and encourages the readers to explicitly see what her viewpoint is and perhaps to
also subscribe to the same.

7.7 Conclusion
I have compared ‘I’ and ‘We’ and other self-representation expressions of two individual
postgraduate theses in this chapter. It is acknowledged that the selection of the two texts,
the examples and the two paragraphs under discussion in this chapter solely relies on my
own intuition. As a reader, my evaluation and reading experience of the two essays are
personal as well. However, the difference in the writing style of the two essays is clear in
the manner the two writers choose to express their personal views and put forward
propositions. The divergences are observed from every aspect discussed in this chapter, the
use of the two FPPs, the evaluative structure it is …that / to, the evaluative adjectives and
the two sample paragraphs. All these discussions are about how the writer’s proposition is
conveyed and how persuasively an argument could come across to the readers. To the
readership, both the content and the writng style matters. In argumentative writings like
that of E1 and E2 and given that they are dissertations in English Literature which is
conventionally compartmentalised as a soft-pure discipline, it would be interesting to
know what the writer thinks about the questions or the extent to which the writer agrees or
disagrees with the points of view he/she discusses. Therefore, the writer of an academic
discourse needs clear awareness of the make-up of the potential readership, knowledge of
where and how to direct the readers as well as predicting what the readers would expect in
their disciplinary discourse. It is also important for the student writers to be aware that
there is always a choice between the use of personal pronouns and other evaluative
expressions in their academic writing. The reality is that the question of self-representation
is more complicated than a simple yes or no exercise concerning the use of ‘I’ and ‘We’.
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What matters are the discourse functions of these two FPPs in academic discourse and the
degree to which a writer chooses to expose him/herself to the audience.
To recapitulate, the differences identified in these two individual essays suggest that the
individuality and diversity of writing styles are common even among students of the same
discipline. The necessity of writer-reader interactivity and the importance of balancing
visibility, authority and objectivity in academic texts were also discussed. The analysis of
the two paragraphs in E1 and E2 illustrates the point that both random use and reluctance
to advocate self-presentation is of little help to facilitate interaction with the readership or
to claim authority in academic discourse. The detailed discussion of the two paragraphs
raises for the first time the question of the appropriateness of the use of the FPPs. This is a
reminder that the quantitative approach in the rest of the thesis can only furnish partial
information and that there is also a need for a qualitative study to be conducted. This point
is further discussed in Chapter 8.
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CHAPTER 8 DISCUSSION
8.1 Introduction

I undertook this piece of research with the following hypotheses. Firstly, that there would
be a greater number of FPPs in English Literature texts in comparison to texts from the
discipline of Business and Management. Secondly, that there would be a greater usage of
the FPP ‘I’ than of the FPP ‘We’ in English Literature than in Business and Management.
Thirdly, I held the view that the texts of postgraduates would be more conformed to
academic conventions than those written by undergraduates and that accordingly, there
would be lesser use of the FPPs by postgraduate students in comparison to undergraduate
students.

However, the results indicate that these hypotheses were only partially correct. Firstly, the
results of my research show that both the Business and Management and English
Literature students use approximately the same number of the two FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’ in
their texts.

Secondly, the usage of the FPP ‘We’ was greater than the usage of the FPP ‘I’

in English Literature in comparison to Business and Management. Thirdly, in comparison
with the undergraduates, the postgraduate writers utilise a greater number of conventional
expressions of the FPPs in their academic discourse. I would propose that this increased
usage as an enhanced conformity to academic conventions and hence view this as an
improvement. Whilst such improvement may be seen from the change in the quantity of
the FPPs used and the range of the discourse functions of the investigated phrases, it was
noted that the postgraduates tended to replace ‘I’ with ‘We’ in their texts, which is
considered as an inappropriate use of the FPPs in this study. Generally, this study on the
FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’ and the verbs that collocate with them in Chinese EFL learners’
dissertations has presented the following results:
1)

Four general discourse functions of the phrases of ‘I’ and ‘We’ and the verbs
are identified. They are used to organise discourse (TO), construe knowledge
community (KC), report research (including report study or internship (RS)
and recount research procedure (RR), and interpret research (including
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interpret research result (RI), and argue for or against viewpoints (AG)).
2)

This study identifies some frequently occurring phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their
verb collocates that are associated with discourse functions.

3)

There are more similarities than differences in relation to the phrases and the
discourse functions of ‘I’ and ‘We’ between the two disciplines, Business and
Management and English Literature.

4)

In comparison with the undergraduates, the postgraduate writers tend to be
less personal in their academic writing. They use more impersonal expressions
and utilise more retrospective textual organisation expressions to organise and
develop their dissertations.

5)

The case study demonstrates individual differences between academic texts. It
explores the effects of the difference of the quantitative results of using the
FPPs in this research. It argues that appropriateness as well as quantity of
pronoun use needs to be taking into account.

These results are discussed in the following sections in detail. The rest of this chapter is
organised as follows. Section 2 is the discussion of the discourse functions proposed and
identified in this study. In this section, I also discuss the writer identity of these EFL
students made manifest in their academic discourse. A correlation between discourse
functions and writer identity is proposed. Section 3 discusses the phrases of ‘I’ and ‘We’
and the verbs that collocate with them. Section 4 focuses on the disciplinary and academic
level differences that are observed in this study. Section 5 discusses the choice between
personal pronouns and impersonal expressions; between the singular FPP, ‘I’ and the
plural FPP, ‘We’. It also discusses the inclusive and exclusive ‘We’. A set of principles
that may influence the student’s choice of the FPPs is proposed in this section. Section 6
discusses the insight drawn from the case study, especially on individuality and qualitative
impact of using ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the students’ academic discourse. This section also
highlights the complementary nature of a quantitative study and a qualitative study.
Section 8 is the conclusion of this chapter.
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8. 2 Discourse functions of the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb collocates

In this section, I shall discuss the four categories of the discourse functions that have been
identified in the students’ academic writings across the whole corpus. I shall also relate
these discourse functions to writer identity. Three writer identities are proposed and
discussed in accordance with the discourse functions proposed in this research.

8.2.1 The Discourse functions of the phrases

As discussed in chapters 4, 5 and 6, the phrases including the FPPs and their verb
collocates are used to organise the texts (e.g. as we have mentioned), construe knowledge
community (e.g. as we all know), epistemic knowledge report (e.g. I worked), recount
research procedure (e.g. I collected), interpret research results (e.g. we can see that), or
argue for / against viewpoints (e.g. I argue).

The distribution of the four discourse functions across the whole corpus is as follows.
About 32% of the instances are used for RI, 30% for RR, 18% for AG, and 11% for TO
and 9% for KC. The function of EP accounts for a very small proportion of all the
functions identified. This difference in frequency may be accounted for by drawing on the
concepts related to face-threateningness and assertiveness (cf. Hyland 2002; Tang and
John 1999). It is found that the functions that are less face-threatening, i.e. TO, RR, and
KC, account for half of all the usages of ‘I’ and ‘We’. The more personal RI and the most
authorial function of AG accounts for the other half of all the instances. This means that
about half of the total instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ are used for expressing the writers’
evaluation and viewpoints. However, the different degree of authoritativeness should be
noted here. In these essays, RI accounts for 32% and AG function accounts for 18% of all
the identified discourse functions. Between these two functions, RI is less face threatening
than AG. As mentioned in the previous chapters, when the phrases are used to interpret
research, the interpretation is usually based on the quantitative or experimental results
presented in the students’ texts. These ‘hard facts’ lower the probability of being
challenged by readers. With regard to RI phrases, the modal verbs of possibility can and
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could lower the authoritative tone of the authorial presence in the theses. Therefore, even
though the students use 50% of the investigated instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ to express their
viewpoints, they tend to use moderate expressions, for instance, we can see and I think,
personally. The findings of this study is in line with Tang & John (1998), Hyland (2002)
and Charles (2005) that student writers use the personal pronouns to perform less
important rhetorical purposes in their academic writings. In this study, the student writers
choose the FPPs to represent themselves where there is little likelihood of being
questioned or criticised. This is further discussed in the Principle of using ‘I’ and ‘We’ in
Section 5.

The study also found that different phrases of ‘I’ and ‘We’ serve different discourse
functions in the texts. The functions of EP and RR are frequently realised by the phrases
including the singular FPP ‘I’ and the verb collocates. The functions of TO, KC and RI are
frequently seen from the phrases including the plural FPP ‘We’. The AG function is
observed from the phrases of both ‘I’ and ‘We’. However, except for the function of EP,
which is almost exclusively served by ‘I’, the plural FPP ‘We’ may be found in all the rest
of the functions identified in this study.

8.2.2 The discourse functions and writer identity
The work of this thesis inevitably raises the question of writer identity. As discussed in
Chapter 2, there is considerable research on writer identity, some of which is related to
personal pronouns. Writer identity is not the theme or the focus throughout this thesis, but
at this point, it would seem relevant to inquire what the relationship between the study of
the FPPs and the concept of writer identity is. As stated by Ivanič and Camps (2001: 3),
“writing always conveys a representation of the self of the writer”. In this study, I would
argue that the most direct way to examine writer identity is probably through the functions
of the phrases including the FPPs and the verbs in these students’ texts. Looking at the
functions that I have identified, I would like to propose three distinct identities: Self as
Reporter, Self as Text Organiser and Self as Evaluator. What should be noted is that writer
identities and discourse functions are all based on the findings of the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’
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and the verbs that collocate with them in the students’ texts. There could be other writer
identities or discourse functions that are presented by expressions other than the two FPPs,
which is beyond the scope of this study.
The TO function of the phrases of ‘I’ and ‘We’ represents the Self as Text Organiser
identity because the student writer focuses on the readability of his/her discourse. The RR
function matches the Self as Reporter identity because the student writer recounts what
he/she did prior to writing the dissertation. The KC and RI functions correspond to the Self
as Evaluator identity because he/she is trying to persuade, to claim authority and to
establish his/her status in the academic community. Table 8.1 illustrates the mapping of the
discourse functions and their corresponding writer identities.
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Table 8.1. The textual function and the writer identities
Writer identity
Self as
Organizer

Discourse functions

Text organize discourse

Self as Reporter

report research

Examples
As I mentioned in the previous part… (PGEL
0005)
with all the materials I read and the
experiences I had in PR companies (UGBM
05906)

For interviews I used both a list of questions
based on the questionnaire. (PGBM 0064)

construe knowledge As we know, Joyce’s Dubliners, though is
community
realistic to some degree, is full of the
penetration into the mind of characters as
well. (PGEL 0076)
Self
Evaluator

as interpret research

From the numbers listed above, we can see
that Christianity in general was the
predominant religion in colonial America.
(UGEL 00107)

Contrary to his argument I argue that
Coleman Silk regains his black identity
through white Other Faunia Farley. (PGEL
0077)

First, we should understand our cultures in
an all-round way, and then we begin to know
other cultures based on cultural empathy.
(PGBM 0096)
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8.3 Phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb collocates

In this section, I discuss the findings of the phrases including the two FPPs and their verb
collocates across the whole corpus. Based on the analyses of the phrases in the previous
chapters (Chapter 5, 6 and 7), three types of frequent phrases or phrasal forms of ‘I’ and
‘We’ are observed in this study and discussed below. The phrases identified are a mixture
of colligation (a pronoun and a particular tense), collocation (a pronoun and particular
verbs) and some longer phrases based on these colligations and collocations (e.g. as we
have discussed, as we all know that).

8.3.1 The collocation I + verb
Two patterns of I + Verb in these academic texts were found in this research. One is the
collocation of the singular FPP ‘I’ and past tense of some action verbs. The other is ‘I’
followed by the base form of cognitive verbs or verbs of arguing (see Chapter 3 for the
categorisation of such verbs in this study).

•

I read / learnt / worked / collected / analysed / found

In the students’ academic texts, the bigram of I + V-ed describes what had been done
before writing the dissertations, including their learning experiences and research
procedures. The writers choose ‘I’ to claim their studentship and state their research
practice. Two pragmatic effects could be achieved by this self-representativeness. Firstly
to present the students epistemic background (e.g. I read Pride and Prejudice a few times)
and secondly to recount research (e.g. I found). In this collocation, the verbs are not limited
to the most frequent verbs that are discussed in the previous chapters, Chapters 4, 5 and 6.
There are a number of other types of verbs in past tense co-occurring with ‘I’ that are used
for the descriptive purposes in these academic texts. Figure 1 illustrates 20 instances that
were randomly selected from the PGBM. Almost all of the concordances here serve to
depict what had been done prior to the writing of the dissertations. Many of the verbs (e.g.
borrowed, conducted, investigated, designed, etc.) in Figure 1 were not included in the
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analyses in the previous chapters because of their infrequent occurrences in the corpus (see
Chapter 3 for the threshold of the verb identification).
other party. I had such experience when

I worked

as an intern in a state organ and sat in

shown different attitudes toward it. Hence,

I started

to wonder that how would Americans feel

universally to test the subjects9 tendencies. So

I followed

their work to carry out an empirical and

different values and people's facework. So

I borrowed

Hofstede's research instruments to retest

IC and PD into consideration because as I mentioned above, the studies of most scholars in
analysis, I ignore the situational factors.
universities in their spare time. M y assistants and

I conducted
I invited

our investigation in International Trade
258 participants to help me with my study

questions but the answers were illegible. Thus

I chose

the answers of 100 Americans and 100 Chinese

organizations, they could not discuss the answers.

I asked

them for help, some of them showed interests

scores and were input into Excel system.

I used

Excel to analyze the variables by the test

according to the results. In this study, I investigated the effects of cultural elements on people
back answers of all the questionnaires,

I scored

the answers. With regard to question 1

the points of other choices rise in turn.

I arranged

the points like this to keep the internal

variable were first summed and averaged. First

I used

two values to describe variable IC: the

exploring PD differences between countries. And

I chose

the three questions which Hofstede thought

(Scollon & Scollon, 2000:38). Therefore,

I designed

the questions to test the preference of

Ting Toomey & Oetzel, 2001: 46) Therefore,

I chose

the questions to test the preference of

characteristics. Under the null hypothesis,

I calculated

the expected frequency in each cell of

three groups of employees are surveyed.

I collected

all together 94 valid copies of questionnaire

scenarios and questions were handed out. I manipulated the number of questionnaires and tried

Figure 8.1. 20 random instances of I + Verb (past tense) in the PGBM

•

I think / believe / argue /hope

The verbs in the bigram of I + base form of the verbs are mostly mental verbs (e.g. think)
or verbs or saying (e.g. argue). The students use this phrase to express their personal
viewpoints and claim authoritativeness. If the students express assertiveness about what
they are saying in the text, they would use expression like I believe, I argue and I hope. If
they are less certain, but also want to claim the opinions as their own, they would use I
think, implying a lesser degree of certainty.
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8.3.2 The phrases I / We + have + past participle and I / We+ will + base form of a
verb
•

I / We have discussed / mentioned / said / talked / explained

The phrases of I / We have done and I / We will do are most frequently used for
metadiscoursal purposes in the students’ academic texts.
The first expression, I / We + have + past participle organises text by indicating what has
been discussed in previous discourse. It generalises information and introduces new
viewpoints or proposition simultaneously on the basis of the previous information. With
respect to this function, it may be called “recapitulation” as it recalls information from
earlier text and predicts the contrast, elaboration or explanation in the following text
(Tadros 1994). This phrase may also belong to “Reminder” metadiscoursal class of
metadiscourse categories proposed by Crismore et al. (1993). When this phrase is used, the
most frequent verbs that collocate with the two FPPs are I / We have discussed / mentioned
/ said / talked / explained, and other less frequent verbs include shown, presented, dealt
with, looked at, etc.

•

I / We will discuss / mention / talk / explain

The phrase I / We will do as in I / We will discuss / mention / talk /explain serves the
metadiscoursal function of informing the readers what will be discussed in the student’s
essays. The most frequent verbs that collocate with the FPPs are Verbs of saying.
Examples are discuss, mention, talk and explain as listed above. Like other phrasal frames
discussed, there are more types of verbs observed in this phrase in the students’ texts, for
example focus, look into, and analyse, which are also used for metadiscoursal purposes
(see Chapter 4).
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8.3.3 The phrase we + modal verb + verb
The modal verbs are mostly used with the plural FPP ‘We’ to serve different functions, for
example, to interpret study, or express personal opinion in the text, and to give advice or
suggestion. These functions are mostly realised by the collocation of ‘We’ and the
possibility and ability modal verbs and obligation and necessity modal verbs (Biber et al.
2002, p. 485).

•

the phrase we + possibility and ability modal verbs + verbs

The phrasal frame of the we + possibility and ability modal verbs + verbs is mostly
presented in the students’ academic discourse in those frequently used expressions like we
can / could / will see / find / know / learn / say. These expressions are categorised to serve
as metadiscoursal functions of attitude and/or as commentary makers (e.g. Crismore et al.
1993; Hyland, 2005). It is worth mentioning that the minimum meaning and function unit
is the phrase. In these academic texts, neither we, nor the modal verbs can, could, will, nor
the verbs see, find, know etc. represent the writers and serve the evaluative purposes
independently. It is the phrasal patterns that express these meaning and perform the
discourse functions.

•

the phrase we + obligation and necessity modal verbs + verbs

In the students’ texts, the phrase of we + obligation and necessity modal verbs + verbs is
mostly presented in expressions such as we should / must / have to learn / know / focus.
This phrase is most frequently used to give suggestions in real life situations, especially in
the Business and Management discipline. The student writers only use ‘We’ to collocate
with the obligation and necessity modal verb. The purposes of using the plural FPP, ‘We’
are twofold. One is to claim membership and authority in a specific academic community;
the other is to specify the practical contribution of the research.
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In general, the bigram I + Verbs in past tense can be used either to recount the student’s
educational experience or to express personal point of view; the phrasal patterns I / We +
have + past participle and I / We+ will + base form of a verb are mainly used for
metadiscoursal purposes; and the phrasal pattern we + possibility and ability modal verbs
+ verbs is mostly used for interpretation and argument, in which a number of personal
stances are adopted.

8.4 Comparisons across the disciplines and the academic levels

Much research on disciplinary discourse to date has investigated linguistic variations in
different disciplines (e.g. Charles 2004; Hyland 2002; 2004, Hyland and Jiang 2017).
Differing from most of the reported studies, the present study found that the difference of
the two FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’ is more notable across academic levels than across the
disciplines of Business and Management and English Literature. It is found that, as the
students’ progress from undergraduate to postgraduate level, some of their uses of the
FPPs become more in line with the academic conventions. This is especially true for the
singular FPP, ‘I’. However, it was also found that as a consequence of being tentative
about the usages of the FPPs, the postgraduate students seemed to use the plural FPP ‘We’
to replace ‘I’ at the expense of weakening their authorial voice in the discourse. The
following two subsections look into the similarities and differences in more detail.

8.4.1 Comparison between the disciplines
It has been reported that language uses differ in different disciplines (e.g. Groom 2007;
Harwood 2005; Hyland 2002, 2005, 2005; Kuo 1999; Swales 1991). The differences may
be seen resulting from varying disciplinary conventions, rhetorical strategies and
phraseological choices. In this research, however, both similarities and differences are
found between the Business and Management and English Literature discipline. As
demonstrated in Chapter 5, both the types and the frequency of the TO and KC verbs that
collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’ are about the same in BM and EL. The discourse functions of
these phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb collocates are also similar. In the RR and RI
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categories, variation between the two disciplines may be seen from the different types of
the verbs used as well as the discourse functions of the phrases including the FPPs and the
verbs. Where differences are apparent, they are consistent with the findings reported in
most of the disciplinary studies on academic texts. The variations are largely due to the
disciplinary divergence in that Business and Management is a discipline of Applied Social
Sciences and English Literature is a discipline of Pure Humanities. Since disciplinary
differences have been extensively discussed in previous studies, I shall now focus on the
interpretation of the similarities between these two disciplines hereinafter.
The unexpected level of similarities between the two disciplines of BM and EL may be
explained by examining the educational background of the students. These Chinese EFL
writers from both disciplines were taught academic writing as a singular concept rather
than as a separate disciplinary discourse. Secondly, the models the students follow are
essentially research papers or PhD dissertations. These genres could be highly quantitative,
which may explain why they use verbs like FIND and ANALYZE.

8.4.2 Comparison between the academic levels

The hypothesis relating to the different levels of proficiency between academic levels
seems uncontroversial. With three additional years of academic training in universities, the
postgraduate students are likely to become better writers in comparison to the
undergraduates. Their academic texts tend to be more conventionalised because of
engagement to a greater extent in reading and writing exercises and deeper immersion in
the academic community. However, as mentioned earlier, this hypothesis is shown to be
only partially true in this study. It is found that in the case of the FPPs, ‘I’ and ‘We’ in
academic writing, the postgraduate writers become more cautious in their use of ‘I’. At this
level, the singular FPP is used frequently with verbs of argument, for example, I argue.
This improvement is more obvious in English Literature, in which discipline reading and
writing are two common learning practices frequently engaged in. However, some changes
of the uses of the FPPs do not necessarily represent improvement, particularly, the
replacement of ‘I’ by ‘We’. This observation applies to both BM and EL texts. The
postgraduate students seem to increasingly prefer the usage of ‘We’ to ‘I’. It is possible
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they do so in order to avoid challenge and criticism whilst at the same time, retaining
subjectivity. They are therefore following the Alignment principle and Modesty principle
at the expense of the Authority principle, which will be discussed below in terms of
principles and conflicts in Section 8.5.2.1. It seems that in order to be more subjective and
avoid face-threatening challenge to their argument, the students substitute the obvious
self-representative pronoun ‘I’ with the less obvious and collective ‘We’. It is as if they
could safeguard their research from being criticised by using ‘We’, by which they include
the reader to disguise the viewpoints or interpretation put forward as shared between both
parties. The improper substitution of ‘I’ by ‘We’ leads to the loss of the students’ own
voices in their academic discourse. In other words, this weakens the authorship in their
writings. Meanwhile, it is doubtful that this exchange of the FPPs would make their texts
sound more objective.

The reasons for the lack of improvement in the use of the FPPs may be firstly, the students’
own assumption that using ‘We’ is better than ‘I’. The plural FPP has more advantages
than the singular ‘I’. For example, it establishes solidarity with the readers and avoids
critical remarks. Secondly, avoiding the use of the FPPs in academic texts is widely taught
in the Chinese EFL academic writing classrooms. Consequently, students at the more
advanced postgraduate level, who choose to express their own points of view by the means
of FPPs, opt for the less authoritative ‘We’ and discard the proscribed ‘I’. This influence of
choosing ‘I’ and ‘We’ is discussed in more detail in Sections 8.4 and 8.5, in which a set of
principles and restrictions on the choice of the FPPs is proposed.

8.5 The rhetorical choices between personal pronouns and impersonal pronouns in
academic texts

One of the goals of academic writing is to stress the newsworthiness of the research and to
seek consensus with the readers. In this respect, “[w]riters have to select their words so
that readers are drawn in, influenced and persuaded” (Hyland 2002: 1093). In the genre of
dissertations, two more objectives need to be achieved through the texts. It needs to report
the student writer’s academic achievement and prove their research and academic writing
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ability. To achieve these interactive writer-reader goals, the writers always face a number
of

choices.

Firstly,

whether

to

include

self-representation

pronouns

or

non-self-representation expressions. As an example, the student needs to decide if he
wishes to write, as I have mentioned as opposed to as mentioned. He/she also has to decide
between the singular FPP ‘I’ and the plural FPP ‘We’. The writer needs to decide which
FPP is more appropriate to achieve the pragmatic goals that he/she seeks to achieve. For
example, he/she needs to decide whether to write, I can see as opposed to we can see.
Additionally, the writer needs to decide between the inclusive and exclusive ‘We’. He/she
needs to decide whether or not include the readers or simply use ‘We’ to replace ‘I’ to
avoid being singled out or be obvious in the discourse, for example, the uses of as we all
know and we conduct the research in a singly authored thesis. In this section, the choices
that these student writers face are discussed. A set of principles influencing the usage of
the two FPPs and also the constraints of using ‘I’ and ‘We’ are proposed. Before doing so,
I have to admit that these discussions are highly subjective and are reliant on my
interpretation. However, I would argue that the discussion on the choices and the
principles are based on the analyses of students’ uses of the FPPs, the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’
and their verb collocates, and the discourse functions in their dissertations. The research
may therefore serve as a useful reference in EFL academic writing or training practice.

8.5.1 The choice between ‘I’, ‘We’ and other impersonal expressions

If a writer of an academic text wants to present himself/herself and display commitment in
the texts, one common linguistic choice is the employment of the FPPs. On the other hand,
if a writer wants to maintain distance from the proposition and to sound objective, or to
assert general truth, or to be more conventional to the academic style he/she may choose
various impersonal expressions. For instance, he/she could use the passive voice or utilise
reporting sentence structures.

In fact, the phrases or the phrasal patterns discussed in Section 8.3 can all be substituted by
other impersonal expressions if the students wish to avoid using the two FPPs, ‘I’ and
‘We’. The rhetorical devices could be the employment of passive voice (for example, use
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It is found that to replace I found), or some conventionalised academic expressions (for
example, use as mentioned to replace as I have mentioned), or report structures of it…that
or it is …to. In chapters 4 and 5, a few verbs are searched in their passive form to
determine how they are used without ‘I’ or ‘We’. For example, believe was tested in the
form it is believed that. Comparatively, the postgraduate writers use more instances of it
is … that and it is … to than the undergraduate students to adopt and maintain a stance or
express personal points of view. This more frequent use of impersonal expressions may
suggest that the postgraduate writers prefer to express personal viewpoints by impersonal
expressions to sound objective in their theses. The reason for this could possibly be due to
postgraduate student writers undergoing 3 additional years of academic education in
comparison to the undergraduates. This exposure to the academic community and
academic training helps to raise their awareness of the conventionalised style of academic
text.

In his study on the use of ‘I’ in the methodology section of the Computer Science
discipline, Harwood (2005: 263) argues that the students use ‘I’ in their project reports
than those in the expert RA “because of the unique demands of the students’ genre of the
computing project report”. In this study too, the specific genre of EFL student’s
dissertation requires the students to report their achievement after their year of higher
education. This is more so of undergraduate students, at which level, both academic and
practical knowledge are required.

This could be the reason why in some of the

dissertations, the students use ‘I’ to report on their intern work and their epistemic
improvement.

On the one hand, the choice of using the FPPs suggests the students’ awareness of the
functions of the FPPs in academic discourse and their willingness to present themselves in
their academic writings. On the other hand, as EFL learners, the choice of the FPPs may
also indicate that they tend to use those oft-used expressions in their academic texts such
as expressions as we all know, we can see that, and as we have mentioned /discussed. As
shown in Chapter 6, these expressions are particularly common in the undergraduate
learners’ texts because of their limited vocabulary as well as the inflexibility of using other
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expressions to replace the FPPs phrases to achieve the designated discourse functions in
their academic texts.

8.5.2 The choice of and between ‘I’ and ‘We’：the principles and the constrains

In terms of the choice between ‘I’ and ‘We’, although the two FPPs are both obvious
self-representation expressions and are subjective, these two words differ in immensely for
the Chinese EFL student. In the students’ texts, in comparison to ‘We’, the singular FPP ‘I’
is considered as more personal and egocentric because it refers to the writer himself/herself
in the texts. It is threatening because the novice writer may consider ‘I’ as an expression of
being authorial and may feel that he/she would lack the support of his/her peers. The plural
FPP ‘We’, on the other hand, could be the writer himself/herself, the writer and the reader,
and the writer and the whole academic community. Therefore, the concept of singularity
and collectiveness leads to the choice between the singular ‘I’ and the plural ‘We’. Based
on the discourse functions discussed in the previous chapters, in this section I would
propose and discuss a set of principles that guide the student writers to choose either ‘I’ or
‘We’ or other impersonal expressions.

8.5.2.1 The principles

The principles discussed in this study are the influences and motivations that encourage the
student writers to choose ‘I’ and/or ‘We’ in their academic discourse. They are the reasons
or triggers leading to the usage of the FPPs in the dissertations. More specifically, the
novice writers are guided by the principles to choose ‘I’ and/or ‘We’ purposefully in their
dissertations. The word ‘principle’ is used in line of Leech (1983) when he talks about the
difference between rules and principles. The difference between these two is that rules are
essentially a question of either a yes or a no. The notion of principles is more flexible than
rules in that it can be “applied to a certain extent” (Leech, 1983: 21). In this respect,
Principle seems to be the right word that applies to this study because, as will be discussed
in the following, the student writers apply these principles flexibly and strategically in
their writing.
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Before introducing the principles, the correlation between the writer identities, the
discourse functions and the principles of the two first-person pronouns should be
addressed here. These three notions are interrelated. They can be interpreted from the
different chronological points of the writing process. When facing a choice between the
two FPPs during the writing process, prior to the actual act of writing at certain point of
the academic text, the proposed principles influence the student writers in making a choice
of either ‘I’ or ‘We’, or other impersonal pronouns. The writer identities are reflected
throughout the writing process. The student writer is a Writer when he/she is constructing
a cohesive and logical discourse. The student is a Reporter when he/she states his/her
learning experience, internship and the research procedure prior to the writing up of the
thesis. The student writer is an Evaluator when he/she expresses personal opinion or
embarks on a process of evaluation of certain entity. In essence, what a writer does in the
writing determines writer’s identity (cf. John 2005). The discourse functions are the effects
that the writers set out to achieve through the texts. It is a post-writing concept because the
text has to be read by someone. Until then, the writer would not know whether his/her
rhetorical choice is appropriate or not. Therefore, the effectiveness of the discourse
functions depends on the choice that the student writer makes and these choices are
influenced by the principles mentioned thereafter. It also depends on how successfully the
writer is playing his/her role in the text, which impacts his/her writer identity. In a nutshell,
the principles are pre-writing influence. The writer identity is what is constructed during
the process of writing. The discourse functions are post-writing interactive effects the
writers aim to achieve. Following Leech (1983), in discussing the principles proposed
below, I also illustrate what these principles suggest.

1) Reader Friendly Principle (‘I’ and ‘We’)
The Reader friendly principle may be expressed as ‘Make your organisation of the text
clear’. Academic writing is inherently interactive. With the knowledge of who the
potential readers of the academic text may be, the student writers use rhetorical strategies
accordingly. One of these rhetorical strategies is the usage of ‘I’ and ‘We’ to show
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awareness of the readership when a writer engages in the construction of his/her discourse.
Specifically, being reader friendly means to present the readers a well-organised and
readable text.

This Principle is most obviously presented by expressions of metadiscoursal organisers
(e.g. I have discussed), which were discussed in detail in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. Recognising
the existence of the potential readers, the novice writers frequently include the reader and
‘guide’ (Tang & John, 1999) them through the text. By using the metadiscourse
expressions with the FPPs, the writers explicitly present the outline of their texts. For
example, they could prepare and guide the readers by expressions such as I / we will
discuss; and remind and restate what has been discussed or mentioned, for example, I / we
have discussed / mentioned. From the writers’ point of view, the use of the FPPs is seen as
an effective means of signalling directly to the readers of their essays. It is a tacit way to
show their awareness of the potential readers and extend their friendliness to them by
explicitly displaying the organisation of the text and the information that needs to be
recounted and emphasised in the essays. It is expected that the readers would appreciate
the well-organised discourse with identifiable clues and clear statements about the layout
and the thread of the texts.

Influenced by the Reader Friendly Principle, the writers’ effort of discourse organisation
may be appreciated when the readers are able to follow the text easily. Nonetheless, as
there is no personal opinion involved and the use of ‘I’ and ‘We’ is not face-threatening,
there is a propensity for this choice to lead to the overuse of some expressions like I / we
will discuss or I / we have discussed / mentioned in the undergraduates’ texts.
Comparatively, it is found in this study that with more academic training, the postgraduate
students use fewer instances of ‘I’ and ‘We’ and more impersonal expressions to organise
the text to ensure the readability of their texts. Meanwhile, in some cases, the Reader
Friendly Principle overlaps with the Alignment principle, especially when the word ‘We’
is chosen.
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2) Alignment Principle (‘We’)
The Alignment Principle is to ‘Present yourself as a member of the community and be
persuasive’. This principle influences two discoursal functions in the students’ academic
writing, the knowledge community construing function and Research interpretation
function. In both cases, the writers choose ‘We’ to solicit solidarity (Hyland 2002, 2004)
and avoid confrontation. This principle includes the following two aspects.
⚫ Writers include themselves and the readers as members of a community

Effective communication between an addresser and an addressee in academic writing
means both of them share background knowledge of that field, preferably, in the same
academic community. For instance, it would be difficult to ask a Business and
Management expert to examine a dissertation on Shakespeare, or to ask an English
Literature professor to decide how good an article on the cross-cultural aspects of the
international soft drinks trade between China and UK is. Knowing that the reader of their
dissertations would be someone with expertise in that discipline, the student writers use
‘We’ to include themselves into that academic community so that they can converse with
the examiners, i.e. the readers of their theses. Briefly, one aspect of the Alignment
Principle is that the writers purposefully include themselves into the disciplinary
community with shared disciplinary knowledge.

This aspect of the Alignment Principle is best illustrated by KC expressions such as as we
(all) know and we know that. In this case, the writer includes the readers into a community.
This community can be general. In these cases, ‘We’ can be anyone who shares the
common knowledge that is known to almost everyone, for example, the common
knowledge of “different countries have their own advantages and disadvantages” (UGBM
05704). The community construed by the writer may also be restricted. It may be restricted
to an academic community of a certain discipline. Bearing in mind that the readers of the
dissertations are experts of the related disciplines, the student writers use ‘We’ to include
people, by their own assumption, who know or should have known the disciplinary
knowledge. This ‘We’ in as we * know and we know that are limited to the members of a
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specific community with whom the writers align. When motivated by this Alignment
Principle, either the writers take it for granted that the proposition is known to the audience
that reads the article, or the writers deliberately do so because they harbour a
pre-conceived impression that whoever reads the text should have known the propositions
and that there is no need to argue or question those propositions further. This knowledge
community in a sense, is marked off by the writer. However, the knowledge is field
specific, which may or may not be accepted as known by those involuntarily included as
readers. There are chances that they would question the proposition because they are
compulsorily taken into a community that they may or may not belong to, or be familiar
with. Therefore, this principle can be a double-edged sword. If the readers acknowledge
the shared knowledge, it is likely that they will agree with the writer. If they do not think
that the proposed knowledge should be presented as “as we * know” but needs further
explanation, the writers put themselves in the firing-line to be criticised by choosing ‘We’.

To summarise, when student writers include themselves as members of a community, there
are two types of knowledge common to those in these academic circles. One is that the
knowledge is common information, which is probably shared by a very large section of
society. The other is field-specific knowledge that is construed by the writers and passively
subscribed to by the reader. In this context, the knowledge is used as a launching platform
for later discussion but will not be discussed in detail, as it is deemed as known by the
writer.

⚫ Writers align with the readers to seek agreement and avoid negation

A thesis needs to be convincing, which is another aspect of the Alignment Principle. To
prove the credibility of their interpretation, viewpoints or understanding of the text, the
writers deliberately draw in their readers. According to Hyland (2001), the employment of
‘We’ is to realise the rhetorical purposes of seeking solidarity and crafting reader
agreement in the text. The interaction between the writer and the readers in academic
discourse occurs as the writer acknowledges the presence of the readers and tries to seek
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alignment and avoid self-predicted negation from the reader. This aspect of alignment can
be illustrated by the phrase frame we can / could / may / will see (that), which is frequently
presented in this study. By using ‘We’, the writer is strategically saying that “the
conclusion or the interpretation is not my own postulation”. Regarding this choice of ‘We’
instead of ‘I’, it has been argued that the researcher only uses this phrase when “they are
confident enough that the readers would agree with them” (Harwood, 2005). Although it is
doubtful in this study if the student writers used this expression with the same confidence,
it is likely that they would have at the very least, sought to secure their arguments and/or
viewpoints so as not to be challenged by the experts who grade their dissertations.
3) Modesty Principle (‘I’ and ‘We’)

This Modesty Principle is indeed, ‘Be modest’. It encourages the writer not to be too
assertive and not claim too much authority and originality. It is motivated by two concerns
on the writers’ side. One is to avoid being too assertive or arrogant when they express
opinions or deliver propositions. The other is to foster a special relationship or affinity
between the student writers and the expert readers. In these texts, the student writers want
to present their personal opinions in their theses but, at the same time, do not want to
sound overtly authoritative to warrant disapproval or criticism.

This principle marks the proposition as belonging to the writer themselves, but in a humble
manner. One example of the Modesty Principle is the expression I think. There has been
some research about how the verb think and the expression I think in academic settings
could mean humble, tentative, unsure, and polite in academic settings (Biber et al. 2002;
Flottum et al. 2006; Gómez 2004; Harwood 2005; Hyland 2001, 2003, 2005; Quirk 1985).
However, just by looking at the bigram I think, it is hard to decide whether the writer is
being modest or authoritative. I will show later in the Authority Principle section that this
expression may also be indicative of the writers’ self-confidence. Looking at the extended
discourse is probably the only way to decide what the writers are aiming for, being modest
or being authorial. In this study, when modesty is needed, I think is often found paired with
expressions such as personally, for me etc. (see examples 8-1, 8-2 and 8-3). By adding
these adverbial expressions in the sentences, the writers attempt to state that the proposals
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are personal, which may or may not be true and could be disagreed with if the readers
think otherwise.
Example 8-1: Personally, I think that issuing a film is the same as issuing a
commercial product in the market. The market investigation and analysis could not be
omitted, as well as the mature schedule and plan. (UGBM 04407)
Example 8-2: For me, I think there is still a long way to go before MNCs eventually
achieve the objective of being globalized and utilize global resources with little costs.
For businesses operating in China especially, staff localization will remain the optimal
choice for a while. (UGBM 05507)
Example 8-3: But after attentively reading those three novels mentioned above,
personally speaking, I think Jude the Obscure deserves more attention than it
receives. (UGLi 00307)
In these texts, by saying it is his/her personal opinion with the modest aspect of I think, the
writer of each example tries to find a balance between the justification of their personal
view and also concurrently avoids being too self-assured to be criticised by the examiners.

The employment of the plural FPP ‘We’ could possibly be due to the influence of the
Modesty Principle as well. There are many instances of ‘We’ co-occurring with modal
verbs, can and may, and some research interpretation verbs, e.g. find, see, say, learn etc. in
the phrase we can / may find / see / say / learn. The modal verbs in these expressions are
used to soften the assertiveness of the interpretation or the arguments in the texts, which
leaves room for the writers to have their ideas put forward, and at the same time, give the
readers flexibility to agree or disagree. This is also the reason why the writers choose the
collective personal pronoun, ‘We’ instead of ‘I’. By using the expressions such as we can
say that, the writers are saying: “this (proposition) may or may not be true, however, ‘we’
worked it out together”. In short, the writers try to be modest and persuasive with the
expression, we can / may find /see/ say/ learn.
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The expressions chosen for the Modesty and Alignment Principles somehow overlap.
Similar expressions may illustrate both the Modesty and the Alignment Principles. This
indicates that a single expression may be influenced by one or more than one principle.
This multi-faceted feature of the principles will be discussed further later.

4) The Authority Principle (‘I’ and ‘We’)

The Authority Principle can be interpreted as ‘Be authoritative, or be assertive strongly’.
One of the most important uses of the two FPPs ‘I’ and ‘We’ is to present authorial voices
in academic writing. These writers seek to claim these understandings or perspectives as
their original property or contribution (Tang & John 1999: 29). This is the principle that
contrasts with the Modesty Principle in the sense that one allows one to proudly claim
authorship, whilst the other allows one to remain less conspicuous.
⚫ The choice of ‘I’

To claim authority in the texts is one of the motives that influences the writers to choose ‘I’
in their dissertation. By using ‘I’, the writers show their confidence and commitment to
their understanding or propositions. The verbs collocating with ‘I’ could be the verbs of
cognitive act, for example, think and believe. The verb, argue, which implies saying with
confidence, is also included in this group. When the writers want to show confidence on
the proposed entity they choose ‘I’. With the intention of establishing their authority in the
texts, the writers choose ‘I’ to collocate with verbs of strong assertive connotations, for
example, I argue and I believe. The expression, I think, which is chosen because of
Modesty Principle, can also be chosen for the Authority principle. In such circumstances,
it can be quite authoritative when it is looked at in wider context of the students’ theses.
For example, a student writer (UGEL 04006) paired I think with the assertive expression
beyond any doubt to stress the point. The single FPP ‘I’ is also used to present academic
achievement in the corpus. This only applies to the dissertation genre, which is in
accordance with Harwood (2005). Being possibly the most important piece of writing in
the student writers’ education, the students are expected to present their learnt disciplinary
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knowledge. This includes not only the intention to impress the examiners with their ability
to conduct research, with their skills in academic writing but also what they have learnt,
read and done during their years of study. This attempt to influence may be found in the
expressions, for example I used /analysed /saw /found etc. when the students recount their
research procedures.

The Authority Principle is partly influenced by the assessment in academia that research
should have a theoretical and/or practical implication. With this expectation in the
forefront, the choice of the first-person pronoun ‘I’ is usually used to specify the writer’s
disciplinary contribution. For undergraduate and the postgraduate student writers, it may
be challenging for them to claim what they found to be of any significant importance.
Nonetheless, the students face the dilemma that if they were to claim the contribution as
those of the authors. It would be too bold, particularly by using ‘I’. Conversely, if there
was no theoretical or practical implication stated, it may suggest that the research was of
little importance. Under this pressure, some students choose ‘I’ to emphasis the
significance of the originality of their research. From this perspective, the Authority
Principle may or may not be a positive influence on the student writers.

⚫ The choice of ‘We’

Being authorial in an academic text requires one to be original to a large extent. In those
single authored dissertations, the choice of ‘We’ could indicate the dilemma that the
student writers are facing. The apprentice writers position themselves to claim ownership
and credit by using the FPP when they present their points of view in their written work.
Meanwhile, being aware that they are communicating with professionals via the
dissertation, they may also attempt to avoid the criticism of being over confident.
Consequently, they tend to choose the plural first-person pronoun ‘We’ instead of ‘I’, even
though the interpretation or viewpoint is generated completely by the writers themselves.
Therefore, there is a conflict between the Authority Principle and the Modesty Principle
here, such as the phrase we can / cannot say when it is used to express an opinion.
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In addition, the Authority Principle is also reflected from the choice of ‘We’ when it is
used to provide suggestions or recommendations in the students’ dissertations. These
examples could be the phrase we should / need / can learn (from). By using these
expressions, the novice writers give advices on, for example, how to run a business in the
Business and Management discipline, and on how to live a decent or happy life in the
Literature discipline. As discussed in the previous chapters (Chapter 5 and 6), in the texts
where suggestions or advice are provided by using ‘We’, the writers present themselves as
experts of the discussed field. By the choice of ‘We’, they claim their own authorship by
self-initiated viewpoints as members of the community.

5) Passivation Principle

This Passivation Principle is in essence, ‘Avoid I and we in the academic text’. Differing
from the above principles that choose both of the two FPPs or either one of ‘I’ or ‘We’,
this is the principle of not using ‘I’ or ‘We’ in academic writing practice (e.g. it is believed
that). This principle is most likely asserted by the EAP instructors in the EFL classrooms.
Out of a pre-conceived notion that that academic discourse needs to be objective and avoid
personal intrusion, the employment of the FPPs is consequently restricted. Thus, instances
of ‘I’ and ‘We’ are encouraged to be replaced by the passive voice to avoid personal
representation in the discourse. This is the case that I cited at the beginning of Chapter 1. A
student was asked to remove all the ‘I’s in her dissertation by her supervisor. This PhD
student is from the Computer Science department, a discipline where empirical findings
are highly valued. A disciplinary requirement could possibly be the reason to avoid the
FPPs. However, the usage of these two FPPs is not prohibited in expert discourse.
Harwood (2005) found 0.2 per 1000 words of ‘I’ and 7.30 per 1000 words of ‘We’ that are
used for self-mention in ten published papers from two of the most prestigious journals of
the Computer Science discipline. As argued by Harwood (ibid), these instances are used
for the assertion of newsworthiness and originality in the experts’ papers. The clear
instruction of not using the FPPs in the students’ dissertations and the purposeful uses of ‘I’
and ‘We’ in the published papers show gaps between EAP classroom instruction and real
practice in academia.
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6) The multi-faceted nature of the principles

The multi-faceted nature of the principles refers to the fact that obeying one principle also
means conforming to the other principle(s). For example, the Reader Friendly Principle
and the Alignment Principle coincide to a large extent. Being reader friendly not only
provides an uninterrupted reading experience but also helps with interacting with the
readership positively to build solidarity, and to align oneself with the readers. Likewise,
the alignment with the readers is likely to happen if the writer and the readers belong to a
same disciplinary community. Being reader friendly is more probable with a readable and
cohesive text than a text that is poorly organised. Both principles could lead to the choice
of the FPP, ‘we’. One example could be the expression as we have discussed. One purpose
of using ‘We’ in this phrase is to remind the readers of the previous discussion. An
additional purpose would be to highlight the joint effort of the writer and the reader. If the
writer chooses one principle, he/she is also likely to choose the other. In some expressions,
the Reader Friendly, Alignment and Modesty Principles overlap in the choice of ‘We’, too.
For instance, the expression as we can see is when the writer directs the reader to the
forthcoming content, which is reader friendly. This expression also includes the reader in
interpreting research results by using ‘we’, which is alignment. At the same time, ‘we’ and
the possibility modal verb, can in this expression, we can see suggest some element of
modesty.

The principles might also come into conflict with each other (cf. Leech 1983). For instance,
there is an obvious paradox between the Modesty Principle and the Authority principle.
Following the Modesty principle, the choices can be ‘I’, ‘We’ or other impersonal
expressions. When the FPP, ‘I’ is chosen, it is used with other expressions to present
modesty, for example, personally speaking in example 8-5. Being modest may result in
using ‘We’, which implies a collectiveness and joint effort (e.g. as we can see discussed in
the previous paragraph). The Modesty principle may also lead to not using the FPPs. The
expression it may be interpreted that in example 8-4 illustrates this point. The
interpretation is made by the writer himself/herself; however, with the impersonal
expression, the understanding is presented in a humble manner.
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Example 8-4: To a certain extent, it may be interpreted that Doctor Reefy would
rather isolate himself and let himself become a grotesque than break the barriers,
fearing those inevitable misunderstanding, because he cannot find a successful
means of communication.(PGEL 0053)
Influenced by the Authority Principle, the use of ‘I’ could help the writer to claim sole
responsibility to his/her viewpoint. Alternatively, the students can also assert an opinion
without the employment of ‘I’ and ‘We’. One of the choices is to use evaluative structure,
like it is … that / to, and cleft sentences. The choice between being modest and being
authorial depends on what impression the writers want to impress their readers. It could be
either a humble community member or a confident author. Between the two, choice of one
almost always tends to overrule the other. Being modest means being humble and not
boasting, while being an author and asserting achievement and contribution could suggest
quite the opposite.

To illustrate this paradox, I shall present one example from the corpus and shall attempt to
rewrite it to illustrate the range of choices at the writer’s disposal. In Example 8-5, the
expression ‘[p]ersonally speaking, I think’, can be considered as following the Modesty
Principle. In this sentence, the writer expresses humbly that his/her suggestion may or may
not be considered as the right choice. The rewritten A, could be a claim to authority. In
rewriting it, I removed the expression ‘[p]ersonally speaking’ from the original sentence.
The expression I think and the modal verb should imply an authorial voice without staking
a claim for the opinion held. The writer can present assertiveness that the proposal is
his/her understanding, and not anybody else’s. The rewritten B also projects authority to a
certain degree. Even though I deleted the whole ‘[p]ersonally speaking’, I think, and
changed the sentence to an impersonal statement, the modal verb of obligation should still
imply authoritativeness. The difference is that the writer is less visible in B than the
original sentence and A. In giving this example, I aim to illustrate the conflict between the
Modesty Principle and the Authority Principle. In this example, even with the same
expression, I think, it can suggest either modesty or authority. The pragmatic effect has to
be one or the other. With respect to the authoritativeness between the rewritten versions of
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A and the rewritten versions of B, I would argue that A is more authoritative than B. In A,
the FPP, I clearly projects the writer and prioritises the personal ownership, whereas in B,
the writer is less visible. Consequently, the statement is still authoritative but weaker than
A because of the invisibility. In short, whether it is appropriate to use the original sentence,
the rewritten A or B, depends on the wider context and also depends on which principle
the writer decides to follow. The writer could be modest (examples 8-4 and 8-5), or
authoritative (rewritten A), or less visible and less authoritative (rewritten B).
Example 8-5: Personally speaking, I think the company should hold a press
conference at this point to show a concern attitude to the public. The theory of
equivocal communication strategy advocated by Susan may take some effect at the
beginning of the crisis. To sum up, J & J took massive actions to restore the
company’s image. All of the actions taken can be referred to the theories of crisis
communication. (PGBM 0114). (The Modesty Principle)
•

Rewritten A: I think the company should hold a press conference at this point to
show a concern attitude to the public. (The Authority Principle)

•

Rewritten B: At this point, the company should hold a press conference to show a
concern attitude to the public. (The Authority Principle)

The principles are guidelines and not restrictions. The dissertation writers who choose ‘I’
and ‘We’ purposefully and strategically not only meet the requirements of the theses but
also impress their potential examiners. In essence, the writer-reader relationship in this
study is not expert to expert as in research articles, but rather, student to teacher. This
unbalanced writer-reader relationship affects the principles of choosing the FPPs in the
students’ theses. Even if a writer follows these principles, the readers may or may not be
similarly minded as what the writers had envisaged. For example, if a writer chooses ‘I’ to
be modest, the reader may interpret it as an authoritative expression to claim authority. As
noted above, the principles are guidelines that the writers appear to be following. Whether
these guidelines are working or not may depend on how the writers express themselves in
an expanding context or even across the whole texts. Apart from these principles that
motivate the students to use ‘I’, ‘We’ and other impersonal expressions in their academic
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discourse, there are a few other factors which may also influence the students’ use of the
two FPPs. These are discussed below.

8.5.2.2 Other factors in the use of ‘I’ and ‘We’
This section discusses other factors that may encourage or discourage the use of ‘I’ and
‘We’ in the students’ essays. Firstly, ‘I’ and ‘We’, especially ‘We’, are a part of fixed
expressions, for example, as we have mentioned and as we can see. Therefore, the
frequency of ‘We’ is to some extent dependent on the frequency of this particular phrase.
This is a characteristic peculiar to the use of fixed phrases. It is proposed that each of these
fixed phrases is seen as one distinct unit with a certain meaning and should therefore be
processed holistically.
Secondly, the limited information about academic conventions might discourage the
students from using the two FPPs. The advice given about the academic conventions in the
academic writing classroom might also discourage the students from using ‘I’ and ‘We’. In
my experience, academic conventions are summarised as ‘do not use the first person
pronouns’. Further, there is no instruction on when and where FPPs would be appropriate
in academic texts. It is taken for granted by some academic writing teachers and most of
the novice writers that the FPPs are subjective and face-threatening. Therefore, the
students are advised to use other expressions. The most popular alternative is probably the
passive voice. Alternatively, if the students choose the FPPs, they would prefer to use ‘We’
to ‘I’, as stated in the Principle section. The reason for this less than desirable advice is due
to the shortage of time available for teaching academic writing in China. It may also be
possible that the instructors of academic writing also consider the use of FPPs in an
academic text as being too subjective and informal. The advice given may be construed
according to the teachers’ understanding, in which case, it may or may not necessarily
convey an accurate assessment of when the use of ‘I’ and ‘We’ may be appropriate.

Thirdly, there could be a cultural factor that is involved in the choice of ‘I’ and ‘We’.
Chinese culture is more inclined to collectivism and stresses less on individualism. In
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China, self is mostly collectively constructed (Hyland 2002; Ramanathan and Atkinson
1999). Chinese people tend to use more ‘We’ than ‘I’ to present themselves in both spoken
and written language. It is a sign of collective effort and a means of being humble, both of
which are highly valued virtues in China. The greater number of instances of ‘We’ to
interpret the research or express viewpoints in the students’ dissertations might also be
influenced by the highly valued Chinese collective culture. This culturally influenced
aspect of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in academic writing needs cross-cultural examination, which is
beyond the scope of this study. This point will be further discussed in Chapter 9.

8.5.3 The choice between inclusive ‘We’ and exclusive ‘We’
There are several uses of ‘We’ in academic writing. According to Quirk et al. (1985: 350),
‘We’ can be inclusive and ‘We’ could also be exclusive. In single authored academic text,
inclusive ‘We’ can be the writer and the reader, or the writer and everyone else, whereas
exclusive ‘We’ refers to the writer only. It is acknowledged that not all the instances of
‘We’ in academic text can be clearly differentiated between the inclusive and the exclusive
use. Poncini (2002), for example, found that about half the instances of the ‘We’ are not
definable in her corpus of Business meetings of the company’s international distributors.
Charles (2004) reports that about 70% of the instances of ‘We’ in her corpora are
interpretable as inclusive ‘We’ in her investigation of 16 theses from two disciplines. She
argues that in some instances, for example, when the first pronoun collocates with modal
verbs of uncertainty or with if, the use of singular FPP would seem rather “odd” and
“… thesis writers make use of this indeterminacy (we) in order to construct a stance
which creates consensus with the reader, without relinquishing the writer’s authority
completely…Inclusive ‘we’, then, is a powerful device by means of which thesis
writers can construct a stance which is appropriate both for a candidate and for a
professional in the disciplinary community” (Charles 2004: 191).

Without the writers being present, the problem with ‘We’ is that the reader can only guess
who ‘We’ actually are. Although the writers can be asked afterwards to recall who the ‘We’
were or was. However, by delayed interview they might forget, or they might change their
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idea about who ‘We’ actually was or were when they were writing the articles. There are
two problems in determining the inclusiveness and the exclusiveness of ‘We’ in text (e.g.
Harwood 2005): first, who is the ‘We’ in reality, and who is the ‘We’ in the discourse. For
example:
Example 8-4: People’s opinions of how best to satisfy their needs are various across
cultures, as showing in Table 3-3 on varying priorities regarding sources of job-related
satisfaction. From the table, we can see differences of motivational factors between
American and Chinese cultures. (PGBM 0083)

In this sentence, the person who sees the difference in the text is the writer himself/herself
when he/she is analysing the data and writing the thesis. Therefore, we is the exclusive
‘We’ in reality. One the other hand, when readers read this text, the discourse we in this
example can be inclusive, i.e. the writer and the readers. This hypothesis will be true if the
readers agree with the writer. Under this condition, we is inclusive ‘We’ because this
proposition is believed as true by other parties. The inclusiveness and exclusiveness, is
essentially dependent on the reaction of the reader. Only when the readers proceed and see
what is going on in the text can they decide whether the proposition proposed is the
inclusive or exclusive we. If the reader agrees with the writer’s interpretation, ‘We’ is
inclusive, if not, it is exclusive. It is primarily about who is involved in the process of
reading, thinking and whether or not the interpretation is in line with the readers’
understanding.

8.6 Complementarity of quantitative and qualitative method
This study has been quantitative in a large sense, given the process of extraction of the two
FPPs, the collection of the verbs collocating with them and the observation of the phrasal
patterns in the corpus. Based on the data, the discourse functions of the phrases are
identified, compared quantitatively and discussed. However, one issue which was raised
from the case study chapter is the contradictory nature of the quantitative results and the
detailed qualitative examination of the writers’ texts in this research.
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As I mentioned in Chapter 7, the quantitative findings in Chapter 4, 5 and 6 are useful
because the results allow me to look at the students’ use of the phrases and the discourse
functions of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb collocates in a large corpus. Through the examination
of the quantitative data, the study has explored the general similarities and differences
between the two disciplines, the developmental progression from the undergraduate to the
postgraduate level. Another observation from the quantitative analysis is that there are
students who use many FPPs in their academic texts, and there are students who use few or
no ‘I’ or ‘We’ in their texts at all (see Chapter 3). This finding of individual quantitative
difference enabled me to carry out the case study in Chapter 7.

The case study demonstrates that the use of the FPPs is not simply a matter of quantity but
more so a matter of appropriate use. In the case study, I identified both appropriate use,
less appropriate use, and less appropriate omission of ‘I’ and ‘We’ by close examination of
the two sample paragraphs. By doing this, I have demonstrated how changes of reducing
or increasing the number of ‘We’ and ‘I’ can improve the authority and visibility of the
students’ in their academic writing. Therefore, this may also suggest that the quantity of
the FPPs in an academic discourse may not be an indicator of a good or bad or a
conventionalised or an informal academic text. The discourse functions too, may or may
not be properly employed in an individual text.

One of the questions concerning learner corpora research is whether or not a native corpus
is needed. In this study, I have chosen not to compare these novice learners with native
speakers because I did not want to make the assumption that the native speaker was always
right, or that their language features were common in the learners’ language. It is proposed
that we should not make the oversimplified assumption that correctness corresponds to
native speakers’ use of language. On the other hand, from the perspective of the
pedagogical purpose of this study, I regard some of the uses of the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and
their verb collocates as desirable or that their appropriate use helped improve written
discourse.

This study has tested and demonstrated the limitations of the quantitative study as well as
the use of the native corpus as a bench mark. The qualitative case study in Chapter 7
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indicates that comparison between learners’ and native speakers’ language use may not be
necessary for the present study. This is because it is not a matter of the quantity of ‘I’ and
‘We’ utilised but more so a matter of appropriate use of the FPPs in academic discourse.
Therefore, even if we had found that there was a quantitative divergence between native
speaker corpus and learner corpus, we probably would not be able to go further forward.
Laying aside the native speakers’ corpora, if the contrast is between two learner corpora of
different levels, at least the developmental tendency of the learners’ language may be
identified. And if the comparison is between different disciplines, the characteristic
features that signpost a particular learner’s community may be observed (cf. Wang 2018).
These observations of the language features that are peculiar to the learners’ texts may or
may not be common in the native speakers’ discourse.

From a methodological perspective, this research demonstrated the benefits of what we
could learn from a quantitative study and what the limitations of such a study were. For
example, the corpus used in this study comprises 456 dissertations made up of 4, 193, 413
tokens. The average length of each text is 9, 196 tokens. To examine every text in detail as
I have done in the case study is almost an impossible task given the duration of a PhD
study. More importantly, the quantitative study of this research not only presents the
differences between BM and EL, UG and PG, but has also have helped me to identify the
phraseology and the categories of the discourse functions of ‘I’, ‘We’ and the verbs that
collocate with them. It is on the basis of the quantitative knowledge garnered that further
questions may be addressed. For example, how accurately are these FPPs used in the
individual students’ texts? And what phrases are used and what textural functions can ‘I’
and ‘We’ achieve with these phrases in an individual text? The quantitative study provides
useful information and answers the research questions examined in this piece of research.
However, the case study reminds us that the quantitative examination does not paint the
full picture. Therefore, the qualitative study is a valuable complement to the quantitative
work. It is not a substitute to the quantitative study, but rather, it adds weight and insight to
the quantitative study.
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8.7 Comparison with previous research
As reviewed in Chapter 2, previous corpus-based studies on ‘I’ and ‘We’ either explore
indeterminate length of text (e.g. Kuo 1999; John 2005) or focus on the verbs that
collocate with ‘I’ and ‘We’ (e.g. Fløttum et al. 2006). Like Fløttum, I have taken the
pronoun-verb collocation as the key indicator of the discourse functions. But I extended
that to look at the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb collocates. Introducing the phrases of
‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb collocates could be a useful addition to Fløttum et al.’s approach.
The other controversial issue of this CLC study could possibly be the comparison between
the learners’ subcorpora instead of making comparison between native and non-native
learners or between novice and expert texts. The findings of this research indicate that this
methodology is helpful to explore specific language features in the learners’ texts and also
offers an additional perspective to the investigation of learner language in its own right,
which in turn, justifies the methodology used in the study.

This study also confirms the discourse functions proposed by most of the previous research
(e.g. Kuo 1999; Hyland 2002; John 2005; Harwood 2005, 2007). In general, the
expressions of ‘I’ and ‘We’ are mostly used for discourse organising, recounting research
procedure and elaborating personal opinion in the students’ texts of this research. Similar
functions, though under different labels, appear to work well in my data. What this study
adds is the use of the FPPs to report epistemic knowledge, which is probably unique to the
students’ academic writing.
In terms of ‘I’, ‘We’, their phraseology, discourse functions, and the writer identity
reflected by the FPPs, previous research does not look at the continuity of these issues. The
examinations are either on ‘I’, ‘We’ and writer identity (e.g. Tang and John 1999), ‘I’, ‘We’
and discourse functions (e.g. Harwood 2007), or lexical bundles (considered as a type a
phraseology here) and discourse functions (e.g. Staples et al. 2013). This research
synthesises these issues and adds to our knowledge of their correspondence to the students’
academic discourse. The relativeness is listed as follows:
•

There is correspondence between the identified frequent phraseology and the
proposed discourse functions of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the novice writers’ academic texts.
Specifically, a textual function can be served by one or two phrasal frames of the
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two FPPs.
•

There is a relativity between the discourse functions and the writer identities of the
FPPs phrases. In other words, writer identities can be identified by specific
discourse functions in the academic texts.

This relativeness could help to identify the discourse functions and writer identity of ‘I’
and ‘We’ by looking at the phrasal frames of the FPPs in academic discourse studies.

Differing from most of the studies on ‘I’ and ‘We’ in academic discourse, which use
interviews with the text writers as a qualitative supplement of their quantitative
investigation, I examined the quality of the uses of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in two students’ academic
texts. The difference between quantitative study and qualitative study of ‘I’ and ‘We’
presents significant implications in this case study. It tested the boundary of a quantitative
study and exemplified the necessity of complementary qualitative study in the field of
applied linguistics (see Chapter 7).

With my Chinese background, my educational background as an EFL learner, and my
professional background as an EAP teacher, I propose a simplified categorisation of the
four discourse functions, three writer identities, a set of principles and some other factors
that may influence the students’ choices of ‘I’, ‘We’ and other impersonal expressions.
Together with the findings of the phraseology and the discussion of the appropriateness of
the uses of the FPPs, this pedagogically oriented study provides some new insights into the
teaching and learning of academic writing in EAP classrooms (see Chapter 9).
8.8 Conclusion

In this chapter I have firstly synthesised the results presented in chapters 4, 5 and 6. The
discourse functions, the phrasal patterns, the disciplinary and academic level varieties and
choices of the FPPs are discussed in the context of the whole corpus. Three writer
identities are discussed in relation to the discourse functions in the students’ texts. A set of
principles that push student writers to choose either ‘I’ or ‘We’ has been proposed. At the
same time, the other factors that influence the employment of the two FPPs are also
discussed. Indeed, for the novice writers, the phrases including the FPPs, the concepts of
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the principles, writer identity and discourse functions are all important to them. The
awareness of these notions would direct their choices of ‘I’, ‘We’ and other impersonal
impressions before and during their academic writing process. The pedagogical
implication of this study is further discussed in Chapter 9.

This chapter has also discussed the complementarity between quantitative and qualitative
study in the field of language research. It has been argued that both quantitative and
qualitative information are of importance in the field of applied linguistics.
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CHAPTER 9 CONCLUSION
9.1 Introduction and outline of the Chapter
The main findings of this research have been summarised and discussed in Chapter 8. In
this chapter, I shall consider the implications of the research. Section 2 focuses on how ‘I’,
‘We’ and their verb collocates function in EFL learners’ academic discourse.

This

section answers RQ1, RQ2, RQ3 and RQ4 raised in Chapter 1. Section 3 is devoted to the
discussion of the learning and teaching of the proper usage of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in EFL
academic writing classrooms. This section answers RQ5 from applied pedagogical
perspective. In Section 4, limitations of this study are pointed out. Directions for future
research are suggested in Section 5. Section 6 is made up of my closing remarks in relation
to my views of this research undertaken from my multiple identity, specifically that of an
EFL teacher, an EFL academic discourse writer and an EFL PhD research student of
applied linguistics.

9.2 The implications of this study

This section discusses the implications of this research, focusing on the discourse functions
of the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and the verbs that collocate with them. The findings of this
research provide the following insights into the EFL academic texts:

1) In the Chinese students’ academic texts, the phrases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb
collocates serve four major discourse functions to achieve interpersonal purposes:
organise discourse, construe knowledge community, report research, and interpret
research.

I started this research with the identification and categorisation of the functions of the
phases of ‘I’, ‘We’ and their verb collocates in the student writers’ academic text. Initially,
the four discourse functions proposed were used to facilitate the comparisons of the
phrases between disciplines and between academic levels. I attempt to give them simple
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labels with the purpose of applying the findings of this research to teaching academic
writing in EFL classrooms. After the texts from across the disciplines and academic levels
were examined, it was found that these four categories were quite helpful in recognising
and differentiating the pragmatic functions of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the students’ dissertations.
Thus, although the functional categorisation proposed in this study is exploratory, these
identified discourse functions may be applicable to the exploration of academic discourse
of other genres and disciplines.

2) The phrases of ‘I’ and ‘We’ that perform the four discourse functions can be
generalised into to a few phrasal patterns: I + V-ed, I + base form of the verbs, I /
We + have + past participle, I / We+ will + base form of a verb; and we + modal
verb + verb.
First, these phrasal patterns show that the expressions of ‘I’ and ‘We’ are highly formulaic
when they serve the discourse functions in the students’ academic texts. Second, this
research raises the question of the extent to which there is one-to-one correspondence
between the identified phrases and the discourse functions. It is found that each function is
realised by one or two phrases (see Table 9.1). For example, the phrase I / we + have +
past participle is always used for text organising. On the other hand, some of the phrases
may serve more than one function. For example, we know that can be an expression of
construing knowledge community or an expression of research interpretation. The
functions of these phrases need to be defined via wider contexts. Third, the verbs in some
of the identified phrases are not restricted to one semantic category even though the
discourse functions of the phrases remain the same. For example, both expressions we can
find and we can know may be used to interpret research findings, whereas, find is an
activity verb and know is a mental verb according to Biber et al. (2002). Therefore, this
study suggests that the semantic classification of the verbs in academic discourse involves
considerable attention to their immediate and expanding contexts.
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Table 9.1: the discourse function and phrases
Discourse functions

organise discourse

Phrases

Examples

I / we + have + past participle

I / we have discussed / mentioned

I / we+ will + base form of a
I / we will discuss / mention
verb

construe knowledge
community

(as) we (all) know (that)
report study or internship

report research

I read / learnt / worked
I + V-ed

recount research procedure
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interpret research results
interpret research
argue
for
viewpoints

/

against

I collected / analyzed / found
we + possibility and ability
we can / could / will see / know
modal verbs + verbs
I + base form of the verbs

I think / believe / argue /hope

we + obligation and necessity
we should / must learn / know
modal verbs + verbs

3) Three issues are interrelated in academic writing: the discourse functions, the students’
writer identities and the principles of using or not using the FPPs.
As mentioned in Section 8.5.2.1 of Chapter 8, the three issues of ‘I’ and ‘We’ discussed in
this study can be differentiated from the time line of the writing stages. It is suggested that the
students are influenced by a number of principles, for example, the Modesty principle and the
Alignment principle. These principles govern their usage choice of ‘I’ or ‘We’ or alternative
expressions. These principles operate at each particular point of writing. Before a sentence is
written, the students are following these principles and making decisions to determine which
expression they are going to choose. After the students have determined which principle to
follow, the writer identity is made manifest by these decisions relating to the usage of ‘I’,
‘We’ and their verb collocates. The discourse functions are the post writing textual effects
that the writers intend to achieve. However, whether the pragmatic effects have been
achieved is not known until the writing is read by readers. These functions, in return could
match with the respective writer identities proposed in this study, self as text organiser, self
as research reporter and self as evaluator. These three issues have been discussed according
to the pre-, mid-, and post- chronological writing process. I would suggest however, a
reversed order of these three elements, discourse function, writer identity and principles that
need to be introduced to students in academic writing classes. I will elaborate on this point in
Section 9.3.

4) The necessity of qualitative methodology in exploring the FPPs in academic discourse
is affirmed in this study.
The qualitative case study of this research raises the question of appropriateness of using ‘I’
and ‘We’ in the students’ academic texts. Particularly, the detailed examination of the two
paragraphs in chapter 7 illustrates the important complementary information a qualitative
study can provide. Up to that point, I discussed the quantity and the discourse functions of the
investigated language (the phrases including the FPPs in this study) but did not focus on the
quality of these occurrences. The effective and ineffective use of ‘I’ and ‘We’ for example,
cannot possibly be observed without critically evaluating the texts closely and in expanded
contexts. Therefore, it is demonstrated in this study that quantitative and qualitative methods
are both needed in the field of academic discourse study.
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9.3 Pedagogical implications
The findings of this study would shed some light on the teaching and learning of academic
texts in EFL context. In this section, the pedagogical implications are discussed by
reorganising the findings into a few interrelated combinations. The aim of the discussion on
the discourse functions and the phrases is to suggest how and what to teach in the EAP
classrooms. The interpretation of the interrelatedness of the discourse functions, writer
identity and principles jointly work towards raising the awareness of using ‘I’, ‘We’ or other
impersonal expressions in academic discourse. I also discuss the possibility of combining
data driven learning and intensive reading of academic writing samples, which could help the
students to identify the phraseological features, as well as the effective use and the ineffective
use of the FPPs.

9.3.1 Discourse functions and phrases
As has been discussed in Chapter 8, it is found in this study that the students use a few
phrasal patterns to serve the four major discourse functions in their academic discourse. As
illustrated in Table 9.1, there is a correspondence between the phrases and the functions.
Each function is realised by one or two phrasal frames of ‘I’ and ‘We’. This indicates the
expressions of the FPPs are highly formulaic when they serve these discourse functions. In
the EAP classrooms, teachers could introduce the use of the FPPs in terms of the functions
they realise and in what phrases they can do so effectively.

The disciplinary difference that is found in this study also calls for more specific disciplinary
instructions in EAP classrooms. It is found in this study that different disciplines may use the
phrases including the FPPs to reflect different epistemic experience. This may suggest that
the students have accommodated themselves to the conventions of the disciplines, with or
without instruction. However, I do think students would benefit from being more aware of
what ‘I’ and ‘We’ mean in their disciplines. It would help them to understand what pragmatic
effects of the FPPs on the readers are in their academic texts. For example, students of
Business and Management should know that if they use the ‘I’ phrase (e.g. I used / collected)
to report research procedure, it would distinguish their methodology from other peoples’
research methodology. Therefore, the expression would stress the newsworthiness of the
research (cf. Harwood 2005). If students of English Literature use ‘I’ phrases (e.g. I read…as)
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to interpret research findings, they should be aware that they stress personal understanding
and evaluation of the original literature. These phrases would present their originality and
authoritativeness of their research.

The comparison between the academic levels suggests that the students of the more advanced
academic level, the postgraduate students in this study, may still need explicit instruction on
the appropriate use of the FPPs. The academic level variations presented in this study suggest
a greater degree of objectivity in the texts of the postgraduate students than those of the
undergraduates. This observation becomes apparent from the fewer instances of the FPPs and
more alternative impersonal expressions utilised in the postgraduate texts. However, it was
also found that the postgraduate students tended to replace ‘I’ with ‘We’ to avoid criticism
and challenge. This finding relates to the effective and ineffective use of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in the
students’ texts, which has been discussed in detail in Chapter 7. The postgraduate students’
misconception that ‘I’ and ‘We’ are interchangeable needs to be pointed out by EAP teachers
and more formal instructions should be given on the appropriate use of the FPPs. In this
specific case, the postgraduate students may need to be notified clearly that the plural ‘We’
also projects authorship and implies authority. The replacement of ‘I’ with ‘We’ is not always
the best strategy for avoiding face-threateningness.
As discussed in Chapter 7, the phrases of ‘I’ and ‘We’ are identified because they are widely
used in the students’ texts in this study. However, these expressions or even the other
impersonal expressions that are used to replace them may or may not be appropriately used in
their academic texts. This point may be explained by the low level of awareness of the
discourse functions of ‘I’, ‘We’ and the lack of the conception of writer-reader interactivity in
academic texts, which will be addressed in the next section.

9.3.2 Discourse functions, writer identity and principles
I have discussed the interrelationship between the discourse functions, writer identities and
the principles proposed in this study in Section 9.2. Both discourse functions and writer
identity in academic writing texts have been explored in varies ways respectively (e.g. Fetzer
2014; Harwood 2005). However, they have not been introduced as interrelated concepts to
students in academic writing classes. In actual practice, these three entities would help the
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students’ conceptualisation of the uses of the FPPs. In order to pass on this knowledge, EAP
teachers first of all, must become sensitive to these three concepts and be knowledgeable
about the uses of the FPPs in academic discourse.

In practice, these three issues can be introduced to the students in a reversed order in the EAP
classrooms. Teachers could start from the reader’s point of view, focussing on the discourse
functions. This introduction will equip learners with the knowledge about what pragmatic
effects their language use could have on their readers. For example, the expressions of ‘I’ and
‘We’ could help the readers to see the manner in which the text has been organised.

It could

also help to build solidarity with the readers, to claim their own authority or alternatively,
place them in an awkward situation of being questioned or challenged by the readers. Then
writer identity may be introduced. When realising the pragmatic functions, the students are
no longer their autobiographical selves in the text. They become reporters, text organisers and
evaluators. They present themselves and concurrently communicate with the readers. These
different identities would raise the students’ awareness that they assume multiple roles when
writing academic texts. These writer identities would also remind the students that they need
to interact with the readership. Then the student would need to know that during the
interaction with the readership, there are principles and other factors that may influence their
choice of using ‘I’, ‘We’ and various other impersonal expressions. An example of one of the
principles that the student may already be aware of is the Modesty Principle. If they want to
sound modest, they would probably choose either ‘I’ or ‘We’ or other expressions. However,
students may be unaware of other factors such as the Authority Principle and the influence of
the concept of collectiveness enshrined in the Chinese culture. In order to sound affirmative,
the Chinese student writers may use ‘We’ instead of ‘I’ even though the essays are single
authored. Their decisions in turn, will lead to either successful or face-threatening pragmatic
effects. Therefore, the students should be informed that they have choices at their disposal, of
utilising either ‘I’ or ‘We’ or other impersonal expressions. What matters is that different
decisions would result in different pragmatic effects. They would need to decide between
keeping themselves from being challenged and taking the risk of claiming authority.
Following the steps of introducing these three issues, the student writers would have a better
understanding of why and when to use or not use the FPPs in their academic texts.
The qualitative exploration of the uses of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in Chapter 7 raises the question of
quantitative and qualitative value of the FPPs. In EAP classrooms, the combination of corpus
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assisted teaching and intensive reading of disciplinary sample texts would be helpful for the
provision of a large amount of data and for drawing attention the appropriate and
inappropriate use of the FPPs. This method is discussed in the next section.
9.3.3 Data Driving Learning and intensive reading
The assistance of data driven learning and intensive reading of sample disciplinary texts help
the students in the EAP classrooms with the following two aspects: to let the students identify
the phraseological features of ‘I’ and ‘We’; and to let them be aware of the quality of using
the FPPs in their academic text.

Firstly, by using DDL, the student can explore the formulaic features identified in the
concordances, and compare them with their own writing. Recently, scholars started to employ
CLC technology in language classrooms, particularly, academic writing classrooms (Charles
2012, 2014; Flowerdew 2015; Lee & Swales 2006). The technology of corpus linguistics is
especially useful in terms of looking for conventionalised features, including collocations and
phraseology. At the same time, by building their own disciplinary corpora, students can turn
to them for comparison and reflective studies. Personalised corpus of one specific discipline
can meet the requirement of exploration of different genres, for example, term papers,
research report and thesis of varying competence levels. Charles (2014) explores the DIY
corpus assisted academic writing teaching and suggests that this method may be applied to
most of the higher education academic classes. The use of DDL in EAP classrooms will not
only help the students to realise the conventions of certain genres, but also the
conventionalised rhetorical practice and preferences of their academic community. In this
sense, the exploration of the discourse functions, collocations and phraseology of ‘I’ and ‘We’
and many other issues in academic writing would be assisted by corpus technology.

Secondly, the intensive reading exercise of both disciplinary expert research papers, essays
written by the students themselves and essays of their peers (with authorisation) could help
the student writers observe effective and ineffective use of the FPPs. In classrooms, teachers
could also help the students to compare and explore those impersonal expressions that serve
the same textual function as ‘I’ and ‘We’ in expert writers’ texts. The combination of DDL
and intensive reading would not only provide the students opportunities to look at frequent
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expressions in corpora, but also make them realise that the expression of ‘I’ and ‘We’ could
be both an effective and ineffective device of self-representation in academic texts.

9.4 The limitations of the study
In this research, I compared the disciplinary differences between BM and EL, and the
variation between the academic levels, UG and PG. The manipulation of these subcorpora
(UGBM, UGEL, PGBM and PGEL) is to enable the two-dimensional exploration of the
disciplinary and academic level difference. As introduced in chapters 1 and 3, this study is
designed to look at general divergence of the disciplines and academic levels. The limitation
of this approach is the discipline differences at each distinct academic level have not been
accounted for in this study. In each comparison there is either a mixture of academic levels or
a mixture of disciplines.

However, considering that the collected theses were all accepted for either a Bachelors or a
Masters degrees, I would argue that the disciplinary difference is better explored by regarding
that all the texts are up to acceptable standards and can be compared. This method also makes
it manageable for me to look at the academic texts of undergraduate and postgraduate levels
from a broader perspective than to examine the four subcorpora at the same time.
Nevertheless, this is not to say that there is no difference between each of the four subcorpora.
Closer examinations between the two disciplines of the same academic level and between
two academic levels of the same discipline would be a research activity that I would hope to
pursue after this PhD study.

The second limitation of this study is that I did not examine all the verbs that collocated with
‘I’ and ‘We’ in the corpus. The verbs extracted for examination are limited to those that
collocate with ‘I’ no less than 5 times and/or collocate with ‘We’ no less than 10 times across
at least three texts in the corpus. This is because the aim of this research is to investigate the
discourse functions of ‘I’ and ‘We’ by looking at the verbs that collocate with them. The
frequency thresholds serve the purpose of examining those frequently used verbs in the
students’ texts. The drawback of this approach is that those infrequent verbs that collocate
with ‘I’ and ‘We’ are not included in the categorisation step of this research. However, during
the analysis stage, some of those infrequent verbs are presented when the phrasal patterns are
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examined (see Chapter 8). It is observed that even though these verbs are not shortlisted for
categorisation, most of them fit well into the discourse functions and phrasal patterns
proposed in this study.

Thirdly, I would have to acknowledge that the categorisation of the verbs and the discourse
functions of the collocations are highly subjective. I am not an expert in either Business and
Management or English Literature. Whenever necessary, my colleagues in the Business and
Management and English Literature Departments were specifically asked for help.
Fourthly, the corpus of this research is made up of final versions of the EFL student writers’
dissertations. We do not know if there has been any intervention from the students’
supervisors about the FPP use in their texts. Supervisors’ interventions and the effect of
revision during the process of writing up would be worth exploring after this study.

9.5 Suggestions for future research
This learner corpus based study did not use a reference corpus, neither was any form of
comparison undertaken between native speaker and non-native speaker nor between novice
writer and expert writer of the same discipline. My intention was to avoid the assumption that
the observed language features in learner corpus are common to the native speaker’s or expert
writer’s corpus. I have discussed this point in Chapter 1 and 3. The findings of this research
suggest that comparing learners’ texts written by writers of differing levels of exposure to
expert texts or academia would be helpful in finding out the phraseological divergence
between novice writers and more advanced academic text writers. I have identified a few
frequently used phrasal patterns with corresponding pragmatic functions in this study. In the
next study, I would possibly look at PhD texts of the same discipline to evaluate if the more
experienced EFL academic writers use the same phrases to serve the same discourse
functions or if they did not. With the observed differences between writers of different
academic levels we are likely to have a better understanding and appreciation of what the
next pedagogical aim should be in EAP classrooms. This could be one direction worthy of
further investigation.
Most of the research on ‘I’ and ‘We’ in academic discourse so far is largely quantitative and
based on the researchers’ observation. A few exceptions such as Hyland (2002) and Işık-Taş
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(2018) did a few interviews with the writers, but they are a small part of the whole study.
Harwood (2007) presents a different perspective of looking at the research papers by
interviewing the writers and the writers’ peers. However, the interactive effect of the FPPs in
academic discourse from the reader’s perspective is not explored extensively. In fact, it is not
known to writers whether or not the readers would choose to agree or disagree with them, or
acknowledge their authorships. The pragmatic purposes of the rhetorical strategies are
attempted but not necessarily achieved. Hence, it would be interesting to find out what
readers think and feel when they encounter ‘I’ and ‘We’ in these students’ academic texts.
Some people may approve some of the uses of ‘I’ and ‘We’, like the participants agreeing
with their peers’ usages in published research papers in Harwood’s (2005) interviews. Others
probably would consider the expressions of ‘I’ and ‘We’ as informal or too subjective in
academic texts.

All things considered, it would be beneficial to the writers of academic

articles to know what the readers’ reaction might be when the FPPs are used. In the context of
this research, further study on the teachers’ or supervisors’ reaction of these EFL students’
dissertations could help us to know what is expected, approved or disapproved of from the
readers’ perspective. This understanding will increase awareness and credibility on the
writer’s side when they construct their self-images in their discourse, as well as author more
readable and friendly academic articles.

Another issue raised in this study is how to be authoritative in academic discourse. In essence,
being authorial is not a one-sided activity, but is an interaction between writer and reader
with awareness of who their counterparts probably are. Being authorial is about evaluating an
entity or proposition, expressing the writer’s own opinion, seeking solidarity, and claiming
originality and contributing to academic discourse. These discourse functions can be achieved
by ‘I’ and ‘We’ as well as many other expressions in the academic context. From the
observation of the usages of ‘I’ and ‘We’, the Chinese EFL writers in this study do not
display much confidence in presenting themselves and their work to their readers.

In this study, the interactivity between writer and reader of academic text has only been
observed and interpreted from the perspective of two words, ‘I’ and ‘We’. The question itself
is likely to be more complicated than these two FPPs and worth further exploration in the
EAP field. The examination of the alternative expression of ‘I’ and ‘We’, for instance, it
is…that, adverbs, evaluative adjectives and some subtle language expressions as explored in
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Chapter 7, suggest more complex perspectives on writer-reader interaction (cf. Charles 2004;
Hunston 2004; Hyland 2010). Therefore, the textual function and individual persona in
academic discourse is only viewed through a microscope in this study. I did not explore the
issues mentioned above further in this study.

Those issues are certainly worth further

exploration in the future.

Lastly, this study tested the limitation of the quantitative method as illustrated by the case
study in Chapter 7. With quantitative research, we are able to show statistically, a significant
difference in the language features we are exploring, but the quality of these language
features is not well examined. Studies that can provide both quantitative and qualitative
information could signal unexplored implications for the field of applied linguistics.

9.6 Closing remarks: my writer identities as an EFL teacher, an academic discourse
writer and an EFL PhD student of applied linguistics

I started this research with the question of how the FPPs are used in EFL academic texts.
With a specific goal in mind, I wanted my research to be of pedagogical significance and to
have practical applications in a classroom setting. This decision was obviously influenced by
my career as an EFL teacher. The other two identities that I am well aware of during my PhD
study are those of an EFL academic text writer and a PhD research student in applied
linguistics. Both of these identities helped and shaped my thesis writing during the whole
research and writing up process. I wrote with awareness and caution and was mindful about
when, where and how I would need to present myself and how I would like myself to be
presented in discourse. However, as a Chinese EFL writer influenced by the principles that
are discussed in Chapter 8, I have probably both overused and at times avoided the use of ‘I’
and ‘We’ unconsciously in my thesis drafts. On several occasions, I was advised by my peer
reviewers and my supervisor to either replace the FPPs with other expressions or rephrase a
few expressions by using ‘I’ and ‘We’, particularly ‘I’ in this dissertation.
Taking myself as an example, I want to stress here the importance of self-representation in
EFL academic discourse. The use of the FPPs is problematic, not only in the sense of the
difficulty associated with the presentation of the writer in the discourse but also a more
complicated conundrum of how to use, when to use and which FPP to use in academic
discourse. The question of ‘how to use’ relates to the collocation and phraseology of the FPPs,
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‘when to use’ relates to the intended discourse functions, and ‘which one to use’ relates to the
choice between ‘I’, ‘We’ and other impersonal expressions. All of these would affect the
quality and strength of self-representation in the academic texts. This study and my three
identities throughout my research and writing process amplifies the point that with progress
in academic experience, the skill of using the FPPs appropriately hinges on explicit
awareness and instruction.
This study sheds some light on the issue of ‘I’ and ‘We’ in disciplinary EFL academic
discourse. It is hoped that the findings of this research could inform the practice of
researching, teaching and learning the FPPs in academic contexts. Further, it is hoped that
this study can raise the EFL learners’ and EAP teachers’ awareness of various aspects of the
FPPs in academic discourse.
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