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1. Introduction 

When I entered university, one of the first classes that I attended focused on academic writing. 

While I was taught the appropriate vocabulary and how to cite correctly, I was also told that 

academic writing rather employs an objective tone and avoids the representation of personality. 

These are only two features that, according to Ivanič (1998: 304), are typically associated with 

conventional written academic language. Nevertheless, descriptions like these have left me with 

the strong belief that impersonality represents a key feature, and whenever I read a text involving 

features such as first- and second-person pronouns, I became confused. As Biber (2006a: 1) 

emphasizes, the complexity of university language does indeed constitute a challenge for students 

that demands adjustment to new contexts and standards.  

As described by Jing Li and Cheng (2020: 32), academic language and its characteristics have 

especially become recognized in the fields of English for Academic Purposes and English for 

Specific Purposes, which have also developed an interest in the expression of subjectivity and 

personality and described this dimension of language through different labels such as ‘stance’, 

‘appraisal’, and ‘evaluation’. Several studies have resulted from the focus on this dimension (e.g. 

Barton 1993, Charles 2003, Hunston 1994, and Thompson & Hunston 2000a). The way students 

and academics present themselves has been considered as highly important as their self-

representation shapes the ways in which they are perceived by others and therefore has an effect 

on whether their work is regarded as valuable (Hyland 2012: 7).  

For this reason, in this thesis I am interested in how and to what extent students and academics 

represent themselves and whether there are any differences in how they do it. As I am a student at 

the University of Graz with an interest in linguistics, I am especially keen to analyze how students 

who study (or studied) at this institution personalize and depersonalize their texts in comparison 

to members of the academic community within the field of linguistics. As students are believed to 

develop writing practices of the community they are set in (Hyland 2012: 3), I consider two 

educational stages in my investigation in order to be able to determine a potential development: 

undergraduate and graduate levels. As the scope of this thesis is limited, I intend to investigate the 

personalization strategy of stance features as proposed by Hyland (2005a) and the 
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depersonalization strategy of passivization with the focus on the deletion of first-person subjects 

as well as the strategy of using nominalizations as subjects. The analysis of these linguistic tools 

will show which elements students use to foreground (personalize) and background 

(depersonalize) their personal presence and involvement in comparison to researchers and will 

reveal tendencies concerning whether undergraduate or graduate students’ writing style is more 

similar to that of academics.   

In this thesis, I first present the theoretical background of my study and position it relative to other 

research in the field. Therefore, I briefly outline the research context of my study and the relevance 

of writing as the object of analysis within this field. After that, I discuss academic discourse and 

consider its conception and context in order to define the context of the analyzed texts. In the 

chapter that follows I provide an overview of the topic of personalization and depersonalization 

and present the features that I intend to analyze. This chapter is followed by a description of the 

data and the methods that are applied in this thesis as well as by the presentation of the research 

questions that the analysis is based on. Chapter 6 represents the main part of my thesis and consists 

of an analysis of personalization and depersonalization features in texts written by undergraduate 

and graduate students at the University of Graz and members of the linguistic research community. 

The findings of my investigations are then interpreted and compared in Chapter 7. Finally, I 

summarize and evaluate the obtained results and my interpretations in the conclusion.  
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2. Sociolinguistics and Discourse 

In this section, I briefly describe the basis of my analysis within the field of sociolinguistics and 

discourse analysis. For this purpose, I first consider the aims and goals of these research fields and 

discuss the relevance and role that writing takes on within them. 

Sociolinguistics covers several different topics and fields of investigation. This complexity of 

research, however, is based on one fundamental area of interest. The question of what 

sociolinguists do is answered by Holmes as follows:  

Sociolinguists study the relationship between language and society. They are interested in 

explaining why we speak differently in different social contexts, and they are concerned with 

identifying the social functions of language and the ways it is used to convey social meaning. 

(Holmes 2001: 1)  

Lillis further says that in contrast to linguistics sociolinguistic research sets its focus on aspects 

that define and determine the relationship between language and society. Context, language users, 

and functions of language, for example, are of major importance in this field. While the definition 

of grammatical structure is paid less attention to, theories around ideologies and social systems 

have been developed (Lillis 2013: 3-4). 

Linguistic variation and the social dimension of language has already been studied systematically 

from the second half of the nineteenth century on, with the focus being laid on dialects and 

geographical variation (Hickey 2018: 28-29). From the 1940s on, sociological questions have 

become more important resulting in new focuses in variational linguistics and a sub-field that was 

interested in the sociological relation between communities and individual language users (McColl 

Millar 2012: 41). The beginnings of this sub-field are primarily associated with the work of Dell 

Hymes (1968, 1974), who challenged the views of Chomsky (1965) and his theory of a ‘universal 

grammar’ which centers on idealized language use and the homogeneity of language users (Lillis 

2013: 4). The growing importance of the social dimension within linguistic research is shown as 

his theories were not the only ones addressing language and the social at that time as Blommaert 

(2005: 9-10) explains: Similar studies with a linguistic-anthropologic focus on ideology and 

inequality that count as fundamental for theories that followed were conducted by Gumperz and 

Hymes (1972), Bauman and Sherzer (1974) and Gumperz (1982). Investigations on linguistic 

varieties and their relationship with social variables such as class, race, or gender were presented, 

for example, by Labov (1972) and Sankoff (1980, 1988). Other theories that adopt a clearly 

sociological research perspective have been developed by Fishman (1972) and Bernstein (1971). 



8 
 

Finally, there are several areas of interest within sociolinguistics that represent a combination of 

branches.  

What remains at the core especially regarding sociological interests, however, is the central 

position of the social and all questions that Lillis (2013: 4-5) says come with it: how can we define 

communicative practices with regard to individuals and society as a whole? What characterizes 

communities and what conceptions are there? What about power and agency in society and 

communication? 

With the study of the relationship between the social and language as the basis, Blommaert (2005: 

14-15) names five principles that sociolinguistics builds upon: Firstly, it investigates the meaning 

of language for the people who use it. Secondly, it highlights the importance of context and its 

influence on language use. Thirdly, it focuses on real and authentic language use and its differences 

according to context. Fourthly, sociolinguistics is aware that repertoires differ according to 

language users and that there is an inequality concerning how the individual features of repertoires 

are distributed. Lastly, language and communication are considered dependent on how the world 

is structured, i.e. how communities and cultures are related.  

Within the research fields that investigate language and its social dimension, language has been 

dealt with under the term ‘discourse’, which “[i]n its broadest sense, […] refers to all the 

phenomena of symbolic interaction and communication between people, usually through spoken 

or written language or visual representation” (Bloor & Bloor 2007: 6). Yet, as can be seen in Bloor 

and Bloor’s explanations, the term has been used in different senses depending on the focus of 

analyses such as the communication in specific institutions (Bloor and Bloor 2007: 6-7).  

Considering the definitions of discourse, one could assume that sociolinguistic investigations have 

been equally interested in both written and spoken communication.  However, Lillis (2013: 2) 

critically points out that “the empirical object at the heart of this study of the relationship between 

language and society has been – and continues to be – spoken language”. Sociolinguists such as 

Coupland and Jaworski (2009: 5), for whom spoken language is central to sociolinguistic research, 

argue for the primary position of speech considering human biology and development and societal 

history. Moreover, speech is viewed as superior by them when it comes to the social dimension: 

“Speech is central in socialising processes and important in the formulation and expression of 

people’s social identities and relationships” (Coupland & Jaworski 2009: 5). While this so-called 

“primacy argument” (Lillis 2013: 2) is often used to explain the focus on speech, sociolinguistic 
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research has nevertheless become increasingly interested in written language as we will see in the 

next section. 

2.1. Written Discourse in Sociolinguistics 

While the centrality of spoken language in sociolinguistics has been undisputed, writing has rather 

been dealt with as a topic of secondary important, as pointed out by Lillis (2013: 7). According to 

her, research on written language has been existent in sociolinguistics. However, this interest 

mainly is based upon the fact that written discourse is viewed as specifically important for the 

processes of standardization and codification, which is why writing systems have gained particular 

attention. Further, the relation of writing to literacy represents an aspect that accounts for the 

interest in written language (Lillis 2013: 7-8). 

However, Lillis (2013: 8) considers standardization and codification only weak arguments for a 

more excessive study of writing because they focus only on the normative dimension and rather 

exclude everyday written language. This is shown as standards represent regulated and codified 

written forms of originally spoken language (Holmes 2001: 76). Indeed, as Lillis further highlights 

some research in sociolinguistics has only dealt with written language to define and characterize 

spoken language. Writing has been given an autonomous status that is described in terms of 

‘decontextualization’ and its opposition to spoken language (Lillis 2013: 8). 

Lillis (2013: 9) summarizes the features of writing ascribed to it from the widespread binary view 

as follows: “[Writing is] permanent, monomodal, formal, lexically dense, distant, context 

independent, monologic, detached, [and] impersonal.” This perspective is not only problematic 

because a detailed definition of the features is often missing in the simplistic assumption of a 

binary opposition (Lillis 2013: 9), but also because both written and spoken texts show 

considerable variation within themselves so that a clear-cut opposition is difficult (Biber 1988: 

24). This clear-cut opposition has been challenged even more by the emergence of the Internet and 

related computer-mediated forms of discourse that have undermined the strict dichotomy of 

written and spoken language as forms of written discourse on the Internet such as chats take on 

features of spoken language as is, for example, indicated by chats representing synchronous 

utterances (Herring & Androutsopoulos 2015: 128-129). 

According to Lillis (2013: 11-12), the role of writing for communication and the construction of 

meaning has been underestimated and got lost in the more positive evaluation of spoken language 

within some areas of sociolinguistics, with writing facing the risk of only being discussed in 
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connection with standardization and codification. In contrast to many sociolinguists, she proposes 

that writing represents a communicative practice just as spoken language does and deserves to be 

treated as a key dimension (Lillis 2013: 6). This view has mainly been prepared by and developed 

from the tradition of the ‘ethnography of communication’ (Gumperz & Hymes 1972), which is 

based on social constructionist concepts (Lillis 2013: 12-13). 

2.2. Ethnography, Social Constructionism and Written Discourse 

Lillis (2013: 12-13) points out that the question of what makes writing interesting for 

sociolinguistics and the potential of writing has been recognized in theories following the 

ethnographic approach of Gumperz and Hymes (1972), which promoted the study of everyday 

language within its social context. Drawing on anthropological theories, this move, which is 

known as the ‘ethnographic pull’ (Lillis 2013: 13), regards social context as a primary determiner 

of language use. Ethnography as defined by Swann et al. (2004: 101) represents “an attempt to 

study systematically the beliefs and practices of a community or social group.” Following this 

definition, language needs to be seen as a mirror of its social context. Practices for ethnography 

are particular communicative activities that result from the contexts, as Hymes explains in more 

detail:  

One cannot take linguistic form, a given code, or even speech itself, as a limiting frame of 

reference. One must take as context a community, or network of persons, investigating its 

communicative activities as a whole, so that any use of channel and code takes its place as 

part of the resources upon which the members draw. (Hymes 1974: 4) 

This view on language results from the anthropologist concept of social constructionism (Berger 

& Luckman 1966; Holzner 1972). As described by Hyland, it considers reality and knowledge as 

the outcome of interaction and social processes. Following this theory, a community and its context 

such as time and place determine the nature of everything that is produced within it (Hyland: 2009: 

11-12). 

As a consequence, the opposition of spoken and written language has been rather backgrounded 

in this field of research, while particular contexts have been considered to determine the ways in 

which language is used and how meaning is constructed (Roberts & Street 1997: 169). This 

foregrounding of the social context opened up new perspectives on the role of writing as pointed 

out by Lillis (2013: 13-14). According to her, there are three major impacts that the ethnographic 

pull has had on sociolinguistics: Firstly, the movement has foregrounded the problematic nature 

of centralizing one mode and thus encourages the identification of writing as playing a crucial role 

for everyday language use and practice. Secondly, the interrelation of the modes has been 
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highlighted. Finally, the ethnographic tradition has introduced methodologies for the analysis of 

written language in context and provided the perspective of literacy as a social practice (Lillis 

2013: 13-14). 

As reported by Lillis (2013: 78) the ethnographic movement has spread since the 1970s, with many 

investigations being conducted under the label of New Literacy Studies (NLS). Focusing on the 

context and highlighting it, she describes this research field to be concerned with what is performed 

with writing and reading, in which setting it is located and the ways in which it is done (Lillis 

2013: 78). NLS is therefore based on the notion of practice, i.e. the ways in which people use 

language whereby conventions and relationships are reflected and expressed (Lillis 2013: 28). As 

Lillis further notes, research in this area aims at identifying and describing communicative 

practices taking into account the different aspects of context such as specific groups of language 

users. Moreover, literacy is understood as to unfold in ideological ways, which means that the way 

in which language is used and meanings themselves are influenced by power relations within 

society. Hence, it is considered to vary depending on social context, norms, and discourse and to 

be set in power relations that govern meaning and use (Lillis 2013: 78). 

As the social context of writing has gained attention in NLS, Lillis notes that much research has 

been built upon the notion of community, exploring factors such as geographical location, culture, 

linguistic background, social class, and gender. Other studies analyzed language and the relation 

to specific activities and professions (Lillis 2013: 78-79). However, I want to elaborate on these 

relations in more detail later (see section 3.4. and 3.5.) as they represent important factors that need 

to be considered in my analysis. 

Since writing has been given significance considering the social dimension of language, ‘ordinary’ 

writing, now regarded to be part of everyday life, has become an object of investigation (Lillis 

2013: 75). Like spoken practices, everyday writing practices have been identified. Following 

Barton and Hamilton (1998), Lillis (2013: 77) classifies these practices as those “[d]riven by 

peoples’ everyday needs and interests” such as organizational matters in life and those “[d]riven 

by institutional demands and regulations” such as “governance [,] work [, and] education/training”. 

As we will learn more specifically in the next chapter, for this thesis the practices associated with 

the dimension of education and training are the object of investigation. According to Lillis (2013: 

77), this dimension comprises “‘schooled’ writing practices (essays, reports, dissertations, theses) 

[and] assessment forms.” 
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In conclusion, as we have seen my thesis is set in the field of sociolinguistics with the focus on 

writing practices in educational contexts. As outlined in this section, analyses of discourse that 

follow this approach must thoroughly consider the context and the ways in which this context 

influences the discourse. For this reason, I first discuss academic discourse, its conceptions and its 

attributed characteristics in the next chapter and then work through the context factors and their 

importance for this analysis. 

3. Academic Discourse 

In the previous chapter the central aims and characteristics of sociolinguistics and the role of 

written discourse have been outlined. As this thesis analyzes texts within academic discourse, the 

following chapter defines academic discourse and discusses its relevance for sociolinguistic 

investigation by giving an overview of conceptions including rhetorical characteristics and context 

factors that result from these. Finally, the individual contexts factors for academic discourse are 

discussed in detail in order to establish the frame for the present analysis. 

3.1. What is Academic Discourse? 

According to Hyland (2009: 1) “academic discourse refers to the ways of thinking and using 

language which exist in academia”. This definition suggests that this form of both thought and 

language is determined by the social context of academia. However, it opens up several questions 

on what one must understand by ways of thinking and using language and by ‘academia’ and what, 

with regard to this thesis’ focus, this context means for the texts produced within it.  

Generally, ‘academia’ is conceptualized as the people that are connected with work that is related 

to studying, researching and universities. Usually, this social domain is therefore linked with 

people such as researchers, university professors, and students who use language within the 

institutional setting of universities and research centers. But how can we define discourse in this 

context and how far is this discourse influenced by its setting? 

Academic discourse, as indicated by Hyland’s definition, is linked with communication within 

academia and, as Hyland (2009:1) further points out, plays a major role in the construction and 

transfer of knowledge. The important role of academic discourse and its purpose become apparent 

as the education of students, the demonstration of learning processes, the distribution and the 

creation of theories and knowledge are enabled by and depend upon language. The products of 

academia such as textbooks and research articles represent the foundation of education and the 
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construction of knowledge. Consequently, the academic world builds upon its discourses, which 

are central for its existence (Hyland 2009: 1). 

While the central role of discourse for academia has been beyond dispute, there have been different 

definitions and conceptions of academic discourse, as Bhatia (2002: 25-26) explains. Based on a 

rather unifying and broad view that considers every instance of language use embedded in the 

context of academia as academic discourse, the concept of English for Academic Purposes has 

developed. Thousands of courses and textbooks for students (e.g. Adamson 1993 and Jordan 1990) 

have resulted from its development, giving instructions for appropriate academic language, while 

the concept is based on what Bhatia (2002: 26) calls a problematic presumption of an “academic 

core”, meaning that academic language is rather homogenous and that certain features occur within 

every text type and discipline (Bhatia 2002: 25-26). 

This broad view on academic discourse, however, has been challenged more recently as variations 

according to discipline and genre have been highlighted (Hyland 2000). In fact, academic 

discourse has been defined by “multiple literacies within academia” (Hyland 2000: 147), and a 

“heterogeneity of […] discourses and practices typical of the different disciplinary cultures” 

(Hyland 2000: 147) has been identified. This sets out a narrower definition that regards the ways 

of thinking and using language within the different disciplines and parts of academia as academic 

discourses which are distinct from each other. From this perspective academia is not perceived as 

one homogenous social group but rather as different groups that are closely related by being 

embedded in the institutional context of universities (Hyland 2000: 147). 

Following this, the conception of academic discourse builds upon the assumption that it is bound 

to a specific social dimension. The relevance of this dimension is already highlighted as Hyland 

(2009: 1) points out that academic discourse is not only responsible for knowledge creation and 

transfer but also for the construction of the social roles in academia. In fact, as he describes the 

different roles, such as that of the student and the lecturer or researcher as well as the relationships 

between these members of the community and disciplines are not only formed but also displayed 

by the language used within academia. Because of this, the discourses reveal and represent what 

can be referred to as ‘social practices’ within academia. Academic discourse thus determines 

universities, the disciplines, how knowledge is constructed and is needed to maintain the social 

structures of academia (Hyland 2009: 1). The social dimension of academic discourse becomes 

clear as  
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individuals use language to write, frame problems and understand issues in ways specific to 

particular groups and in doing these things they conform social realities, personal identities 

and professional institutions. (Hyland 2009: 1) 

As a matter of fact, the very nature of discourse as interpreted from the ethnographic perspective 

that has already been outlined allows the assumption that every discourse creates and indicates 

social realms:  

Discourses include much more than language. [They] are ways of behaving, interacting, 

valuing, thinking, believing speaking, and often reading and writing that are accepted as 

instantiations of particular roles […] by specific groups of people. […] Discourses are ‘ways 

of being in the world’; they are ‘forms of life’. (Gee 1996: viii) 

The ethnographic perceptions that I have presented so far imply that being a member of academia 

requires that one adjusts to existing writing practices and that this adjustment results in the 

development of a specific way of writing texts. Hyland (2009: 6) emphasizes that it is not only 

expected from members to conform to a social role in academia but also to certain practices of 

disciplines and academia as a whole to show their expertise and competence. Like other kinds of 

discourse, academic discourse expresses so much more than just the knowledge and information 

conveyed by it. Thinking in ethnographic ways, the texts of academia become special as  

[l]iteracy is a social practice, not simply a technical and neutral skill. […] it is always 

embedded in socially constructed epistemological principles. It is about knowledge: the 

ways in which people address reading and writing are themselves rooted in conceptions of 

knowledge, identity, being. Literacy, in this sense, is always contested, both its meanings 

and its practices, hence particular versions of it are always ‘ideological’, they are always 

rooted in a particular world view. (Street 2001:8) 

This strong relationship of academic discourse, community and identity has also been proposed 

by Ivanič (1998: 78), who argues that authors of academic texts position themselves with specific 

identities within a so-called ‘academic discourse community’. Like other theories that have been 

presented, her conception of academic writing highlights the existence of certain practices that 

show the values, beliefs and ideologies within academia and represent ways of self-positioning 

(Ivanič 1998: 45).  

Building upon the existence of a specific social dimension and practices that are linked to different 

social communities, identities and roles, Lillis (2013: 134-135) notes that academic discourse in 

terms of writing and reading has been understood as a specific type of literacy. In an early 

approach, academic discourse has been associated with ‘essayist literacy’. While this theory draws 

on an idealistic perspective which highlights the importance of individual knowledge 

representation for a person’s social status, it proposes that there are specific literary practices 
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typical of the context of institutions and higher education which display ‘identity work’ through 

individuals intending to present themselves as competent (Lillis 2013: 134-135). 

Lillis and Scott (2007: 6-7) name another more recent approach to academic writing, which is 

particularly oriented towards the narrow view on academic discourse and the influence of social 

and cultural structures. This approach specifically focuses on students and has been developed in 

the already mentioned field of NLS by the theory of ‘academic literacies’ (e.g. Chiseri-Strater 

1991 and Street 1996), with the plural form often used to foreground the multiple forms and 

varieties of academic discourse which are established by the existence of different communities 

(Lillis & Scott 2007: 6-7). 

3.2.  Academic Discourse as Register and Genre 

The different conceptions of academic discourse become especially clear regarding the 

associations of academic discourse with the terms ‘register’ and ‘genre’. As Flowerdew (2002: 1-

2) points out the formal features of academic discourse have rather been understood in terms of 

systems with specific functions and academic discourse has been conceptualized as a specific 

register within earlier studies (Halliday 1978), while more recent investigations have gone into 

more detail and have related the formal features more closely to the social context of differing 

communities. Through the term ‘register’ academic discourse was mainly related to specific 

situations as register is regarded “the clustering of semantic features according to situation type” 

(Halliday 1978: 68), with the situation being defined by the ongoing action, the role of language 

within the situation and the participants (Halliday 1978: 31).  

However, this conception as a specific register of its own, which suggests an understanding of 

academic discourse as a unified whole, has been widely discarded within research as variations 

within academic discourse have more and more led to relating academic discourse to specific 

genres (Bhatia 2002: 23). As Bhatia explains, this emphasis on academic discourse as a compound 

of different genres has been proposed within genre analysis, a research approach which 

investigates how people behave linguistically in institutional contexts. Beginning with the basic 

view of genres as “distinctive categor[ies] of any type, spoken or written, with or without literary 

aspirations” (Swales 1990: 33), this perspective highlights conventional patterns within language 

use and stresses the important role of social context for discourse within its understanding of genre 

(Bhatia 2002: 23).  
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Influential and fundamental for this genre-based approach have been works by Swales (1990) and 

Bhatia (1993), who suggest specific features of genres that foreground the relationship between 

discourse and social structures. Introducing a theory which is intended to be useful for teaching 

academic writing to students, Swales (1990: 1) names three concepts that his conception of 

academic discourse is based on: the concept of discourse community, the concept of genre and the 

concept of language-learning task. While the former two are of major importance for academic 

discourse and are covered in the following, I do not focus on the concept of language-learning 

tasks as Swales (1990: 68) includes it primarily for educational reasons. 

A genre as defined by Swales (1990: 58) represents a category of communicative events, with the 

participants of the events having shared intentions regarding what they aim to achieve 

communicatively. These shared intentions are noticed and accepted by members of the discourse 

community who are attributed with expertise and become the motivation for a genre. This 

underlying motivation prompts certain conventions regarding the structure, content, and style of a 

genre. Exemplary texts of genres also display that genres are constituted by similar structural, 

stylistic, content and audience-specific language choices. This way, a text becomes particularly 

prototypical of a certain genre if it corresponds to the expectations that the discourse community 

expects to be met (Swales 1990: 58). 

According to Bhatia (2002: 23), the generic conception of academic discourse builds upon the 

main characteristics attributed to genres: firstly, genres are regarded to reflect social structures, in 

particular, disciplinary cultures, i.e. the specific communities making use of the genres, and this 

way emphasize the existence of certain conventions which are related to certain practices within 

disciplines and professions. Secondly, genres as communicative events have their own specific 

structures, which give them a unity. Plus, these events become identifiable through certain 

functions and intentions that both the writer him- or herself and other members of the community 

are aware of and share knowledge of. As follows from other characteristics, genres are viewed as 

constructs organized in certain structures that display conventions and practices, which highly 

respected members of an academic community are believed to be more experienced in. Finally, as 

a consequence of associating certain members with greater knowledge, these ‘expert’ members 

are viewed to hold a status which allows them to play with conventions and include personal 

motivations (Bhatia 2002: 23). 

However, the main reason underlying the characteristics above and arguing for academic discourse 

to be described and interpreted in terms of genres lies in the specific communicative objectives 
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shared within certain disciplines and social groups which lead to the establishment of “relatively 

stable forms” (Bhatia 2002: 23). As Bhatia (2002: 23) points out, this relationship associated with 

the stability of certain linguistic forms suggests a dynamic nature of genres, which results from 

the dependence of genres on social and situational contexts.  

Basing their concept of genre on the situatedness of cognition, Berkenkotter and Huckin explain 

this dynamic nature in the following way: “[G]enres are inherently dynamic rhetorical structures 

that can be manipulated according to conditions of use, and that genre knowledge is therefore best 

conzeptualized as a form of situated cognition embedded in disciplinary cultures” (Berkenkotter 

& Huckin 1995: 3). Bhatia (2002: 24) further notes that the dynamic nature becomes clear as there 

is always a change of the cognitive expectations and goals of academic groups and, in particular, 

of established members. As highlighted by Swales (1990: 58) a generic view thus approaches 

language use in academic contexts both from a general and specific point of view. 

3.3.  Formal and Rhetoric Characteristics of Academic Discourse 

While more recent conceptions of academic discourse have highlighted the fact that there are 

variations and that different communities exist in academia through theories such as genre analysis 

(Swales 1990), academic discourse has nevertheless often been associated with specific formal 

and rhetoric features. In this part, I want to examine which features have been assigned to academic 

discourse and investigate whether these assumptions are still upheld within recent research. 

A description of academic discourse features is given by Ivanič (1998: 304), who lists the 

following characteristics representing conventions within communities of academia, although she 

emphasizes the fact that there is an opposing position: respecting and honoring members who are 

seen as experts, objectivity, impersonality, dismissal of individual and subjective impressions, 

positivism, linearity, conclusiveness and exposition, neutrality, competitiveness, and exclusivity. 

Biber and Conrad (2009: 116) also point to the lack of personalization within academic discourse, 

claiming that personal pronouns, for instance, are rare in academic prose. Similarly, in a textbook 

for teacher education, Hyland (2002a: 50) suggests that academic writing is perceived as 

“structurally elaborate, complex, abstract and formal” and considered to show “more 

subordination [and] more explicit coding of logical relations”. Biber and Gray (2010: 2-3) state 

that this conception builds upon earlier studies that defined academic writing by an enhanced level 

of elaboration, explicitness, and complexity and by decontextualization and autonomy. 

Additionally, they refer to other early investigations which have focused on the superiority of 
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nouns and nominalizations and to studies that have detected the importance of phrasal modifiers 

for academic writing (Biber & Gray 2010: 2-3). However, by challenging earlier stereotypical 

perceptions of academic writing, Biber and Gray (2010:18) have found that academic language 

also displays characteristics of spoken language such as personal pronouns and thus “is certainly 

complex, elaborated, and explicit, but […] does not conform to our stereotypes about these 

characteristics” (Biber & Gray 2010: 18). In addition, other more recent studies have identified 

that, in contrast to earlier descriptions of academic discourse, there are indeed features which 

writers use to establish their personal identity within the academic community (e.g. Hyland 1999 

and Thompson & Hunston 2000a).  

In the next chapter I want to move on to the detailed exploration of the context of academic 

discourse that has been outlined previously in this section. Therefore, I first focus on the 

relationship between discourse and community and then go on to discuss the impacts that these 

relationships have on our identities and self-representations as writers. 

3.4. The Community of Academia and Discourse 

What has been discussed in the previous section clearly proves the relevance and the social 

dimension of academic discourse and outlines its conceptions and attributed characteristics. 

However, the fact that academic discourse is bound to a specific community, namely academia, 

raises the question what signifies the relationship between discourse and community linguistically 

(and socially) so that we can understand the influence of this context factor. We must therefore 

investigate which consequences there are and what, in particular, the academic community is, or 

more appropriately, what academic communities are.  

As for any other discourse, the notion of community is crucial for academic discourse as shown 

by its social dimension. As Hyland (2009: 1-2) explains, academia as a community with different 

social roles and its discourses, as already mentioned, must be viewed as an inseparable unit. 

Following Hyland, this is already visible as theories and works only become significant after they 

have been shared with the community of academia and thus after they have been published (Hyland 

2009: 1-2). 

As has been discussed previously, academic discourse is not only definable by the presence of 

certain regularities or a specific formality but by its creation of a social world. It is this specific 

social sphere that opens up specific roles and practices (Hyland 2009: 46-47). In fact, “[a]cademic 

discourse is […] a reservoir of meanings that give identity to a culture” (Hyland 2009: 46). Any 
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kind of academic text, written or spoken, is rather oriented towards a specific community than 

towards the individual and therefore represents communication among community members 

(Hyland 2009: 46-47). 

Hyland (2009: 47) points out that any understanding of community is based the assumption that 

individuals do not communicate with the whole world, but rather interact with individuals who 

belong to the same social group which has its specific norms and conventions. The essence of this 

draws upon “the fact that it offers a way of bringing writers, readers and texts together into a 

common rhetorical space, foregrounding the conceptual frames that individuals use to organize 

their experience and get things done using language” (Hyland 2009: 47). A community thus 

represents the foundation of communication as it enables the interpretation of text or talk by others 

(Hyland 2009: 47). 

The important role of the notion of community for discourse becomes also clear in Bakhtin’s 

(1981: 281) theory of dialogism, which states that individuals attempt to integrate into 

communities and find their positions within a social group by the interaction with other community 

members. When producing text or talk members of academia intend to conform to the social 

context of the academic world, in which each utterance or text follows and is adapted to another 

produced by other community members (Hyland 2009: 47).  

In relation to the increasing focus on social context, sociolinguists have proposed and discussed 

three fundamental conceptions of the relationship between community and language: ‘speech 

community’ (Gumperz 1968), ‘discourse community’ (Swales 1990), and ‘community of practice’ 

(Lave & Wenger 1991). In the following, I discuss these conceptions in order to find the most 

appropriate description of the relationship between language and the academic community. 

3.5. Academia – a Speech Community, Discourse Community or Community 

of Practice? 

While we have now learned how the general relationship between discourse and the academic 

community is constituted, I want to further specify this relationship and find a definition for the 

academic community regarding its relation to language. For this purpose, the following section 

investigates different concepts that have been proposed to describe communities and determines 

the most suitable one. 

Firstly, there is the concept of speech community. This concept, while being first discussed by 

Bloomfield (1933: 42) as “a group of people who interact by means of speech”, has mainly been 
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further developed through theories by Gumperz (1968, 1972 and 1982), Hymes (1974) and Labov 

(1972). According to Gumperz (1968), a speech community is defined as “any human aggregate 

characterized by regular and frequent interaction by means of a shared body of verbal signs and 

set off from similar aggregates by significant differences in language usage” (Gumperz 1968: 381) 

and verbal interaction must be understood as “a social process in which utterances are selected in 

accordance with socially recognized norms and expectations” (Gumperz 1972: 219). This way, a 

speech community is socially constructed as it is based on shared knowledge of norms (Lillis 2013: 

105). In a similar vein, Hymes (1972) views language use as being governed by conventions and 

norms that are known to members of a specific community, as he describes a speech community 

as “a community sharing rules for the conduct and interpretation of speech, and rules for the 

interpretation of at least one linguistic variety” (Hymes 1972: 54). Labov (1972:120-121) suggests 

that a speech community is characterized by shared knowledge of norms that becomes visible 

through shared sets of forms. While these understandings of community highlight the linguistic 

commonness of groups of people, Lillis (2013: 105) points out that they rather focus on general 

language use and, as indicated by the term, clearly address spoken language. 

More appropriate and useful for defining the academic community and its relation to academic 

language is the term ‘discourse community’. Swales characterizes discourse community with the 

help of the following six features: “1. [It has] a broadly agreed set of common public goals” 

(Swales 1990: 24 [emphasis omitted]), “2. [It has] mechanisms of intercommunication among its 

members” (Swales 1990: 25 [emphasis omitted]), “3. [It] uses its participatory mechanisms 

primarily to provide information and feedback” (Swales 1990: 26 [emphasis omitted]), “4. [It] 

utilizes and hence possesses one or more genres in the communicative furtherance of its aims” 

(Swales 1990: 26 [emphasis omitted]), “5. In addition to owning genres, [it] has acquired some 

specific lexis” (Swales 1990: 26 [emphasis omitted]), and “6. [It has] a threshold level of members 

with a suitable degree of relevant content and discoursal expertise” (Swales 1990: 27 [emphasis 

omitted]). This highlights the fact that the language used by communities results from common 

interests and functions and that language use varies according to specific groups. Swales (1990: 

24) also states that the need for the concept derives from the fact that there are communities that 

do not only talk but also write and that literacy does not have limitations of locality in terms of 

space and behavior. In addition, he proposes a distinction between sociolinguistic and 

sociorhetorical groupings, with the former determined by their social structures and the latter by 

their functions. While he regards speech communities as centripetal, i.e. a group into which one is 

born or gets integrated by adoption and thus does not specifically choose to be part of, he thinks 
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discourse communities are centrifugal, which means that there is a separation into groups based 

on shared interests and intentions and that members become part of the community by their 

qualifications or by persuasion through others (Swales 1990: 24). Reviewing Swales’ (1990: 24-

27) characteristics of a discourse community and academia, the concept proves to be suitable for 

describing the relationship between the academic community and the language used within it. 

Finally, Lillis (2013: 106-107) explains that, strongly linked to discourse community, the concept 

of community of practice is used to stress the intentions behind certain forms of language use and 

the way in which specific communities are formed, and thus serves to describe the academic 

community on an even deeper functional level. While the concept of discourse community focuses 

on the texts produced among communities, that of community of practice foregrounds the activities 

and practices that are identifiable in the engagement of community members (Lillis 2013: 106-

107). Lave and Wenger (1991), who coined the term, describe a community of practice as “a set 

of relations among persons, activity, and world, over time and in relation with other tangential and 

overlapping communities of practice” (Lave & Wenger 1991: 98). Eckert and McConnel-Ginet 

further characterize it as follows: “[It is] an aggregate of people who come together around the 

mutual engagement in some common endeavour” (Eckert & McConnel-Ginet 1992: 490). This 

concept establishes a connection between the individual, the whole group and conventions. 

Because of this and as the term links up with organizational and institutional contexts (Lillis 2013: 

107), it seems to be an appropriate concept to describe academia. 

While we now have considered how the community of academia can be defined regarding 

linguistic and social conventions and practices, we still need to investigate how individuals are 

influenced by the community so that these conventions and practices become established. For this 

purpose, I thoroughly examine the relationship between a community and individual identities in 

the next section. 

3.6.  The Relationship of Community and Identity 

As the discussion of the basic characteristics and the relationship between discourse and 

community has already indicated, the role of the individual and his or her relation to both discourse 

and community is essential for understanding community practices, not only as many individuals 

are needed to form a group or community. In the following, I discuss the implications of the 

definitions considered in the previous section regarding academic discourse, starting with the way 

in which individuals are related to discourse and to community. After that, I focus on ideology and 

power in order to trace how identity is positioned and expressed in discourse.  
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The relationship between individuals, a specific discourse community or community of practice 

and conventions as it applies to the academic community might be clear when starting the 

investigation at the smallest unit, namely language use by individuals. Hyland (2009: 54-55) 

describes the relationship between academic discourse and individual language use by starting 

from the assumption of a relation of power which controls the representation of identities within 

discourse. By speaking or writing we represent ourselves, i.e. construct our identities. The 

language we use is embedded in a specific context. A major context factor is the specific 

community the discourse is set in. The dependence of discourse on context and the diversity of 

given contexts foreground the idea that individuals assume different identities dependent on 

discourses. He further suggests that to be noticed within a community one must adhere to the 

discursive conventions which are related to successful and competent student as well as researcher 

identities and roles. This sets out the basic relationship between communities of academia and 

certain identities as “communities privilege particular ways of making meanings […] [and] 

encourage the performance of certain kinds of professional or student identities” (Hyland 2009: 

54). Following this, academia controls the available identities and their success within the 

community based on the dominance of specific discourses within specific contexts (Hyland 2009: 

54-55). 

While this already gives an outline of the relationship between identity, community and 

conventions, the question how identity itself is constituted and how we must relate it to language 

must be answered to gain a deeper understanding of it. First of all, identity turns out to be more 

complex than we think as emphasized by Blommaert (2005: 203), who classifies identity in 

discourse as a representation process that is constituted in close relation to the context. In fact, he 

identifies it as ‘semiosis’: Through the use of symbols, narratives, or textual genres, for example, 

we indicate specific aspects of our identities (Blommaert 2005: 203). Blommaert defines semiosis 

as 

a variety of situating processes: situating the individual in relation to several layers of (real, 

sociological) ‘groupness’, and (socially constructed) ‘categories’ (age category, sex, 

professional category, but also national, cultural and ethnolinguistic categories), situating 

this complex in turn in relation to other such complexes […], and situating this identification 

in relation to the situation at hand, making selections that result in ‘relevant’ identity. 

(Blommaert 2005: 204) 

This clearly points out the complexity of identity construction as it shows that our identities are 

based upon many different dimensions. According to Blommaert (2005: 205), semiosis underlies 

the process of ‘identification’, meaning the practices involving the production, enactment and 

performance of identities which are perceived and noticed by other individuals. The recognition 
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of the semiotic potential by others and the social context of the community are essential as 

identities are established “between persons and within social relations” (Hyland 2012: 2 [original 

emphasis]). Hyland states that it must be regarded as a process that depends upon the structures of 

a community with specific practices performed in discourse. As he further indicates, this notion 

builds upon social constructionist theories that put forward the determining role of social structures 

represented by communities (Hyland 2012: 2). 

The role of community for the construction of identity becomes even clearer if we relate 

community to “collective identification” (Hyland 2012: 9), meaning that identities within 

communities show significant similarities, of which members are aware and which they intend to 

assume as a group (Hyland 2012: 9). Hyland explains this for academic discourse as follows:  

[I]t is through relationships with significant others that we identify similarity and difference 

and so generate both group and individual identities. Behind every individual’s engagement 

in a professional existence lies an institutional identity constructed through countless 

interactions. (Hyland: 2012: 9) 

As Hyland (2012: 11) notes, this foregrounds the notion of community as a ‘symbolic construct’, 

which implies that people define themselves and their community through the similarities and 

differences to others. Through this notion the normative dimension of community, which 

demonstrates the significance of an individual’s perception of other members and the community 

as a whole, receives attention (Hyland 2012: 11). 

Like Fairclough, who regarded subjects as actors within discourses, with the discourses opening 

up specific available positions (Lillis 2013: 127), Blommaert (2005: 207) points to the fact that 

the construction of identity is based on available layers of discourse and community identities. 

Considering this, he argues for identities “as particular forms of semiotic potential, organised in 

a repertoire” (Blommaert 2005: 207 [original emphasis]). This reflects both the idea that identity 

is established by practices that serve to represent specific layers of identity, and that these practices 

are based upon a normative understanding of community.  

Hyland (2012: 10) says that this conception of identity can be found in Social Identity Theory. 

There identity is seen as composed of personal identity and social identity, with the former 

referring to individual attributes and the latter to the way in which an individual person sees her- 

or himself within a community. From this perspective, social identity is particularly linked to how 

individuals perceive their value within a community and their relation to others on an emotional 

level. Moreover, the concept assumes that individuals adopt identities which are given by the 
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community and that identity is constructed in a process of comparing oneself to others (Hyland 

2012: 10). 

As indicated by this conception of identity, the relationship of community and identity becomes 

important as the notion of community foregrounds context aspects that determine how spoken and 

written discourse are produced and interpreted. In fact, a community creates a rhetorical space 

which specifies conceptual frames (Hyland 2012: 11). This is only logical as discourse has been 

classified throughout scholarly theories as the spot for ideology (Blommaert 2005: 158), a place 

where power can truly unfold.  

For Blommaert (2005: 159), ideology regarding writing practices must be explained in terms of 

Antonio Gramsci’s (1971) theory, which identifies the “‘cultural’, ideational aspects of a particular 

social and political system, the ‘grand narratives’ characterising its existence, structure, and 

historical development” (Blommaert 2005: 159) as constitutors of ideology. This conception views 

ideology as underlying society as a whole and community structure and as prompting cognitive 

and behavioral practices that are based upon normativity and naturalization. He further points to 

Pierre Bourdieu (1990b), Louis Althusser (1971) and Michel Foucault (1975), who have also 

perceived ideology in a way of practices and conventions that uphold the relationships of power 

within societies or communities (Blommaert 2005: 159). 

According to Benwell and Stokoe (2006: 30), Foucault’s conception of a subject defines identities 

as produced by dominant discourses, which are believed to control and generate the connected 

social structures and practices. Blommaert (2005: 162-163) further explains that while Foucault’s 

conception becomes clear by his definition of subjectivity and subject positioning, Althusser 

describes the (re-)production of ideology with his theory of ‘ideological state apparatuses’, by 

which he refers to the complexity of institutions that are subordinated to the state. As Blommaert 

(2005: 162-163) illustrates, these institutions create ‘interpellations’ that serve as appeals to 

individuals to show certain behavior representing the ideologies of the state apparatus and result 

in a transformation of “individuals into subjects” (Althusser 1971: 174). This way, ideology 

manifests itself when a reality with a system of institutions and activities related to power and 

authority occur (Blommaert 2005: 163).  

Bourdieu (1990a) conceptualizes ideology and the relation to practices through ‘habitus’, which 

he defines “as a system of dispositions to a certain practice” (Bourdieu 1990a: 77). The term 

denotes the ways in which we are in the world including our way of being, our activities, our 
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knowledge and emotions that are dependent on the social context we live in (Lillis 2013: 129-130). 

In fact, ‘habitus’ is based upon the social dimension and its ideological structures, it 

[i]s a socialised body. A structured body, a body which has incorporated the immanent 

structures of a world or of a particular sector of that world-a field-and which structures the 

perception of that world and action in that world. (Bourdieu 1998: 81) 

The anthropological theories presented above have clearly led to the basic understanding of the 

relationship between ideology and language and how identity is revealed and construed through 

certain practices. This is shown as Irvine and Gal sum up language ideologies in the following 

way:  

[L]inguistic features are seen as reflecting and expressing broader cultural images of people 

and activities. Participants’ ideologies about language locate linguistic phenomena as part 

of, and evidence for, what they believe to be systematic behavioural, aesthetic, affective, and 

moral contrasts among the social groups indexed. That is, people have, and act in relation 

to, ideologically constructed representations of linguistic differences. In these ideological 

constructions, indexical relationships become the ground on which other sign relationships 

are built. (2000: 37) 

A theory which intends to explain ideology and its role for communities and the construction of 

identity is introduced by Blommaert (2005: 73-74), who proposes that by the way in which we use 

language we constitute our identities within a specific community that is based upon ideological 

structures. Following Silverstein’s (2003) notion of ‘indexical orders’ and Foucault’s (1982) 

‘orders of discourse’, he describes how the specific ways of using language display an orientation 

towards so-called ‘orders of indexicality’. These orders are defined as linguistic forms which 

convey certain meanings in relation to their context and become conventions by systematic 

reproduction. Thereby, the ordered indexicality is given as the meanings associated with certain 

shapes of language are linked to the social and cultural characteristics of a community. 

Additionally, the orders of indexicality are constituted in a hierarchical system whereby some are 

considered more valuable and some less. They thus distinguish between belonging to a social 

group or culture and not belonging (Blommaert 2005: 73-74). 

With her focus on academic discourse Ivanič (1998: 48) suggests a similar relationship between 

language and identity, basing her argument that identity is constructed by an individual’s language 

use on Fairclough’s concept of ‘interdiscursivity’, which he describes through “intertextual 

relations between conventions” (Fairclough 1992: 104) that are shown in the form of recurring 

types of genres, discourses, styles, and activities.  

For context, which the anthropological theories have mainly described as social, institutional, and 

ideologically loaded structures, Cutting (2002: 3) offers a more detailed classification. She 
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characterizes discourse through three context aspects from which the practices and conventions 

emerge: the situational context, the background knowledge context, and the co-textual context. 

While the first aspect focuses on the situation, meaning, for example, objects, surroundings, or 

discourse partners in which the discourse is embedded, the background knowledge context 

describes what the individuals involved in the discourse know about the world. Finally, the co-

textual context defines the knowledge about what has been said or written before (Cutting 2002: 

3). 

According to Blommaert (2005: 74), the relationship between communities, identities of 

individuals and linguistic conventions is strengthened by the fact that “[t]here is always identity 

work involved, and the orientations towards orders of indexicality are the grassroots displays of 

‘groupness’.” By means of certain shapes of language and tour adherence to conventions we strive 

to establish our identities as members of specific communities such as the academic community. 

While it is now clear that discourse is based upon specific ideologies that we orient to through 

specific language use, the question who or what holds the power in terms of ideological structures 

remains. To answer this question, we must first reconsider the relation between language, meaning 

and context. As is noted by Blommaert (2005: 11) language use conveys so called ‘indexical 

meaning’, which he defines as “social meaning, interpretive leads between what is said and the 

social occasion in which it is being produced” (Blommaert 2005: 11). Therefore, indexicality 

enables the interpretation of communicative acts regarding the purpose of it and the social context 

such as the social position of the language user (Blommaert 2005: 11). According to Blommaert 

(2005: 75), conventionalized indexicalities are determined by what he names ‘centring 

institutions’. Blommaert (2005: 75) describes them as specific actors who hold authority within a 

community. These actors are frequently institutions that define and regulate indexicalities but can 

also be represented by smaller communities such as families. By their attribution of value to certain 

indexicalities, centring institutions control how one must act linguistically to be part of a specific 

social group. However, Blommaert (2005: 75) says that not all actors are equally powerful because 

centring institutions are organized in stratification regarding their power. Moreover, he states that 

people’s social surroundings are characterized by polycentricity, which means that there are many 

centring institutions that we have to orient to. As ‘central values’ of communities or social systems 

are thereby constructed, the orientation towards indexicalities results in a perceived or also actual 

transformation into a homogenous unit. While adherence to norms and rules is foregrounded, 

differences of identities within a community are reduced (Blommaert 2005: 75). 
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The relationships of power within discourse communities and communities of practice as indicated 

by Blommaert’s (2005) ‘centring institutions’ are specifically described for writing practices by 

Lillis (2013: 136-138) through her concept of ‘strongly regulated writing spaces’. She states that 

there are certain spaces which impose “a strong imperative to govern, constrain and evaluate what 

writing goes on” (Lillis 2013: 136). These spaces are mainly represented by institutions such as 

universities (Lillis 2013: 136). As they determine what is valuable and thus which identity should 

be taken up by writers, the spaces can be named “strongly normative regimes of regulation” (Lillis 

2013: 138). Following Lillis (2013: 134-135) this conception of writing spaces that are controlled 

by authoritative actors has already been foregrounded by the concept of ‘essayist literacy’, which 

highlights that certain identities are considered to hold a position of dominance and are attributed 

a higher status depending on their ways of displaying knowledge as Lillis describes. 

However, identity and practices are not always related to the same degree. Following Bakhtin 

(1981), Lillis (2013: 133-134) suggests that there are three ways of identity inscription in writing, 

i.e. how we need to interpret practices with regard to identity: first of all, there are ‘centripetal 

pulls’, which denote orientations towards centring institutions that base on normativity and 

ideology and intend to function as gatekeepers. Secondly, identity is inscribed by ‘centrifugal 

pulls’, some of which still reflect the ideologies of centring institutions but in a loosened way, and 

some of which aim at the destabilization of ruling ideologies. Centripetal pulls orient towards 

accepted practices of inscription that are regarded as reflections and enactments of socially 

valuable identity aspects within ideological spaces such as public institutions. Centrifugal pulls of 

the former type still foreground the dominance of values set by centring institutions but entail 

detailed variations, for example, as in advertising practices that play with norms and values. 

Centrifugal pulls of the latter type represent practices that stand in opposition to the values and 

conventions of centring institutions and thus challenge these (Lillis 2013: 133-134). 

In this theory, identity becomes “an academic means” (Hyland 2012: 15) as the acceptance of an 

individual in a disciplinary community depends on whether a student or an academic can apply 

the underlying methods, ways of evaluating and norms (Hyland 2012: 15). In short, there must be 

successful participation within the disciplinary discourses (Wells 1992: 290). As Hyland suggests 

(2009: 48), the guidelines set out by a community and whether one adheres to them or not seem to 

determine the competence of a student or an academic. 

As Hyland further explains (2009: 53), the assumption of the homogeneity of a community implies 

the emphasis of conformity and power expressed by the theories on ideology as discussed before. 
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From this perspective, members aim at conforming to conventions and rules, and diversity is 

neglected. Hyland (2009: 53) describes that power is given to those who are considered to be 

authorized for setting up rules and become so-called gatekeepers. They hold the power to 

incorporate their ideologies within conventions and work against diverse beliefs. Therefore, 

academic discourse and other discourses could be criticized as they “help produce and sustain 

status relationships, exercise exclusivity and reproduce interests which lead to an unequal 

distribution of influence and resources within [the] communit[y]” (Hyland 2009: 53).  

However, while we subconsciously tend to opt for identities that are provided by a specific 

academic discourse and context, our identities are still complex and can be represented in different 

ways in discourses of academia (Hyland 2009: 55). Considering this, Hyland points out:  

The fact is that we bring our experiences as member of multiple communities to how we 

understand our disciplinary participation and how we want to interact with our colleagues in 

performing academic identity. (Hyland 2009: 55) 

In fact, Hyland foregrounds that aspects which define our identities such as gender, social class, 

religion, or race, and other communities we belong to, such as our family influence our ways of 

behaving in academia. As Hyland notes, studies on gender, for example, have shown that males in 

academia rather personalize texts and use assertion and argumentation more often than females. 

Still, not one aspect alone determines how we construct our discourses (Hyland 2009: 55). 

In addition, Hyland (2009: 57) states that our identities could change as academic discourse 

changes. On the one hand, he describes that this change might result from the fact that academia 

aims at providing new insights and representing originality. On the other hand, he explains that 

identities and discourse are linked to the social context, which represents an aspect that also 

changes over time. Moreover, while there is a relative stability of the social community, 

individuals may develop personally (Hyland 2009: 57).  

These findings regarding identity and behavior within the community of academia have indicated 

that it is rather the repetition of a specific behavior according to conventions than identifying core 

elements of a disciplinary field which describes the process of taking on a specific identity (Hyland 

2009: 55). Considering all this, identity or a role in academia is based upon the practices and 

conventions of the community, the dominant discourses and the discourse context but is still also 

linked to personal agency and experiences as Hyland summarizes:  

[L]anguage choices are always made from culturally available resources and therefore 

involve interactions between the conventions of the literacy event, the ways that 

communities maintain their interests, and the values, beliefs and prior cultural experiences 

of the participants. We draw on a repertoire of voices and make judgments about how far 
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successful communication will involve juggling these voices, subordinating some and 

foregrounding others. In short, academic communities are human institutions where actions 

and understandings are influenced by the personal biographical, as well as the institutional 

and sociocultural. (Hyland 2009: 56) 

Hyland (2009: 15) further notes that while there is an interplay and continuum between the 

community as a whole and academic discourse, the discourses themselves are highly relevant for 

individuals among the community. Academic discourse enables individuals to construct identities 

as competent members of academia and must be viewed “the interface between the individual and 

the discipline” (Hyland 2009: 15). Academics build themselves a reputation through publishing. 

By producing texts or any other form of discourse which are valued by the community they obtain 

social power in their fields and strengthen their role as competent and standard-setting academics 

(Hyland 2009:15). 

By considering the different factors that establish communities and the relationship between 

communities and individuals, we can now describe how these relationships function within the 

community or the communities of academia. In a final step regarding the context, I will define the 

different groups that are assumed to form the community of academia.  

3.7. The Academic Community 

While the discussion of terms explains the implications and the relationships between discourse, 

community, and identity and allows an understanding of basic structures of the academic 

community, the limits of academia’s scope need to be investigated. In the following I determine 

what counts as academic community and which subcommunities there are. 

Because of the status of English as an academic lingua franca academia and academic discourse 

can be conceived of as relatively homogenous on one level (Lillis & Curry 2010: 22-23). On 

another level though the disciplines are often considered to represent distinct academic 

communities, as argued by Becher and Trowler (2001), who promote the concept of ‘academic 

tribes’. This view is also expressed by Wells: 

Each subject discipline constitutes a way of making sense of human experience that has 

evolved over generations and each is dependent on its own particular practices; its 

instrumental procedures, its criteria for judging relevance and validity, and its conventions 

of acceptable forms of argument. In a word each has developed its own modes of discourse. 

(Wells 1992: 290) 

However, according Hyland (2009: 58-60), an explicit definition is difficult to formulate because 

the perspectives on disciplines differ and the boundaries are not clear due to the complex structures 
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of academia. While institutions or certain communicative complexes are referred to as disciplines 

by some, others count fields with shared values and beliefs as disciplines. What makes the 

definition of disciplines even more difficult is the fact that there are constant shifts and changes, 

which is shown by the emergence of new disciplines. Moreover, disciplines can vary culturally 

and geographically. They are dependent on their contexts. Yet, each of them reveals its constitution 

as a community through its discourses, which display the community’s practices, values, and 

beliefs (Hyland 2009: 58-60). 

Hyland (2009: 60-62) further notes that because of the complexity and broad spectrum of 

disciplines specialist fields are often considered to represent separate academic discourse 

communities. This is based on the fact that subareas usually focus on specific subjects, thus have 

clearer boundaries, and vary in terms of methodology and theory. Typically, specialist fields 

comprise considerably smaller groups of researchers with the same values and beliefs, which 

indicates a greater cohesion in comparison to disciplines (Hyland 2009: 60-62). 

Finally, Hyland (2009: 62-65) claims that from a broader perspective the disciplinary domains are 

interpreted as academic communities. On the one hand, this is based on the history of scholarship 

and the common practice of distinguishing the humanities and the social sciences from the natural 

sciences and technology. On the other hand, research shows that there are differences with respect 

to discourse and the rhetoric is consistent within one disciplinary domain (Hyland 2009: 62-65). 

To sum up, a clear definition of the scope of academia is difficult. However, based on the 

discussion above we can expect there to be several subcommunities within the larger superordinate 

academic community. 

3.8.  Student Writing in Academic Discourse 

Before turning to the next chapter, I briefly discuss the role of student writing in and for the 

academic community. This way, the context of student writing becomes more comprehensible, 

and I will be able to better interpret the findings of the analysis regarding the student texts.  

While academic discourse in its broad sense covers all language use within the context of 

academia, student discourses nevertheless seem to hold a special position. This becomes clear as 

it differs in purposes from the writing by already established members of the academic community. 

Coffin et al. (2003:2) name three main purposes of student writing: firstly, students write to present 

what they have learned regarding content in courses or lectures. Secondly, the writing process 

itself represents a form of learning as students need to apply and reflect upon what they have 
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learned in courses. Students thus write to learn. Finally, students adapt to certain academic norms 

and conventions to become members of a certain disciplinary community while the highest degree 

is expected from them at postgraduation (Coffin et al. 2003: 2). 

While for Swales (2004: 56), there are also differences between the writing practices of established 

members of academia with great experience and those with less, Hyland (2009: 124) suggests that 

students are faced with a whole new context of their writing process. He states that when entering 

the academic community students rather need to hide their personal and cultural identities and are 

asked to represent the beliefs and arguments of their academic community (Hyland 2009: 124-

125). Being part of academia is associated with students’ anonymization of themselves and their 

assuming of the role of “a rational, disinterested, asocial seeker of truth” (Hyland 2009: 124).  As 

Hyland (2009: 124-125) notes, acquiring practices and showing control of conventions make 

students become members of academic communities. However, this comes along with creating 

and taking on an authorial identity that conforms to the conventions and expectations of 

institutions. Practices of one’s own are pushed back. The self, regarding other identity aspects, and 

the new academic identity are opposed to each other (Hyland 2009: 124-25). 

Bartholomae (1986: 4) mentions this adaptation process and compares it with learning a new 

language. According to him, becoming a member is bound to learning how to correspond to 

specific conventions of academic discourse, which involves, for example, a specific kind of 

evaluation, selection, understanding of knowledge, conclusion and argumentation. 

However, this process is not simple. As Hyland (2009: 125-127) explains, language and learning 

have a strong relation with culture as there are different ways of communication and of meaning-

making around the world. Growing up with specific cultural backgrounds we are familiar with 

certain ways of knowledge preservation and retrieval. Our systems of meaning, which are 

fundamental for the communication and development of knowledge, have been built historically 

and thus vary culturally. These variations concern both the way knowledge is organized and the 

values of a culture. This way, they are likely to have an impact on students’ language use and on 

the understandings of how students should act as members of an academic community. As a 

consequence, not only the practices but also the expectations towards students differ according to 

the specific conventions of a community. This might cause a barrier for L2 students and potentially 

puts them in a disadvantaged position. The rhetorical differences according to culture give 

students’ texts different pragmatic meanings because teachers with other cultural backgrounds do 

not interpret these as mere preferences. As a result, students are often assigned different authorial 
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identities than those they would choose for themselves. Considering this, becoming a member of 

the academic community in the sense of conforming to conventions and norms might be harder 

for L2 students (Hyland 2009: 125-127). 

Coffin et al. (2003: 5-9) highlight that because adapting to the writing practices within academia 

is rather difficult, several institutions provide courses or lectures on academic writing. However, 

they claim that conventions and norms can be more or less transparent for students as the provision 

of writing instruction differs from country to country. Nevertheless, most universities offer writing 

courses, courses for specific disciplinary writing or even online courses for writing. In addition, 

there are study support centers and writing centers where students receive help in their writing 

processes. Moreover, especially non-native speakers are often provided with courses on academic 

writing (Coffin et al. 2003: 5-9). 

In addition to the general rhetoric that is associated with the academic community, Hyland (2009: 

128) points to the fact that the specific situation that the discourse is set in represents an essential 

factor for the practices that students need to orient to. This situational context can be given by a 

specific discipline, genre, educational level or task. He further explains that throughout their 

studies students produce texts that show differences in length or presentation. Each of the 

assignments has a relation to the discipline and the educational stage (Hyland 2009: 128). The 

existence of different student genres and the different expectations of students associated with 

these as outlined by Hyland (2009: 130-150) indicate that students might undergo a development 

in their process of becoming academics.  

This chapter has discussed and thoroughly investigated the subject of my analysis and the context 

factors that need to be considered, I will now move on to the linguistic features that I intend to 

analyze. The next chapter therefore focuses on personalization and depersonalization in writing 

and provide a description of the features that I am interested in in my analysis.  

4. Personalization and Depersonalization in Writing 
4.1. Personalization  

The previous chapters have shown that written academic discourse involves specific writing 

practices. This thesis focuses on the patterns in writers’ establishment of their authorial presence 

and identity within the academic community. Considering the fact that I concentrate on practices 

in terms of similarities in the way in which writers foreground their authorial presence and 

involvement as an academic identity with certain beliefs and values as well as positions within the 
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discourse community (Hyland 2009: 74), I choose to refer to these forms of practice as 

personalization strategies. This chapter discusses the role of these strategies in academic writing, 

gives an overview of the concepts of subjectivity in writing and presents the different features that 

have been identified within research that represent the basis for this thesis.  

4.1.1.  The Role of Personalization in Academic Writing 

Whenever writers use specific practices, one question to be answered for linguists, as we have 

learned, is what the function of these ways of language use is (Lillis 2013: 4). According to Hyland 

(2009: 74), academic discourse aims at convincing the reader or the audience of the plausibility 

and the truth of content and hypotheses presented in the work. While research topics and findings 

should be new and relevant in order to persuade the readers (Hyland 2009: 74), the interpersonal 

and attitudinal dimension of language is crucial for the effectiveness of the argumentation in an 

academic text (Hyland 2004: 13). The relevance of this dimension regarding academic discourse 

seems to have increased over the last decades as Hyland notices:  

Over the past decade or so, academic writing has gradually lost its traditional tag as an 

objective, faceless and impersonal form of discourse and come to be seen as a persuasive 

endeavour involving interaction between writers and readers. (Hyland 2005: 173) 

Hyland (2005a: 173-174) says that whether an argument is convincing or not depends on the way 

in which writers manage their own representations as an academic and their interactions with 

readers. As a matter of fact, control of the appropriate level of personality presented and awareness 

of the reader determine the success in making an argument. Effective writing involves showing 

solidarity with the audience, including the evaluation of other materials and resources and the 

appreciation of differing perspectives on topics, which should help to establish one’s credibility 

(Hyland 2005a: 173-174). 

This proves the importance of personalization. Still, we must find out how texts become personal 

or subjective and how this dimension has been conceptualized within research. For this reason, the 

next section explores concepts of subjectivity in writing.  

4.1.2. Evaluation, Appraisal and Stance 

Regarding the beginnings of interest in the subjective and interpersonal dimension of language, 

Englebretson (2007: 16) says that linguistic research on personal attitude and subjectivity only just 

started in the 1980s. Biber (2006b: 97) points out that conceptions of evaluation in English during 

this time initially used the labels ‘intensity’, ‘evidentiality’, ‘hedging’, ‘stance’, and ‘affect’. While 

these concepts have focused on the same dimension, they are still defined differently and thus 
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indicate disagreement among researchers (Jing Li & Cheng 2020: 33). Several of the concepts 

named above are covered by the terms ‘evaluation’, ‘appraisal’, and ‘stance’, which seem to take 

on the function of umbrella terms (Jing Li & Cheng 2020: 35).  

The term ‘evaluation’ is defined by Thompson and Hunston as “the expression of the speaker or 

writer’s attitude or stance toward, viewpoint on, or feelings about the entities or proposition that 

he or she is talking about” (2000b:5). According to Jing Li and Cheng (2020: 33), work on 

evaluation shows that it covers the concepts of ‘affect’, ‘modality’, ‘subjectivity’, ‘hedging’, 

‘evidentiality’ and ‘commitment’. While the term ‘appraisal’ is also used to refer to the personal 

representation of writers, it additionally comprises a systematic description of the means of 

“construing interpersonal meaning” (Martin & White 2005: 34-35). Finally, the term ‘stance’ was 

first introduced by Biber and Finegan (1989: 93), who define it as “the lexical and grammatical 

expression of attitudes, feelings, judgments, or commitment concerning the propositional content 

of a message.” However, they (Biber & Finegan 1989: 94) note that their concept of ‘stance’ is 

built upon earlier research on the expression of attitude, which differentiates between the topics 

‘evidentiality’ and ‘affect’, which in turn highlights its position as a superordinate term.  

As pointed out by Biber (2006b: 98) evaluation and stance have specifically been focused on in 

investigations on academic writing. A framework regarding the interpersonal and subjective 

dimension in academic writing is introduced by Hyland (2005a). In the following section, I want 

to elaborate on his understanding of evaluation and stance as it represents the basis of the present 

analysis.  

4.1.3. Stance and Engagement 

The theory of ‘stance’ by Hyland (1999, 2005a) has become very significant in the area of EAP. 

Hyland describes stance as anything used by writers to “communicate their integrity, credibility, 

involvement, and a relationship to their subject matter and their readers” (Hyland 1999: 101). 

Therefore, stance comprises the way in which writers construct their academic identities. Hyland 

(2005a) proposes a model of stance and engagement that includes all subjective and interpersonal 

aspects. As we have already learned, by the inclusion of stance writers give themselves a “textual 

‘voice’” (Hyland 2009: 74), which results in the representation of writer-attitudes and as such 

provides manifestations of, for example, judgement, opinion, or commitment (Hyland 2009: 74). 

This clearly points to the subjective aspects of stance incorporated in this model. The interpersonal 

dimension of stance is represented by certain features that both convey attitude as well as serve to 

anticipate readers’ opinions and reactions and thus create an interpersonal relation (Hyland 2005: 
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178-179). Stance is therefore the main means for the establishment of “a credible academic 

identity” (Hyland 2004: 16). Moreover, according to Hyland (2004: 16), elements of stance may 

point to the discourse community and the latter’s values. 

According to Hyland (2004: 18-19), engagement concerns the alignment of the writer with his or 

her cultural and institutional surroundings and functions as the rhetorical realization of the writer’s 

recognition of the reader. The alignment with cultural and institutional surroundings becomes clear 

as in the engagement process writers evaluate their readers who are set in a specific academic 

community, which as we have already learned is tied to what Blommaert (2005: 75) called centring 

institutions, and based on this shape their texts in a specific linguistic way. Therefore, engagement 

features display a writer’s understanding of his or her academic community and the other members 

and is not directly linked to authorial presence and personal involvement. Hyland (2004: 18-19) 

names two main reasons for the use of engagement features: on the one hand, they foreground the 

writer-reader-relationship and the writer’s solidarity with his or her discipline. On the other hand, 

they position the readers and try to anticipate their reactions and counterarguments. This way, the 

reader is guided through the argumentation and induced to interpret the findings and claims in the 

way that the writer intends them to be understood (Hyland 2004: 18-19). 

The two terms thus clearly add up to the interpersonal dimension of academic discourse, but that 

of stance is the one associated with subjectivity and the construction of writer identity (Hyland 

2009: 74). As the interest of this thesis lies in the explicit construction and representation of 

identity in academic writing, only the features related to stance are analyzed. The following section 

therefore presents the tools and devices of stance as proposed in Hyland’s model (2005a). 

4.1.4. Linguistic Tools of Stance 

Hyland (2005a: 178-181) suggests that stance in academic writing is mainly realized by four 

different linguistic elements: hedges, boosters, attitude markers and self-mention. According to 

him, these features function to position the writer and thus give him or her an explicit identity 

through expressing evidentiality, affect and presence (Hyland 2005a: 178). The category of 

evidentiality describes ways in which writers show how reliable their statements are and how 

readers might react to it. The category of affect comprises the attitudes expressed by a writer. And 

the category of presence focuses on in how far the writer makes him- or herself visible and 

identifiable within the text (Hyland 2005a: 178). 
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The first feature that Hyland (2005a: 178-179) mentions in connection with stance are hedges. In 

contrast to the conventional understanding of hedges as elements which serve as an imprecise and 

fuzzy representation of terms (Crystal 2008: 227), Hyland defines the linguistic term differently 

and uses it for rhetoric elements which “allow [...] information to be presented as an opinion rather 

than accredited fact” (Hyland 2005a: 178) and thus function to display uncertainty and 

tentativeness (Hyland 2005a: 178). By using these devices, the writer assigns a reduced claim of 

truth to what is being said and as a result the reader is given room for his or her own interpretations. 

However, hedges can differ according to the degree of tentativeness they convey. Examples for 

these devices are modal verbs such as might and modal adjectives such as possible. Typically, 

hedges frequently appear together with other hedges in their co-text (Hyland 2005a: 178-179). 

Boosters such as clearly or demonstrate are defined by Hyland (2005a: 179-180) as rhetorical 

devices through which the writer presents himself or herself as certain and confident with what is 

being said. Therefore, boosters are associated with a high degree of certainty. Furthermore, he 

notes that they emphasize that the writer has a feeling of belonging to a specific group with which 

he or she shares knowledge about the topic. To support the impression of a writer who is convinced 

about his or her line of reasoning boosters are frequently used with other boosters in their co-text. 

Like hedges, boosters are thus realizations of the writer’s anticipation of readers’ reactions. 

Additionally, boosters and hedges acknowledge conventions regarding the presentation of 

arguments in a disciplinary community as a balanced use of these features is an important factor 

for arguments being accepted by readers. Both devices convey attitudes and thus contribute to the 

representation of a writer (Hyland 2005a: 179-180).  

Attitude markers are defined by Hyland (2005a: 180) as devices which explicitly mark “the 

writer’s affective […] attitude to propositions, conveying surprise, agreement, importance, 

frustration, and so on.” The most common devices are attitude verbs such as prefer, sentence 

adverbs such as unfortunately, and adjectives such as remarkable. While these devices clearly 

show the writer’s attitude towards a topic or an argument, he also highlights that they help to 

present the writer’s position as indisputable by making the reader more likely to agree with the 

writer (Hyland 2005a: 180).  

Another means of personalization mentioned by Hyland (2005a: 181) is self-mention. It refers to 

the writer’s incorporation of first-person pronouns and possessive pronouns in discourse. This 

way, writers convey “propositional, affective and interpersonal information” (Hyland 2005: 181). 

By deciding for or against self-mention writers choose how they want to present themselves with 
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respect to stance and authorial identity. This way, by making direct references to themselves they 

emphasize their position as researchers and their work (Hyland 2005a: 181). 

The analysis in Chapter 6 focuses on these personalization strategies. However, I am also 

interested in specific ways in which writers try to avoid personalization. The next section therefore 

examines the role of depersonalization in academic writing and then specifically explores the 

strategies of passivization and nominalization. 

4.2. Depersonalization  

4.2.1. The Role of Depersonalization in Academic Writing 

As shown in previous chapters, academic writing is associated with a specific formal rhetoric that 

results in students aiming for “an objective exploration of ideas that transcends the individual” 

(Hyland 2002b: 351) when producing texts. Research on writing styles often links impersonality 

and objectivity and highlights a specific writing style as a quality criterion within academic 

writing: Arnaudet and Barrett (1984: 73) define academic writing as “‘objective’ in its expression 

of ideas, and thus [trying] to avoid specific reference to personal opinions.” Likewise, Rundbald 

(2007: 251) puts forward that an impersonal rhetoric allows authors to “signal credibility, 

reliability, objectivity, and ultimately authority to their readers and the research community.” 

Following this, we can assume that there are certain practices by which writers avoid 

personalization and aim at objectivity. In this thesis, I refer to those practices as depersonalization 

strategies. In the following, I discuss the most prominent strategies and explain which strategies I 

specifically intend to examine in this analysis.  

4.2.2. Nominalization and Passivization  

According to Fowler et al. (1979: 39), there are two grammatical constructions that have 

prominently been related to impersonality and formal writing: nominalization and passivization. 

Fairclough (1992: 27) points out that both nominalization and passivization “may be associated 

with ideologically significant features of texts such as the systematic mystification of agency” and 

that they “allow the agent of a clause to be deleted.” The use of these processes can therefore be 

argued to depersonalize texts. 

Several studies have identified nominalization as an element of academic writing (e.g. Biber et al. 

1999; McDonald 1994). Nominalizations have widely been considered a criterion to measure an 
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academic text’s quality, as Ravelli (1996: 380) notes, as that they are “prestigious, technical and 

formal, rather than coming from a more everyday realm.”  

From a linguistic perspective, nominalization is understood as “the conversion of a clause into a 

nominal or noun” (Fairclough 1992: 27). Halliday and Matthiessen (2004: 656) regard this 

linguistic process as a “grammatical metaphor” that transforms processes that are expressed by 

verbs and properties that are expressed by adjectives into nouns. The grammatical process of 

nominalization is assumed to have different functions (Baratta 2010:1020) but more importantly 

is also explicitly referred to as a device that creates impersonality within academic language 

(Baratta 2010: 1019). Biber et al. (1999: 61) have suggested that by using nominalizations writers 

aim at “treat[ing] actions and processes as abstract objects separated from human participants.”  

Biber et al. (1999: 972-974) investigate the transformation process of nominalization even further 

and develop a categorization into epistemic and attitudinal nominalizations, which seems of 

particular interest for the investigation of subjectivity in writing. While the former devices 

represent a commentary “on the status of information in a proposition” (Biber et al. 1999: 972), 

the latter give information about a writer’s emotions and views (Biber et al. 1999: 974). This shows 

that nominalizations do not have to create an impersonal style per se as they can indicate the 

writer’s beliefs and positions, and thus his or her stance. Considering this, in my analysis I am 

especially interested in nominalizations that undergo two processes: firstly, the nominalizations 

result from the transformation of processes expressed by verbs which are performed by a first- 

person subject (I and we), and secondly the nominalizations function as subjects. 

Like the process of nominalization, passivization has also gained interest within research on 

academic writing, in particular in research of writing in the sciences (e.g. Tarone et al. 1998; Banks 

2017). Generally, this process is described as “the TRANSFORMATION of a sentence from its active 

to its passive form” (Crystal 2008: 353 [original emphasis]). Passivization thus is associated with 

the passive voice, which refers to verb constructions that feature a form of the verb be and the past 

participle and that come with a change in the syntax as the object of the former active sentence or 

clause becomes the subject while the former subject is commonly deleted in the passive clause 

(Leech 2006: 80). The result of passivization which is specifically associated with an impersonal 

writing style is the deletion of the former subject, which very often fulfills the semantic role of the 

agent (Baratta 2009: 1409). Reilly et al. (2005: 191) suggests that “such agentless actions serve to 

distance the writer or speaker from the text”, which thus make the text less personal. As I look at 

depersonalization in academic writing, my analysis focuses specifically on passivizations that 
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result from the deletion of first-person (I or we) subjects and thus indicate processes that are 

undertaken to avoid writers’ authorial presence. 

5. Data and Methods 

This chapter is devoted to the description of the data and the methods used for the analysis in 

Chapter 6. Before focusing on the methods that were applied, I provide a detailed presentation of 

the data as they represent the basis for obtaining meaningful results. Finally, I formulate the 

research questions that this study relies upon. 

5.1. Data 

The data analyzed in the following chapter consist of three corpora, each consisting of 50 texts. 

This number of texts should ensure the meaningfulness of the results and allow the detection of 

developments and differences. Each corpus represents a different stage in higher education and 

academic writing that is commonly associated with a specific role within the academic community. 

Therefore, the texts had to meet certain criteria to be included. The criteria were not only crucial 

for the corpus compilation but at the same time constitute the context factors which are taken into 

account when interpreting the results of the analysis. The first context factors considered are the 

educational level and the role of the author within the academic community. Secondly, I chose the 

texts according to the setting of the research field of linguistics as this domain represents the area 

of interest of my investigation. As I am especially interested in the academic writing style of 

students at the University of Graz in comparison to that of members of the academic community, 

another context factor that I considered for the compilation of the student corpora was that the 

texts were submitted and produced at the University of Graz.  

The following lists give an overview of the criteria for the compilation of the student corpora and 

the academic corpus:  

The student corpora – (1.) The texts were written by students at the University of Graz at 

undergraduate level and graduate level. (2.) They are therefore either proseminar/ seminar papers 

or diploma theses. (3.) They are set in the research field of linguistics.  

The academic corpus – (1.) The texts were written by members of the academic community, i.e. 

researchers who, for instance, regularly publish their work in peer-reviewed journals. (2.) They 

are set in the research field of linguistics, more precisely (3.) in sociolinguistics and applied 

linguistics and (4.) were published as research articles.  
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5.1.1. The Undergraduate Corpus 

This corpus represents the earliest stage of academic writing that is analyzed within this study. By 

including this level, I hope to identify possible differences in comparison to a later stage in higher 

education and to published academic writing. The texts chosen are 25 proseminar and 25 seminar 

papers (218,531 tokens) that were written by students at undergraduate level in linguistics classes 

at the English Department of the University of Graz. For data protection reasons they are not 

included in section 9.1. As pointed out by Hyland (2009: 130-132) student papers and essays at 

the undergraduate level represent a beginning form of academic writing where students often 

imitate the linguistic styles and features of other papers in order to conform to conventions and 

expectations as they are not yet as familiar with practices as students at later stages. Because of 

the assumed developments of students regarding their writing practices that are believed to be 

established through the repeated production of essays and papers Hyland (2009: 132) characterizes 

this form of writing “a key acculturation practice” by which students adjust to community 

conventions. Undergraduate papers are based upon the encouragement of “a critical and 

questioning attitude and approach to writing which involves making connections between theory 

and practice, drawing links between theories, evaluating research, and arguing and reasoning” 

(Hyland 2009: 132). For this reason, they become especially interesting in the investigation of 

personalization and depersonalization of student writing and offer the best starting point for a 

comparison with later stages and published research articles by members of the academic 

community. 

All texts in the corpus were written by non-native speakers of English. Like for the other corpora, 

students’ L1s were not considered but can be assumed to be German in most cases. The access to 

the data was provided by the teacher of the classes, who obtained the papers in the form of 

electronic text documents. For the analysis, the documents were transformed into plain text format 

(*.TXT). As only running text is considered relevant for the investigation and to ensure anonymity, 

title pages and tables of contents have been deleted. Information on the level/genre and the topic 

and the title of the texts was included in the form of headers. Bibliographies and references were 

marked as such in the documents. 

5.1.2. The Graduate Corpus 

The second corpus consists of 50 texts (1,691,792 tokens) written at graduate level. This choice is 

based upon the assumption that students might progress throughout their studies and show an 

improved adjustment to conventions as they are expected to orient more closely to academic 
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standards at graduate level (Coffin et al. 2003: 2). This way, the graduate corpus might reveal 

developments concerning the writing practices of the students at the University of Graz. 

The genre that was chosen for the texts is the diploma thesis as it used to represent – now replaced 

by the Master’s thesis -- most students’ final paper in their educational career. Each thesis was 

submitted at the English Department of the University of Graz and deals with a linguistic topic, 

usually involving some form of linguistic analysis. The data were gathered through the online 

portal of the library of the University of Graz. Like the undergraduate texts, the graduate texts are 

not included in section 9.1 for data protection reasons. All writers are again non-native speakers, 

and German is assumed to be the L1 of most of them. Title pages, acknowledgements, tables of 

contents and appendices have been excluded, while information on the level/genre, the topic and 

the title has been included in the form of headers added to the TXT-documents. Bibliographies 

and references have been marked as such.  

5.1.3. The Academic Corpus 

The last corpus comprises 50 research articles written by members of the academic community 

(see section 9.1.) and consists of 510,115 tokens in total. As members of the academic community 

I regard academics who have already published in peer reviewed journals. To compile a corpus 

that is appropriate for the comparison with student writing, linguistic analyses in the field of 

sociolinguistics and applied linguistics were chosen. Therefore, texts written by, for example, 

William Labov, Deborah Tannen and Ruth Wodak were included in the corpus. Again, the focus 

was set on the role and the status of the writer, which is why English as L1 was not considered a 

criterion.  

The choice of the genre of the research article rests on the fact that this genre can be identified as 

the primary genre of the academic community as it is “the principal site of disciplinary knowledge-

making” (Hyland 2009: 67). Moreover, I opted for this genre as articles undergo a process of peer 

reviewing, which represents a means of quality management and determines the individual 

contents and methods of research articles before they are published (Hyland 2009: 68). As pointed 

out by Hyland (2009: 68), the review process functions as a guidance that helps writers to conform 

to the beliefs, values, and norms of the discourse community and results in the representation of 

common patterns of writing and presenting arguments. 

For the analysis, the texts were transformed into plain text format. Relevant information on the 

level/genre, the topic, and the title of the texts were again included in the form of headers.  
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Acknowledgments and appendices were deleted and references at the end have been marked as 

such. 

5.2. Methods 

As the aim of this thesis is the comparison of patterns and thus recurrent uses of personalization 

and depersonalization in student writing at the University of Graz with writing practices of 

academics, a corpus-based analysis was carried out. For the comparative analysis, a mixture of a 

quantitative and qualitative analysis was chosen. This way, I was be able to detect and compare 

both the frequencies and the processes in which personalization and depersonalization are 

employed. However, due to the large number of texts surveyed the main approach was quantitative. 

My analysis uses the corpora that I presented in the previous section and was conducted with the 

tools of Wordsmith 5.0 (Scott 2008), which enable an investigation of concordances and 

collocates. The examination of personalization strategies relies upon Hyland’s (2005a: 178-181) 

model and definition of stance features, while the depersonalization strategies of nominalization 

and passivization were analyzed, as outlined in the respective section (see 4.2.2.), with the focus 

on the deletion of first-person subjects and on nominalizations that function as subjects. 

For the analysis of the personalization feature of self-mention, all first-person pronouns and 

possessive pronouns (I, we, my, our, me, us, myself, ourselves, mine, and ours) were considered. 

In a first step, concordances for each pronoun were generated and I looked through these manually 

in order to delete instances of pronouns that were part of quotations and examples given in the 

running text. This should ensure that the results only contain self-mention by the authors of the 

analyzed texts. In a next step, I categorized each occurrence of a pronoun semantically on the basis 

of its co-text, i.e., the verb, the nouns, prepositions, or other pronouns co-occurring with it. The 

semantic categorization is supposed to show in which contexts and with reference to which 

processes writers mention themselves. As a detailed investigation of modality would go beyond 

the scope of this thesis, modal verbs were only evaluated roughly concerning the meanings they 

can express as listed by Biber (2006a: 92). The categories found for the semantic co-texts and 

frequently occurring structures are explained and illustrated in detail when discussing each 

pronoun. For the investigation of possessive pronouns, I primarily looked at nominal collocates, 

i.e. the nouns modified, and the semantic categories they belong to.   

To compare and examine the use of hedges, boosters, and attitude markers, I created reference lists 

of the elements which I consider to be the strongest examples of these personalization features 

(see Appendix 1). The lists should allow a comparative analysis of the three corpora, but cannot -
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- and do not intend to -- offer an exhaustive analysis of all potential elements. The first step was 

the generation of concordances of the words from the reference list. Like for the investigation of 

other personalization and depersonalization features, devices included in quotations or examples 

and devices with other functions were deleted. In addition, hedges were not taken into account if 

they were preceded by a booster such as the adverb very. Clusters of boosters and hedges such as 

very often were considered in the analysis of boosters because I consider the boosting function to 

be foregrounded in such clusters. For the investigation of boosters, verbs combining with hedges 

such as the modal verb should in clusters such as should show were removed as these combinations 

are dealt with in the analysis of hedges because of the booster being weakened by the hedge. 

Finally, the most frequent attitude markers were categorized according to the attitude that they 

express. 

As already explained earlier (see section 4.2.2.), the investigation of passivization in this thesis 

concentrates on passive structures that involve the deletion of a first-person subject (I or we) as I 

regard this to be the most explicit form of avoiding personalization. As a qualitative analysis was 

not possible due to the large numbers of texts, a reference list containing past participles of verbs 

that refer to processes performed by first-person subjects within research texts was created (see 

Appendix 2). This list was based on verbs that could be identified for the feature of self-mention. 

As the analysis is based upon a reference list, a complete determination of passivizations was not 

possible. Yet, a comparison that might show tendencies and differences can be made. By using the 

advanced concordance tool of Wordsmith 5.0 (Scott 2008), I was able to search for concordances 

of the verbs from the reference list with the following context words (negated forms included): 

will be, would be, is, are, was, were, has/have/had been, could be, should be, may be, might be, 

must be, has/have to be, need to be, ought to be and can be. Contractions were not included as they 

practically did not occur in the texts. The search horizon was limited from L5 to R0 to take into 

account structures with adverbs or adverbials. After that, the concordances were examined 

manually to delete instances that were part of quotations and examples and to remove structures 

that mentioned the former subject in the form of a prepositional phrase with by or that could not 

be traced back to a first-person subject. In a final step, the concordances were categorized 

semantically according to the main verbs used within the passive structures. 

The analysis of nominalizations concentrates on instances that involve two processes: firstly, it 

focuses on nominalizations that result from processes usually performed by the writer being 

transformed into nouns such as investigation. Secondly, the analysis is centered on instances in 

which these nominalized words occur as the subject. Like with passivization, a full account of 
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nominalizations was not possible because the investigation is based upon a reference list. 

However, the obtained results serve to compare the use of this feature within the different corpora. 

To conduct a quantitative analysis, I compiled a reference list of nominalizations of processes that 

are associated with the writer of a research text (see Appendix 3). First, I produced the 

concordances for these words and evaluated them manually so that all examples meet the criteria 

described above. Like for previous analyses, examples and quotations were deleted. Finally, I 

categorized the co-texts of the nominalization semantically, primarily concentrating on the main 

verbs.  

5.3. Research Questions 

Before I begin with my analysis, I want to present the research questions that the latter is based 

upon. Following the concepts and terminology as outlined in Chapter 4, I have formulated the 

following research questions that I seek to answer:  

• To what extent and in which semantic and lexical contexts do students at the University of 

Graz and academics foreground their presence and involvement (personalization) and thus 

use stance features in their texts? 

• To what extent and in which semantic and lexical contexts do students and academics 

background their presence and involvement (depersonalization) and use nominalizations 

and passivizations? 

• What practices are observable for each feature and for each level of education and role of 

the writer, how do the practices differ, and do students’ practices change regarding the 

level? 

6. Empirical Analysis 

In this chapter, the analyses of personalization and depersonalization features are presented for 

each corpus. As the texts by researchers represent an orientation for my evaluation of student 

writing, I start with the investigation of the academic corpus. After the academic corpus, the 

undergraduate corpus is analyzed, followed by the graduate corpus. For each corpus, the 

personalization features are investigated and discussed separately first. An overview of all features 

then sums up the analysis of personalization within the corpora. Finally, the results of the analysis 

of the depersonalization strategies are presented separately for each corpus. 
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6.1. Personalization in the Academic Corpus 

6.1.1. Self-Mention in the Academic Corpus 

The analysis of concordances for all pronouns and possessive pronouns shows that I occurs most 

often in the academic corpus, followed by we, my, our, us, me, ourselves, myself, mine, and ours. 

Yet, only I, we, my, and our are really quantitatively relevant as can be seen by a relative frequency 

of 2.0 occurrences per 1,000 words for the pronoun I, 1.7 occurrences per 1,000 words for we, 0.6 

occurrences per 1,000 words for my, and 0.5 occurrences per 1,000 words for our. Table 1 below 

illustrates all instances of self-mention found in the academic corpus. As can be seen, the 

frequencies drop drastically from rank five downwards. 

Table 1 Self-mention in the academic corpus 

Rank Pronoun Absolute 

frequency 

Relative frequency (per 1,000 words) 

1 I 1,022 2.0 

2 we 852 1.7 

3 my 320 0.6 

4 our 269 0.5 

5 us 159 0.3 

6 me 61 0.1 

7 ourselves 11 0.02 

8 myself 5 0.01 

7 mine 4 0.008 

8 ours 4 0.008 

 

The semantic categorization of the concordances of I includes the categories explanation and 

metainformation, analysis, argument, intention, and self-description. Each category refers to a 

process undertaken by the writer and was mainly ascribed based upon the main verb employed in 

the sentences. In many cases, noun phrases or prepositional phrases that were included in the co-

text have also been considered for the categorization, especially in connection with idiomatic 

expressions. See, for instance, (1.) below.  

(1.)        […] I make no claim here that the […] 
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(2.)        […] briefly consider the criticism I made earlier about the […] 

Overall, the semantic categorization of the co-text turned out to be a difficult step of the analysis. 

As (1.) compared to (2.) above shows, finding categories only according to the core meanings of 

the verbs would have led to different interpretations of the processes undertaken by the writer. In 

(1.) the writer elaborates on his or her argument, while the writer in (2.) makes a metadiscursive 

comment on the contents of her article. This illustrates that the ascription of semantic categories 

to co-texts is not rigid because of the inclusion of other linguistic elements than the main verb. In 

addition, it shows that some verbs are ambiguous depending on the different co-texts they appeared 

with. Before I elaborate on more examples that highlight the difficulty of categorizing and the 

ambiguity of elements, let us first turn to the categories and the way in which they are ascribed in 

my analysis. 

As can be seen in (3.), the category of argument is chosen for any process in which writers state 

their arguments. Intention is assigned to verbs that are used to signal the writer’s aims and goals 

(see (4.)). The category of explanation and metainformation represents a rather broad category as 

it comprises two types of processes which I regard to be connected based upon the fact that by 

including these writers seem to aim at providing explanations – be it for terms and meanings or 

their paper’s structures and contents. Firstly, it includes processes in which meanings and terms 

are defined (see (5.)). Secondly, the category is ascribed to processes in which writers make 

metadiscursive comments as they refer to or define the texts’ structures and contents (see (6.)). 

Opinion is ascribed to verbs that reveal the writer’s beliefs (see (7.)), while analysis covers any 

process linked to the analytical steps that are carried out by the writer (see (8.) and (9.)). Finally, 

the category of self-description is used for processes in which writers define themselves, state their 

characteristics as well as give accounts of their competences and knowledge (see (10.)).  

(3.)            I am proposing that working-class […] 

(4.)            Rather, I intend to suggest an EMIC […] 

(5.)           This is the approach that I refer to as `styling'. 

(6.)           As I have discussed earlier, […] 

(7.)           […] I find these models very doubtful […] 

(8.)           […] I examined how family members […] 

(9.)           In this way, I could identify which words […] 

(10.) Although I have not been active in the […] 

Table 2 below displays the categorization of the semantic co-texts based upon the verbs found 

most often in the academic corpus (and in the other corpora). The categorizations of the semantic 

co-texts of other personalization and depersonalization features also follow these classifications. 
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As I have already mentioned, the categories sometimes include ambiguous elements and for this 

reason are rather broad. This becomes clear if we, for example, look at the verbs begin, hope, and 

use. Usually, the verb begin refers to the start of an action or process that, on the one hand, 

concerning research articles and student papers could be a specific step of an analysis. On the other 

hand, in combination with other elements from the co-text the verb can be used to make 

metadiscursive comments on the structure and the contents of the texts (see (11.)). The verb hope 

is typically understood to refer to a cognitive process expressing desire. In many cases this desire 

can be oriented towards something uncontrollable such as the weather and would not allow the 

categorization as an intention. The co-texts in the corpora, however, suggest a desire for something 

that is controllable such as the successful proof of an argument, which is why I included instances 

such as (12.) to the category of intention. The verb use usually refers to the utilization of something 

as a means for a specific purpose. Yet, considering the meaning of other elements in the co-text, 

the verb can be ascribed to the category of explanation and metainformation as well as to the 

category of analysis. This becomes clear if we compare (13.) and (14.). 

(11.) I begin with a background section […] 

(12.) I hope to have made sufficiently clear in the previous section that […] 

(13.) Rather, I use the term to mean, simply […] 

(14.) […] of potential measures that I used to identify change […] 

Table 2 Semantic co-text categories assigned to verbs1 

Category Argument Intention Explanation and 

metainformation 

Opinion Analysis Self-description 

Verbs argue, assume 

suggest, 

conclude, 

contend, 

propose, show 

decide, intend, 

choose, try, 

hope, seek, 

want, wish, 

like, be 

interested in, 

aim, attempt 

begin, describe, 

concerned with, 

turn to, 

concentrate on, 

mention, 

outline, present, 

provide, call, 

define, focus, 

refer, term, 

mean, use 

agree, 

support, 

believe, 

consider as, 

consider to 

be, regard, 

view, think, 

find, prefer, 

perceive, 

expect, be 

sure/unsure, 

be aware 

analyze/analyse, 

conduct, count, 

examine, 

explore, 

exclude, group, 

use, 

utilize/utilise, 

include, 

interview, 

investigate, 

collect, find, 

identify, record, 

consider 

be, have, know 

  

 
1 As I have highlighted, I sometimes included the meanings of other linguistic elements in the co-text in addition to 

the meanings of main verbs for the categorizations.  
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For the pronoun I (1,022), the co-text category of explanation and metainformation has the highest 

number of occurrences with 467 instances. It covers 45.7% and is thus represented in almost half 

of the semantic co-texts of I. The main verbs that appear most often in this category are discuss 

(27), focus (15), use (15), describe (15), and refer (14). In addition, instances of other main verbs 

in this category show that the variety of verbs is far higher than in the other categories. 

The co-text category of argument is primarily expressed by the verbs argue, assume, suggest, 

conclude, contend, propose, and show. With 168 instances and a percentage of 16.4 of the semantic 

co-texts, this category is not even half as common as explanation and metainformation, which 

already indicates that writers mainly tend to use the pronoun I when performing explanatory 

processes and making metadiscursive comments. Nevertheless, the category of argument reveals 

clear patterns as the cluster I argue that appears 43 times, I would argue 12 times, I suggest that 

13 times, and I have argued that 11 times. The main verb that occurs most often is argue (73) 

followed by suggest (29). 

The category of analysis can be found in 176 cases and it thus accounts for 17.2% of the semantic 

co-texts of I in the data. While it does not offer patterns as apparent as in the previous category, 

the verbs examine (25), find (16), use (14) and analyze (13) occur frequently.  

With 115 instances and a percentage of 11.3% of the semantic co-texts, the category of intention 

ranks fourth. This category is primarily realized by the verbs like (22)), try (16), hope (10), and 

want (10), with each verb taking verbal complements that refer to further processes as shown in 

(15.)-(19.). As can be seen in (15.), like only appears in the construction I would like + to-

INFINITIVE. 

(15.)        Here, I would like to focus on the EU Language […]. 

(16.)        At the same time, I have also tried to make a […]. 

(17.)        In particular, I will try to establish whether […] 

(18.)        In doing so, I hope to bring social meaning […] 

(19.)        What I want to qualify, though, is […]. 

The category of opinion is represented in 81 cases and accounts for the low percentage of 7.9%. 

The verb that is most often employed in this category is believe with 11 occurrences. It can be 

frequently found in the construction I believe it + VERB and the cluster I believe that as is 

exemplified in (20.) and (21.). While verbs such as agree, regard, consider and think as well as 

the cluster I am (not) sure and I am aware that also appear together with I, they are not common.  

(20.)         I believe it is more consistent […]. 
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(21.)         However, I believe that the learners […].  

The category of self-description can be found in only 15 cases and offers the lowest percentage 

(1.5%) of the semantic co-texts for the pronoun I. However, it represents an interesting category 

as one might not expect writers to give descriptions of themselves within research articles. In this 

category, the verb be occurs most often (12), sometimes in the form of an auxiliary, sometimes as 

a full verb as can be seen in (22.) and (23.). As a full verb it most frequently forms the constructions 

I am + NOUN PHRASE (see (23.)) and I + am/have been + ADJECTIVE (see (24.)). All examples 

below suggest that self-description is intended to underline the (un)experience and competences 

of the writer concerning the topic he or she writes about and define his or her position. 

(22.) […] in which I have been involved over a […].  

(23.) […] and other communities of which I am a member.  

(24.) Although I have not been active in the […] 

An analysis of overall structural patterns of the concordances of I reveals that the construction I 

will + INFINITIVE occurs 80 times and the construction I shall + INFINITIVE 20 times in this corpus. 

The modal verb would is used 53 times, whereas may and might do not occur with I. Can and the 

semi-modal verbs need to and have to are very rare (6, 3 and 1 occurrences, respectively). In total, 

modal and semi-modal verbs account for 15.9% of the co-texts of I. This is an important 

observation as semi- and modal verbs represent stance markers that add meaning to a proposition 

(Biber 2006a: 91). According to Biber (2006a: 92) can, could, may and might serve to express 

possibility, permission and ability, must, should, and have to are used to mark necessity and 

obligation, and will, would, be going to and shall signal a writer’s prediction and volition. 

Considering this, in 15.9% of use of I the pronoun is combined with other stance elements. In the 

case of I, the modal verbs used suggest that volition, possibility, prediction, ability, necessity, and 

obligation are expressed, with the highest number of modal verbs (153 instances altogether for 

will, shall and would) signaling volition and prediction. Therefore, academics tend to signal 

volition and prediction when using I. 

I will now move on to the analysis of the concordances of the pronoun we, which occurs second 

most often in the academic corpus with 852 instances. While the occurrence of this pronoun might 

be first surprising as the articles are single-authored, there are different reasons why academics 

could use it. On the one hand, the pronoun can be used as an ‘inclusive we’ to involve the reader 

and therefore to highlight that both the author and the reader are a member of the same community 

(Hyland 2009: 136). On the other hand, the pronoun can be employed with an exclusive function 

and this way “refers […] to the speaker/writer and some other person or persons associated with 
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him/her” (Biber et al. 1999: 329), without the reader being included. The determination whether 

we is used inclusively or exclusively is rather difficult as “the intended reference can even vary in 

the same context” (Biber et. al 1999: 329). As this thesis’ focus is mainly quantitative and an 

exhaustive analysis of the texts’ contexts such as the specific community the texts are set in would 

expand the scope, an analysis whether the pronoun is used exclusively or inclusively was not 

carried out. Yet, as we shall see the results indicate that academics might use the pronoun both 

exclusively and inclusively.  

Regarding the pronoun we, I was particularly interested in the processes of analysis and stating 

arguments. The concordances were therefore categorized semantically according to the main verbs 

and other co-text elements but with the focus on the co-text categories of analysis and argument 

(see above). I decided to subsume verbs that refer to opinion (see (25.) and (26.)) and general 

processes (see (27.)) under the category of shared world2. As the examples show, this category 

seems to function as a reference to shared beliefs, values, and characteristics of either writers and 

the community on behalf of which they write if the pronoun is used exclusively, or of writers, the 

community they are set in and readers if the pronoun is used inclusively. Main verbs that provide 

information concerning the contents and the structures of the texts themselves and serve as 

metadiscursive comments were assigned to the category of explanation and metainformation (see 

(28.) and (29.)). Overall, 98 examples of the latter category were found, with see, which forms 

cluster such as we can see that and as we have seen, as the most present verb. Regarding the overall 

semantic co-texts this category accounts for 11.5 percent. 

(25.) Thus, we would expect that men are […] 

(26.) Although we are all aware that nobody […] 

(27.) The ways we talk and write are not […] 

(28.) […] to consider these issues, we briefly turn to a series […] 

(29.) In 41, we can see that “the first […] 

The category of shared world was found 585 times, which covers a remarkable percentage of 

68.7% of the semantic co-texts of the occurrences of the pronoun we. The category of analysis 

provides far less instances with 120 verbs that refer to this category (14.1%). It is mainly realized 

by the verb find, which occurs in clusters such as we find in and we find that and in the construction 

we find + NOUN PHRASE (see (30.)). Furthermore, the verbs observe, witness, look at and note 

 
2 Unlike the other categories, this category is not based upon the semantic meaning of verbs but rather on the effect 

that is created by the use of the pronoun we – be it a world shared by a specific community (in cases of an exclusive 

we) or a world shared by the writer and the reader as well as the community they are set in (in cases of an inclusive 

we). 
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appear repeatedly. The findings indicate that about a seventh of the employments of the pronoun 

we is used to refer to the process of analysis. In cases of an inclusive use, this could be intended to 

make the writer’s analysis more comprehensible for the reader as he or she would feel as being 

part of the analysis (see (31.)). However, if the pronoun is used exclusively in (31.) the writer 

would be referring to a specific group or field that does not include the reader but that his or her 

analysis is set in and he or she speaks on behalf of. 

(30.) […] because we find both negative and positive politeness strategies […] 

(31.) […] found for point, and again we observe a strongly positive prosody […] 

With only 49 instances and 5.8 percent, the category of argument is not very prominent. It can 

most frequently be identified through the verb assume (17) but is also represented by argue, 

suggest, conclude, say, and claim. Strikingly, many instances show clusters with modal verbs as 

illustrated in the following examples: 

(32.) In sum, I suggest that we can conclude from these studies […]. 

(33.) We might conclude, then, that the role of the subject […] 

As can be seen in (32.) and (33.), the use of argumentative verbs in combination with we would 

function as an inclusion of the reader in the argumentative process in cases where the pronoun is 

used inclusively. This way, it would be supposed to reinforce the writer’s argumentation. 

However, these instances could also be interpreted as the writer referring to the community that 

he or she writes on behalf of.  

In contrast to the concordances of I, those of we show a large proportion of modal and semi-modal 

verbs with 324 instances (see (34.) and (35.)). This covers 38.0% of the co-texts of the pronoun as 

opposed to 15.9% of the co-texts of I. The most prominent modal verb is can (87), followed by 

will (45), might (42), need to (33), should and would (each 25), may (21), have to (17), must (16), 

could (10), and shall (3). This shows that academics rather use additional stance elements when 

using we than when using I, with ability and possibility being expressed most often (160 instances 

for can, could, may and might), followed by necessity and obligation (91 instances for need to, 

have to and should), and volition and prediction (73 instances for will, would and shall). 

(34.) We will see in the following […] 

(35.) As we shall observe in the next […] 

The third most often used feature was the possessive pronoun my with 320 instances. As it occurs 

in noun phrases, an investigation of its collocates was conducted in order to determine patterns. 

Basically, the examination focused on nouns, but an exception was made for the adjective own as 
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I consider it an emphasizer of personalization. For the analysis, the possibility of adjectives 

occurring between the possessive element and the nominal head was taken into account, which is 

why both positions R1 (= the position one word to the right of a keyword) and R2 (= the position 

two words to the right of a keyword) were examined. All results were lemmatized. Finally, the 

collocates were categorized semantically. Of course, the results of the semantic co-texts can only 

show tendencies. Nevertheless, they indicate in which contexts the possessive pronoun is 

employed. The following table gives an overview of the 13 most frequent collocates in R1 and R2 

as their frequencies provide the most meaningful results concerning the corpus size:3 

Table 3 Most frequent collocates of my in R1 and R2 in the academic corpus 

Rank Collocate Absolute 

frequency in 

R1 and R2 

Semantic 

category 

1 own 40 possession 

2 data  23 material 

3 research 17 analysis 

4 view 15 opinion 

5 corpus 13 material 

6 argument 9 argument 

7 analysis 8 analysis 

8 study 7 analysis 

9 purpose 6 intention 

10 sample 5 material 

11 knowledge 4 knowledge 

11 paper 4 analysis 

 

As Table 3 shows, the adjective own (40) occurs most frequently, followed by the nouns data (23), 

corpus (17), and view (15). An investigation of the concordances of the cluster my own reveals 

that the adjective tends to combine with nouns that represent the most frequent collocates of my in 

R1 and R2. Of these clusters my own research (5) is the most prominent one. The semantic 

 
3 As for the analyses of the other corpora, the limit was set to a relative frequency of 0.01 words per a thousand for 

the least frequent collocate. 
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categories of these nouns indicate that writers frequently make use of my when referring to their 

materials (data, corpus, and sample), opinions (view) analyses (research, analysis, study, and 

paper), arguments (argument), intentions (purpose), and knowledge (knowledge). This is 

demonstrated as 41 instances of the most frequent collocates can be related to the semantic 

category of material, 36 to analysis, 15 to opinion, 9 to argument, 6 to intention and 4 to intention. 

The most frequent collocates of the possessive pronoun our, which appears 269 times, surprisingly 

show similar results concerning the nouns that frequently combine with my. Again, the adjective 

own also occurs frequently. However, it does not form clusters with the other collocates apart from 

the noun work. The concordances of our reveal combinations of the possessive pronoun with nouns 

that show that it is used with both an inclusive and exclusive function. While in (36.) below the 

inclusion of the reader becomes clear by the writer’s use of a hortative imperative expressing a 

joint effort by the writer and the writer as well as by the pronoun our signaling that the example is 

present for both the writer and the reader, in (37.) and (38.) the writer explicitly refers to a specific 

group that he or she belongs to and the reader might not be part of. Yet, there are instances in 

which it is not clearly determinable whether the pronoun is used exclusively or inclusively. In both 

(39.) and (40.), the writer could refer to a community that the reader might or might not be part of. 

This becomes obvious if we assume that the writer is referring to Western culture and society, 

while readers of research articles cannot automatically be believed to be a part of this society. 

(36.) Let us now consider our present example. 

(37.) […] family as a whole is the focus of our attention in our recent studies […] 

(38.) […] is that of our field’s extremely heavy reliance […] 

(39.) […] empirical attention is now the behavior of our own formalisms […] 

(40.) […] of what we see in our own society […] 

The most frequent element of the collocates is understanding with 26 instances. It often occurs in 

constructions such as our understanding of + NOUN PHRASE and can be assigned to the semantic 

category of knowledge. Overall, this semantic co-text category is second most prominent (26), 

preceded by the category of analysis (28). The category of material ranks third (17), followed by 

the category of perception (9), and the category of intention (4) and communication (4). The 

category of analysis is mostly realized by the nouns work, field, study, and analysis as their 

concordances suggest that all nouns have a meaning related to analytical processes – be it a 

particular field sharing approaches and methods, or the specific research conducted (see (41.) and 

(42.) below).  

(41.) […] ‘ethnography of communication’, as our work has been affected by […] 
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(42.) […] family who participated in our study: Kathy, Sam, and […] 

The category of material becomes manifest in the noun data, the category of perception in the 

nouns attention and experience, the category of intention in the noun goal, and the category of 

communication in the noun interaction. The results of the analysis of the most frequent collocates 

are displayed in Table 4 below. As can be seen, many of the collocates seem to position the writer 

in a disciplinary community rather than in a generally shared world. While knowledge, perception, 

intention, and communication represent semantic categories that can be shared by the whole 

society, the categories of analysis and material are clearly referring to a specific scientific world 

of study. This suggests that our could be used inclusively to make the reader part of the analysis 

and the scientific community or used exclusively to write on behalf of the specific community the 

writer is set in. Nevertheless, writers clearly see themselves as part of a disciplinary community as 

the categories of analysis and material are very prominent.  

Table 4 Most frequent collocates of our in R1 and R2 in the academic corpus  

Rank Collocate Absolute 

frequency in 

R1 and R2 

Semantic 

category 

1 understanding  26 knowledge 

2 data  17 material 

3 own 13 possession 

4 work 10 analysis 

5 field 8 analysis 

6 study 6 analysis 

7 attention 5 perception 

8 goal 4 intention 

8 interaction 4 communication 

8 experience 4 perception 

8 analysis 4 analysis 

 

The analysis of the use of us shows that in total, the pronoun occurs 159 times. Like for we and 

our we must assume that it could both appear with an inclusive and exclusive function. Like for I 

and we, I categorized the co-text semantically. This reveals the prominence of the categories of 
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explanation and metainformation, analysis and opinion. The category of explanation and 

metainformation figures most prominently with 142 occurrences, which is 89.3% of the semantic 

co-texts of us. The verb that realizes this category most frequently is tell. It repeatedly occurs in 

the construction tells us + to-INFINITIVE and the cluster tells us about (21). Allow appears second 

most often with 17 instances in the form of the construction allow us + to-INFINITIVE. This 

construction combines with verbs such as compare, focus, identify, and include. Another recurring 

verb is help, which is often given in the construction helps us + to-INFINITIVE and the cluster helps 

us because (13). Also, the constructions gives us + NOUN PHRASE and invites us + to-INFINITIVE 

both occur 8 times. 5 instances of the category of explanation and metainformation are represented 

by the imperative structure let us + INFINITIVE. Verbs in this construction seem to provide 

metainformation on the structure and processes of the papers, as exemplified below in (43.). 

(43.) For our current purposes, let us begin with the stimulus […] 

18 instances within the category of explanation and metainformation include references to the 

scope of the community or the relation and position between the writer, the community and certain 

processes or elements in when providing explanations and metainformation. This is shown in co-

texts containing prepositions such as for, around, and between as well as in pronoun clusters in 

the co-texts such as all of us, many of us, few of us, and each of us. As can be seen in the examples 

below, prepositions (see (44.) and (45.)) define relationships and positions, and pronouns (see 

(46.)) the scopes. Within this subcategory, the clusters for us and all of us are most common. 

Nevertheless, their frequencies are generally very low, with 5 instances for the cluster with the 

preposition and 3 for the pronoun cluster. 

(44.) Although it is hard for us to believe it today, […] 

(45.) […] processes taking place around us are the same as those that […] 

(46.) […] and of what kind of future it has, is really up to all of us. 

The second category found is analysis with 8 instances and a coverage of about 5% of the semantic 

co-texts of us. Interestingly, this category is only realized by the imperative structure let us + 

INFINITIVE including verbs such as compare and consider, which is also the case for the category 

of opinion, which features in 4 examples (2.5%), which all feature the verb assume. In this co-text, 

it must be classified to refer to opinion rather than to supporting and building the argument of the 

paper as can be seen in (47.). 

(47.) Let us assume that at the most […] 
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Overall, the imperative structure let us + INFINITIVE occurs 17 times in the concordances of us. 

While the infinitive verbs included in the structure differ, the imperative structure can be 

interpreted to foreground a joint effort by the writer and the reader regarding the processes that are 

expressed by the main verbs. Therefore, in these instances us is clearly used inclusively. For the 

pronoun us, this applies to 10.7% of its occurrences. 

The pronoun me is not used very often (61). Its concordances show the semantic co-text categories 

of explanation and metainformation, opinion, and intention. Again, the category of explanation 

and metainformation is most prominent with 53 instances as it accounts for 86.9% of the semantic 

co-texts. 33 times it occurs in the constructions allowed me + to-INFINITIVE, enables me + to-

INFINITIVE, permit me + to-INFINITIVE, and leads me + to-INFINITIVE/NOUN PHRASE. The 

imperative structure let me + INFINITIVE includes verbs related to the category of explanation and 

metainformation such as begin (5) and start (5). 16 instances can be classified as explanations that 

include references to the relationships and positions between the writer and processes or entities. 

In these instances, me is found most often in clusters with adjectives and the prepositions for and 

to. Examples are given below (see (48.)-(50.)).  

(48.) […] but were difficult for me to respond to.  

(49.) […] atmosphere was unfamiliar to me.  

(50.) […] unpublished work available to me.  

The category of opinion only occurs 7 times, which covers 11.5% of the co-texts. This category is 

represented by the verb seem, which always forms the cluster it seems to me (6). The combination 

of the pronoun with the preposition for in the cluster for me refers to opinion as its only instance 

indicates (see (51.)).  

(51.) For me, it puts the discipline of […] 

Surprisingly, the lowest-ranking co-text category is intention, which only occurs once. As can be 

seen, the example uses the imperative with let (see (52.)) and it includes the verb try, which 

conveys intention. However, for the pronoun me all imperative structures within the categories 

must rather be seen as expressions of intentions. Altogether these instances cover 8.2% of all uses 

of me. 

(52.) Let me now try to sketch some […] 

The pronouns ourselves and myself occur 11 and 5 times, respectively. In all cases they function 

as reflexive pronouns (see (53.)) in predictable structures. The concordances of mine and ours only 
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occur 4 times each and illustrate definitions of relations as instances from the concordances of 

each of them show (see (54.) and (55.)). A further analysis of the co-texts shows analysis (2), 

material (2), personal relationship (2), and opinion (2) as the semantic co-texts of mine and ours.  

(53.) Second, when we limit ourselves to conducting only […] 

(54.) A philosophy tutor of mine once recounted with amusement […] 

(55.) […] arisen from research such as ours, including its relation […] 

To sum up the feature of self-mention in the academic corpus, the most prominent semantic co-

text category of the personal pronouns I, we, me, and us is the category of explanation and 

metainformation, which comprises a percentage of 65.5% of the pronouns’ co-texts. As both the 

category of self-description and the category of shared world seem to serve as definitions and 

explanations, I decided to add them to the category of explanation and metainformation for these 

numbers. The category of explanation and metainformation is followed by the categories of 

analysis, opinion, argument, and intention. While the category of analysis is represented by 14.5% 

of the semantic co-texts, the category of argument is only found in 10.4%. These numbers suggest 

that academics tend to mention themselves frequently when performing processes of explanation 

and providing metainformation. However, they also seem to make use of first-person pronouns 

when referring to analytical processes, presenting opinion, making arguments, and talking about 

plans and goals.  

The analysis of the most frequent collocates of the possessive pronouns my and our as well as on 

the concordances of the possessive pronouns mine and ours suggest that academics mainly use 

these when commenting on material, stating opinion, and referring to their knowledge as well as 

to analytical processes and approaches. Only 3.6% of the most frequent collocates of the 

possessive pronouns refer to arguments. Finally, the pronouns ourselves and myself occur as 

reflexive pronouns and establish a relation to the first person pronoun used.  

6.1.2. Hedges in the Academic Corpus 

In the academic corpus 7,855 instances of hedges from the reference list were found, which 

accounts for a relative frequency of 15.4 occurrences per 1000 words. As a detailed description 

would go beyond the scope of this thesis, I only discuss the ten most frequent examples. 4 of these 

are modal verbs, namely may, would, should, and might (see Table 5). Together with could (188), 

which not appears among the most frequent hedging devices, they represent 23.9% of all hedges. 

The most prominent hedging device and modal verb is may, which shows a particularly high 

frequency in comparison to other hedges with 681 instances. It appears in the structures may/may 
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not be + PAST PARTICIPLE/+ that-CLAUSE/+ NOUN PHRASE, or + ADJECTIVE (see (56.)-(59.)). The 

modal verb would occurs 439 times and often combines with the verbs be, seem, argue, and 

suggest, which shows that it is frequently used together with other hedging devices. With 295 

instances the modal verb should is in sixth place. It mainly manifests in the passive structure 

should/should not be + PAST PARTICIPLE (see (60.)). 276 instances were found for might, which 

frequently forms passive clusters such as might be expected to. In addition, the constructions might 

have + NOUN PHRASE and might be + ADJECTIVE/NOUN PHRASE are used.  

(56.) […] certain phonological variants may be interpreted in two ways […] 

(57.) It may be that the concept of […] 

(58.) […] may be a reduced form of […] 

(59.) This may be good, useful, and […] 

(60.) It should be noted that I do not […] 

Rank three and five are taken by adverbs as rather appears 427 times and often 344 times. Together 

they represent 9.9% of all hedges found. While rather is frequently observed to precede the 

conjunction than, as exemplified below (see (61.)), often tends to occur in constructions such as 

is/are often + PAST PARTICIPLE (see (62.)). 

(61.) Thus, the links are essentially structural rather than based on practice. 

(62.) […] canal in such a position is often found open in the […] 

The lexical verbs suggest (351), argue (264) and seem (248) are ranked fourth, eighth, and ninth. 

Both suggest and argue tend to combine with that-clauses as suggest is predominant in the 

structure suggest + that-CLAUSE (see (63.)) and argue in argue + that-CLAUSE and be argued + 

that-CLAUSE (see (64.) and (65.)). The verb seem appears most often in the construction seem to 

be + NOUN PHRASE/ADJECTIVE/PRESENT PARTICIPLE (see (66.)). 

(63.) Findings suggest that survivors' use […] 

(64.) It has been argued here that the increasingly […] 

(65.) This article argues, in contrast, that studies […] 

(66.) […] of communities of practices seems to be the idea that […] 

Finally, the adjective common is found in rank ten. It is observed in structures such as the most 

common and a common + NOUN PHRASE (see (67.)). Other hedges found frequently are the modal 

verb could, the verbs indicate, consider, and tend to as well as the adjective general. Also, perhaps, 

relatively, and generally are employed frequently.  

(67.) […] relate to proficiency levels, a common characterization of […] 
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Table 5 includes the ten most frequent hedges from the reference list and their absolute frequencies 

as well as the percentages in the overall number of hedges. Overall, the frequencies of hedging 

devices are low, which points to academics’ confidence and certainty in their line of reasoning. As 

can be seen, the hedges that occur most frequently are modal verbs. Frequencies drop significantly 

from first to fourth rank, while the decrease flattens out after that.  

Table 5 Most frequent hedges based on the reference list in Appendix 1 in the academic corpus  

Rank Hedge Absolute frequency Relative frequency (per 

1,000 words) 

Percentage of 

overall hedges 

1 may 681 1.3 8.8 

2 would 439 0.9 5.7 

3 rather 427 0.8 5.5 

4 suggest* 351 0.7 4.5 

5 often 344 0.7 4.4 

6 should 295 0.6 3.8 

7 might 276 0.5 3.6 

8 argue* 264 0.5 3.4 

9 seem* 248 0.5 3.2 

10 common 192 0.4 2.5 

 

6.1.3. Boosters in the Academic Corpus 

Altogether, 3,932 instances of boosters from the reference list were found in the academic corpus, 

which amounts to 7.7 occurrences per 1,000 words. Among the ten most frequently occurring 

boosters, 4 are adverbs. This results in a total of 845 instances, which is 21.5% of all boosters 

found. Of these adverbs, very appears most often with 301 instances. It combines with adjectives 

and adverbs such as different, few, little, large, useful, high, and often. The adverb especially ranks 

sixth (151). It forms clusters such as especially those and especially in + NOUN PHRASE. With 149 

instances particularly follows in seventh place, occurring mostly in collocations with the 

adjectives strong, relevant, and important. Finally, the adverbs indeed (146) and clearly (98) can 

also be found within the top ten. However, both do not reveal specific clusters. 
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Two lexical verbs are among the ten most prominent boosters: show (525) and find (244). 

Constructions that can be observed most often for show are show + NOUN PHRASE and show + that-

CLAUSE, which, as exemplified below (see (68.)-(70.)), are used to make a confident argument by 

either referring to the writers’ own analyses or other analyses that support the writers’ line of 

reasoning. The verb find occurs in clusters such as can be found, found to be, we find that, found 

in the, and found that the (see (71.) and (72.)). 

(68.) The data also show a number of previously […] 

(69.) Later in this article I show that the Chinese yuppies […] 

(70.) Young’s results show that for low proficiency […] 

(71.) […], we find that minimal pairs can […] 

(72.) […] but creative examples can be found, such as Example […] 

In addition to the lexical verbs, the modal verb must is found among the most frequent hedges and 

is used fifth most often. As (73.) and (74.) illustrate, it serves to mark the proposition’s relevance 

and necessity. While we know that the propositions are based upon the writer’s opinion, they are 

represented as obligations. 

(73.) The analysis must therefore consider only […] 

(74.) […] my discussion here must be limited to those aspects […] 

 

The noun fact is also very prominent with 325 instances. It appears most often in the phrases the 

fact that and in fact, with 160 and 139 instances, respectively. The last feature within the ten most 

frequent boosters is the adjective particular (102). It tends to occur in the phrase in particular or 

combined with nouns such as importance and relevance (see (75.)). Further boosters found are, 

for example, highly, actually, and the noun evidence. 

(75.)  […] an example with particular relevance to the […] 

Table 6 sums up the most meaningful results of the analysis of boosters. As can be seen, all 

boosters are used with rather low frequencies, which might indicate that academics rather avoid 

emphasizing tools. One reason for this could be that academics might not feel the need to 

emphasize certain points in their line of reasoning as they are confident with what they are 

presenting and do not fear counterarguments. This tentative assumption also is also based upon 

the fact that some boosters such as very are frequently combined with hedges such as often, which 

points to academics’ balanced use of boosters and hedges. 
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Table 6 Most frequent boosters based on the reference list in Appendix 1 in the academic corpus 

Rank Booster Absolute frequency Relative frequency 

(per 1,000 words) 

Percentage of 

overall boosters 

1 show* 525 1.0 13.3 

2 fact 324 0.6 8.2 

3 very 301 0.6 7.7 

4 find* 244 0.5 6.2 

5 must 171 0.3 4.3 

6 especially 151 0.3 3.8 

7 particularly 149 0.29 3.8 

8 indeed 146 0.29 3.7 

9 particular 102 0.2 2.6 

10 clearly 98 0.2 2.5 

 

6.1.4. Attitude Markers in the Academic Corpus 

The last personalization feature analyzed within the academic corpus are attitude markers. Overall, 

2,220 instances of attitude markers from the reference list were found in the academic corpus, 

which accounts for a relative frequency of 4.4 elements per 1,000 words. The most frequent one 

is the adjective important (278), which appears in constructions such as it is important + to-

INFINITIVE, the most important, and is an important + NOUN PHRASE. Nouns that collocate with the 

adjective are, for example, part and point. Significant comes second with 159 instances. It appears 

in collocations with the nouns effect, difference, results, and factor. The adjective main ranks third 

with 113 instances and occurs most frequently in collocations such as main point, main focus, and 

main findings. It is followed by the adjective relevant (105), which appears in structures such as 

relevant to + NOUN PHRASE, the relevant + NOUN, and NOUN PHRASE + is relevant. The adjective 

key occurs 97 times and often collocates with the nouns aim and point. The sixth most frequent 

attitude marker is the noun problem, which occurs 80 times, with the problem of + NOUN PHRASE 

as the most common construction. The adjective useful occurs 78 times and precedes the adjective 

interesting (73), which appears frequently in the structure it is interesting + to-INFINITIVE in 

combination with verbs such as note. Finally, with 71 instances each, the adjectives difficult and 
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major are the ninth most frequent elements. While difficult primarily forms the structure it is 

difficult + to-INFINITIVE, major occurs with nouns such as influence. 

Table 7 shows the ten most frequent attitude markers and reveals that the frequencies are low, 

which indicates that academics rarely include attitudinal language. As is illustrated, the ten most 

prominent attitude markers are mainly represented by adjectives. Moreover, 6 of the most frequent 

elements refer to importance, namely important, significant, main, relevant, key, and major, with 

5 of them taking up the top positions. The adjectives difficult, interesting, and useful as well as the 

noun problem are assessments, with two of them representing positive assessments and two of 

them negative ones. These findings suggest that academics use attitude markers most often to mark 

importance. 

Table 7 Most frequent attitude markers based on the reference list in Appendix 1 in the academic corpus 

Rank Attitude marker Absolute frequency Relative frequency (per 1,000 

words) 

Percentage of 

overall attitude 

markers 

1 important 278 0.5 12.5 

2 significant 159 0.3 7.2 

3 main 113 0.22 5.1 

4 relevant 105 0.21 4.7 

5 key 97 0.19 4.4 

6 problem 80 0.16 3.6 

7 useful 78 0.15 3.5 

8 interesting 73 0.14 3.3 

9 difficult 71 0.14 3.2 

9 major 71 0.14 3.2 

 

6.1.5. Overall Personalization in the Academic Corpus 

In this final subsection on personalization, I intend to give an overview of the different 

personalization features that were detected in the academic corpus. As already mentioned, the 

analysis is not concerned with the full set of hedges, boosters, and attitude markers, which is why 

I cannot offer a comparison with regard to which personalization strategy of these is used most 
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often within an individual corpus. Nevertheless, the overview is helpful to visualize differences to 

the other corpora and might reveal tendencies. 

In total, personalization features are used with a relative frequency of 32.8 occurrences per 1,000 

words in the academic corpus (see Table 8). Hedges occur with a relative frequency of 15.4 

occurrences per 1,000 words, boosters with one of 7.7 occurrences per 1,000 words, self-mention 

devices with one of 5.3 occurrences per 1,000 words, and attitude markers with one of 4.4 

occurrences per 1,000 words. 

Table 8 Overall personalization features in the academic corpus 

Feature Absolute frequency Relative frequency (per 1,000 

words) 

hedges 7,855 15.4 

boosters 3,932 7.7 

self-mention 2,707 5.3 

attitude markers 2,220 4.4 

overall personalization 16,714 32.8 

 

6.2. Depersonalization in the Academic Corpus 

6.2.1. Passivization in the Academic Corpus 

In the academic corpus 1,501 instances of passives involving the deletion of first-person subjects 

and including the past participles from Appendix 2 were found. This accounts for a relative 

frequency of 2.9 occurrences per 1,000 words. An overall analysis of structures reveals that a high 

number of modal and semi-modal verbs was used for passivization. Thus, will be/will not be occurs 

42 times, can/cannot be 289 times, could/could not be 59 times, may/may not be 50 times, 

might/might not be 36 times, should/should not be 79 times, would/would not be 14 times, and 

must be 25 times. In addition, the semi-modals need to and have to were found 12 and 10 times, 

respectively. In total, this covers 616 instances and about 41% of all identified passivizations. This 

shows that while self-mention is avoided, academics still convey stance by using semi- and modal 

verbs. As can, could, may and might occur most frequently together (434) in the analyzed passive 

structures, ability and possibility are expressed most often followed by necessity and obligation 

(126 instances for should, need to, and have to), and volition and prediction (56 instances for will 

and would). 
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The investigation of the concordances reveals the relevant semantic co-text categories of 

explanation and metainformation, argument, analysis, intention, and opinion. The leading one is 

analysis with 649 instances and 43.2% of the semantic co-texts. It is realized by verbs such as 

examine, investigate, analyze, carry out and record (see (76.) and (77.)). With 580 instances the 

category of explanation and metainformation accounts for 38.6% and ranks second. It appears in 

clusters such as can be seen in, is based on and is defined as (see (78.) and (79.)). The category of 

opinion and argument are represented to almost the same extent: the category of opinion is found 

in 140 cases (9.3%), the category of argument in 124 (8.3%). The former is mainly realized by 

verbs such as consider, regard, view, see as and interpret as (see (80.)), the latter by the verbs 

argue, propose, suggest, and assume (see (81.)). As there are only 8 instances (0.5%) of the 

category of intention (see (82.)), it is not of any significance. 

(76.) Two corpora were analyzed for the study: […] 

(77.) Further analyses were carried out to examine […] 

(78.) Another example can be seen in (16), […] 

(79.) This conclusion is based on the idea that […] 

(80.) […] a linguistic point of view can be considered problematic. 

(81.) It is argued that CMC provides a […] 

(82.) […] words are in the billions, it is hoped that this study has […] 

Based on these proportions of semantic co-text categories, I conclude that academics mainly avoid 

personalization through self-mention in processes of analysis as well as explanation and provision 

of metainformation. Passivization is less used when presenting opinions and making arguments 

but is still existent for these categories. With only 0.5% the category of intention is barely given, 

which shows that academics do not tend to form passive structures when talking about their goals 

and intentions.  

6.2.2. Nominalization in the Academic Corpus 

The academic corpus contains 104 nominalizations from the reference list in Appendix 3 occurring 

as subjects. This represents a relative frequency of only 0.2 occurrences per 1,000 words, which 

proves that this type of depersonalization category is barely existent in the corpus. The instances 

comprise the following nominalizations: analysis/analyses, investigation, explanation, 

interpretation, examination, discussion, and consideration. With 74 instances and 71.2% 

analysis/analyses occurs far more often than other nominalizations. It tends to collocate as subject 

with verbs such as reveal, show, and suggest. The nominalization examination occurs 10 times 

(9.6%), discussion 9 times (8.7%), explanation 4 times, interpretation as well as investigation3 
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times, and consideration only once. This indicates that writers from the academic corpus mainly 

use analysis/analyses as subjects. 

As exemplified by the examples below, the semantic co-text categories based upon the main verbs 

collocating with the above nominalizations are argument (50), explanation and metainformation 

(49), analysis (4), and intention (1). The absolute frequencies show that the categories of argument 

and explanation and metainformation appear most often as they cover 48.1 and 47.1% of the 

semantic co-texts, respectively. The category of argument is primarily realized by the verbs reveal 

and show (see (83.)), and the category of explanation and metainformation can be found in the 

verbs focus, portray, and exceed (see (84.)). The co-text categories of analysis (see (85.)) and 

intention (see (86.)) are quantitatively insignificant. In sum, academics use nominalizations as 

subjects when presenting their arguments as well as when providing explanations and 

metainformation. In doing so, they most often use the nominalization analysis/analyses as subject. 

(83.) A further analysis of the data reveals […] 

(84.) […] the following analysis focuses first on a […] 

(85.) This analysis empirically distinguishes among several types […] 

(86.) […] following discussion decides to replace […] 

6.3. Personalization in the Undergraduate Corpus 

6.3.1. Self-Mention in the Undergraduate Corpus 

In the undergraduate corpus all first-person pronouns and possessive pronouns were found except 

ours. Interestingly, the rankings of the pronouns according to their frequencies also correspond to 

those in the academic texts as shown in Table 9. Like in the academic corpus, the pronoun I is the 

most prominent feature with 589 instances and a relative frequency of 2.7 per 1,000 words, i.e. 

almost one word more in comparison to the academic corpus. The pronoun we occurs 233 times 

with a relative frequency of 1.1 occurrences per 1,000 words. It is followed by the possessive 

pronoun my (179), our (94), us (42), me (29), myself (2), and mine (1) and ourselves (1). 

Table 9 Self-mention in the undergraduate corpus compared to the academic corpus 

Rank in the 

undergraduate 

corpus 

Pronoun Absolute 

frequency in 

the 

undergraduate 

corpus 

Relative frequency 

(per 1,000 words) in 

the undergraduate 

corpus 

Absolute 

frequency (per 

1,000 words) in 

the academic 

corpus 

Relative 

frequency (per 

1,000 words) in 

the academic 

corpus 

1 I 589 2.7 1,022 2.0 

2 we 233 1.1 852 1.7 
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3 my 179 0.8 320 0.6 

4 our 94 0.4 269 0.5 

5 us 42 0.2 159 0.3 

6 me 29 0.1 61 0.1 

7 myself 2 0.01 5 0.01 

8 mine 1 0.005 4 0.008 

8 ourselves 1 0.005 11 0.02 

9 ours - - 4 0.008 

 

Through an evaluation of the main verbs and other co-text elements of the concordances of I the 

semantic co-text categories of analysis, explanation and metainformation, intention, opinion, 

argument, and self-description were found. The most frequent category is analysis with 218 

instances and 37.0% of the semantic co-texts. It is mainly realized by the verbs analyze (37) and 

find (26) (see (87.) and (88.)), which often appear in the construction I am going + to-INFINITIVE. 

(87.) In this paper I am going to analyse […] 

(88.) I found several instances of […] 

The co-text category that occurs second most often is explanation and metainformation (150), 

accounting for 25.5% of the overall semantic co-text of I. The category is realized by verbs such 

as focus, mention, highlight, talk about, and start. This is similar to the practices that were found 

in the academic corpus. However, this co-text category is not as prominent in the undergraduate 

corpus as in the academic texts. 

With 107 instances and a percentage of 18.2 of the overall co-texts, the category of intention ranks 

third. It is primarily realized through the constructions I want + to-INFINITIVE (25), I would like + 

to-INFINITIVE (13), and I decided + to-INFINITIVE (12), which combine with infinitives of verbs for 

other processes that are related to research (see (89.)). Other verbs found for this category are, for 

example, try and aim.  

(89.) In this paper I want to analyse the risks […] 

The category of opinion is represented in 65 instances and thus in 11.0% of the semantic co-text. 

In this category the verb think occurs most often with 17 instances. Other frequent verbs are expect 
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(7) and believe (5). In comparison to the academic corpus, this category shows a slightly higher 

percentage. 

With 34 and 15 instances respectively the categories of argument and self-description are the least 

prominent ones. They account for 5.8 and 2.5% of the semantic co-texts. For the category of 

argument, the verbs argue and assume are the most frequent ones. The instances for the category 

of self-description show that the verb be is used in the structure I am + NOUN PHRASE (see (90.)). 

In addition, the verb know is sometimes used as shown in (91.) to describe writer’s knowledge. 

Finally, there are some other verbs that provide a description of the writers’ experiences and 

competences as illustrated in (92.). 

(90.) Since I am a native speaker of German […] 

(91.) […] more into the topic, because I only knew the basic […] 

(92.) […]to start this as I have never done this sort of […] 

The results of the investigation of the semantic co-texts demonstrate that undergraduate students 

tend to use the pronoun I when referring to analytical steps, providing explanations and 

metainformation, and talking about intentions. Considering the overall verb structures, the 

constructions I will + INFINITIVE (165) and I am going + to-INFINITIVE (23) are salient. In addition, 

a high total number of modal and semi-modal verbs occur in the co-text of I compared to the 

academic corpus. This is shown as can (1), could (9), should (3), would (27), will (165) and be 

going to (23) cover 38.7% of the co-texts as opposed to 15.9% in the academic texts. This shows 

that undergraduate students use more additional stance markers when using I than academics. As 

will, be going to, and would are most prominent (215 together), they tend to use semi- and modal 

verbs to express volition and prediction in combination with I, followed by possibility and ability 

(10 instances for can and could), and necessity and obligation (3 instances for should). 

The pronoun we occurs second most often with 233 instances. Like for the academic corpus, we 

must assume that the pronoun might occur with both an inclusive and exclusive function in the 

undergraduate corpus. While in (94.) the writer might be referring to himself or herself and a 

specific community such as a specific society and culture that the reader might not be part of, in 

(95.) the reader is included as the writer is providing information on the structure of the paper and 

therefore is taking into account both the writing and reading process. The concordances of the 

pronoun reveal the category of shared world to be most prominent in the semantic co-texts (see 

(93.)). The category is found in 139 cases, which accounts for 59.7% of the overall semantic co-

texts. This is 9 percentage points less in comparison to the academic corpus (68.7%). However, 

the category of explanation and metainformation (see (95.)) is more prominent in the co-texts in 
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undergraduate texts as it occurs 63 times, which covers 27.0% of the semantic co-texts as opposed 

to 11.5% in the academic texts. The category of analysis can be assigned 21 times and is most 

often represented by the verbs find and analyze (see (96.) and (97.)). With a percentage of 9.0 of 

the overall semantic co-texts this category appears less often than in the academic corpus (14.1%). 

(93.) Nowadays, we face different risks, but […] 

(94.) […] ‘female’ and the differences we associate with both gender […] 

(95.) […] and media discourse, which we will come to just in a moment. 

(96.) In contrast to the former text we can also find an inclusive […] 

(97.) Secondly, the words that we will analyse later […] 

The category of argument is less frequently found with 10 instances and 4.3% of the co-texts. This 

is a little lower than in the texts written by academics, who refer to arguments in 5.8% of the use 

of we. The category is mainly realized by the verb argue (see (98.)) Other verbs occurring are 

conclude and say. 

(98.) Therefore, we can argue that the believe […] 

Considering the overall structures, however, the undergraduate corpus reveals some differences to 

the academic texts. The verb can is found most often with 54 instances, followed by could, shall, 

will with 8 instances each, have to, need to, might and would with 1 instance each. A comparison 

of the overall use of modal and semi-modal verbs in the undergraduate and academic corpus shows 

that semi- and modal verbs are used to about the same extent, with the undergraduate corpus 

revealing a percentage that is slightly lower with 35.2% as opposed to 38% in the academic corpus. 

The numbers for the semi- and modal verbs used suggest that ability and possibility (63 instances 

for can, could, and might) are expressed most often, followed by volition and prediction (17 

instances for will, would, and shall), and necessity and obligation (2 instances for need to and have 

to). 

I now turn to the analysis of the possessive pronoun my, which was found in 179 cases. For the 

investigation of this feature, the elven most frequent collocates in position R1 and R2 were 

considered as they provided the most meaningful results. As can be seen in Table 10, the noun 

paper is in top position with 38 occurrences. It is followed by the nouns research (22), analysis 

(16), corpus (15), finding (11), hypothesis (7), opinion (6), mind (6), focus (5), and text (4). In 

contrast to the academic corpus, the adjective own is not as prominent in this corpus. 
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Table 10 Most frequent collocates of my in R1 and R2 in the undergraduate corpus 

Rank Collocate Absolute 

frequency in 

R1 and R2 

Semantic 

category 

1 paper 41 analysis 

2 research 22 analysis 

3 analysis 16 analysis 

4 corpus 15 material 

5 finding 11 analysis 

6 hypothesis 7 argument 

7 opinion 6 opinion 

7 mind 6 cognition 

9 focus 5 perception 

10 text 4 analysis 

 

An examination of the semantic categories of the most frequent collocates shows that 

undergraduate students tend to employ the possessive pronoun my most often when talking about 

elements of the analytical processes. 94 of the most frequent collocates thus refer to the semantic 

category of analysis. Only in 15 cases do the students make reference to materials. Nevertheless, 

the category of material seems to be strongly related to that of analysis as analytical processes are 

necessarily based upon data. The category of argument provides 7 instances. 6 instances were 

found for both the category of opinion and cognition. Finally, the category of perception is 

represented in 5 instances. This shows that both academics and undergraduate students mainly 

refer to their analyses and materials when using the possessive pronoun my. 

Like in the academic corpus, the results on the possessive pronoun our (94) indicate that our might 

be used both inclusively and exclusively. This is shown as in (99.) the writer seems to be referring 

to all human beings and thus might be including the reader, while in (100.) the writer could be 

using our exclusively by referring to a society that the reader might not be part of.  

(99.) The effects of alcohol on our bodies and health depend […] 

(100.) […] between health and risk made in our society, before going […] 
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The collocates of our, however, reveal a difference to the academic texts. As can be seen in Table 

11, the semantic categories of the most frequent collocates are different to those identified for the 

most frequent collocates in the academic corpus. As illustrated, the most prominent collocate is 

society with 8 instances. It is followed by language (6), body (6), and life (6). The noun planet 

occurs 5 times and the noun language 4 times. Finally, the adjective own is least frequent with 3 

instances (see Table 11).  

Table 11 Most frequent collocates of our in R1 and R2 in the undergraduate corpus 

Rank Collocate Absolute 

frequency in 

R1 and R2 

Semantic 

category 

1 society 8 community 

2 language 6 communication 

2 body 6 body 

2 life 6 existence 

5 planet 5 space 

6 health 4 body 

7 own 3 possession 

 

As can be seen, the semantic categories found for the most frequent collocates of our are not linked 

to analytical processes or any other elements that are connected to research as was determined for 

the collocates work, field, study, analysis, and data in the academic corpus. Therefore, the 

collocates do not point to a disciplinary community. Rather, they define a generally shared world 

of social and physical processes and entities. This is shown as the collocate society can be classified 

to relate to the semantic category of community, planet to space, language to communication, 

body and health to body, and life to existence. The concordances of the cluster our own, which I 

categorized as referring to possession, confirm this emphasis on a generally shared world as the 

nouns that can be found in the examples refer to general opinion and dangers (see (101.)-(103.)) 

and therefore highlight generally shared perceptions and beliefs. These findings indicate that 

undergraduate students rather position themselves in a general shared world which is not specific 

to a disciplinary community when using our. 

(101.) change fate and control our own risk.  

(102.) that might not be in our own best interest, […] 
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(103.) […] and even confuse them with our own beliefs […] 

The pronoun us (42) is the fifth most frequent element of the pronouns examined. Like for we and 

our, we must assume that it could be used both inclusively and exclusively. While in (104.) the 

writer could be writing on behalf of the research field the paper is set in, in (105.) a joint effort by 

the writer and the reader is expressed, which proves the pronoun to be used inclusively in this case. 

Overall, the pronoun occurs 42 times, primarily in the semantic co-text categories of explanation 

and metainformation, analysis, and opinion. The category of explanation and metainformation (39) 

accounts for 92.9% of the semantic co-texts. It is mainly represented by the verbs tell, show, 

inform, help, give and enable (see (106.)). 

(104.) Semantic domains help us to identify which features […] 

(105.) […] information because let us assume […] 

(106.) This tells us that the author strongly […] 

Further, it features in clusters with prepositions such as between us and around us, which define 

relationships. Finally, one instance that shows the imperative structure let us + INFINITIVE was 

found.  

Both the category of opinion (2) and analysis (1) are exclusively realized by the imperative 

structure let us + INFINITIVE. The former category covers 4.8% of the semantic co-texts. It is 

realized by the verb assume. The latter accounts for a percentage of 2.4 and is realized by the verb 

find. Like for the academic corpus, the imperative structures seem to foreground a joint effort by 

the writer and the reader. Overall, there are 4 imperative structures, which represents 9.5% of the 

uses of us. This is similar to the findings of the analysis of the academic corpus as academics use 

this structure in 10.7% of the use of us. 

The pronoun that ranks sixth is me with 29 instances. It was mainly found in the semantic co-text 

categories of explanation and metainformation, and opinion. The most salient category is 

explanation and metainformation with 23 instances. This represents 79.3% of the overall semantic 

co-texts. It is mainly realized by the verbs help, give, allow, and lead, which form constructions 

such as allow me + to-INFINITIVE (see (107.)). The category of opinion (see (108.)) occurs 6 times, 

which represents 20.7% of the semantic co-texts of the pronoun. In contrast to the academic 

corpus, the pronoun me is never used within an imperative structure in the undergraduate texts.  

(107.) CDA will allow me to verify this point. 

(108.) To me, the list on the left side […] 
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The pronoun myself occurs twice, while ourselves was only found once. Both pronouns function 

as reflexive pronouns as exemplified in (109.). The last feature of self-mention is mine with only 

1 occurrence. This instance that can be assigned to the semantic co-text category of personal 

relationship as marks the friendship between the writer and the person (see (110.)) and provides a 

reference by the author to her or his personal life. 

(109.) Distancing myself from metaphors and […] 

(110.) […] and a friend of mine who is living in Japan. 

Regarding the results of the first-person pronouns I, we, us and me, the semantic co-text category 

of explanation and metainformation is most prominent with 429 instances, which represents 48.0% 

of the overall semantic co-texts of the pronouns. Again, the categories of shared world and self-

description were added to the category of explanation and metainformation. Furthermore, 

undergraduate students use the pronouns also when writing about analytical processes, stating their 

opinions and intentions, and presenting their arguments.  

The collocates of the possessive pronouns my and our reveal that undergraduate students use the 

latter in different contexts. While the possessive pronoun my is used most often to refer to 

analytical processes and data, the possessive pronoun our puts emphasis on a general world in 

which the writer is set. The possessive pronoun mine and the pronouns myself and ourselves are 

barely existent in the corpus and therefore do not warrant more far-reaching interpretations.  

6.3.2. Hedges in the Undergraduate Corpus 

The analysis of hedges in the undergraduate corpus found 3,325 instances, which accounts for a 

relative frequency of 15.2 hedges per 1,000 words. Unlike in the academic corpus, the adverb 

rather is the most prominent hedging device with 254 instances. It mainly appears as a modifier 

of an adjective (see (111.)) or in the structure rather a + NOUN. Nevertheless, modal verbs are also 

prominent in the texts and account for a percentage of 24 % of all hedges, which is about the same 

percentage taken in the academic corpus (23.9%). In fact, the modal verb would (231) ranks second 

overall. It appears in constructions such as would be + NOUN PHRASE, would + INFINITIVE and 

would be + ADJECTIVE (see (112.) and (113.)). Might (189) appears third most often and can 

frequently be found in the constructions might be + that-CLAUSE, might be + PAST PARTICIPLE and 

might be + NOUN PHRASE (see (114.). The modal verb could (145) repeatedly occurs in the 

structures could + INFINITIVE and could be + PAST PARTICIPLE (see (115.) and (116.)). Similar 

structures are found for may (117) as well as for should (116) as (117.), (118.), and (119.) illustrate.  
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(111.) The stance is therefore rather attitudinal. 

(112.) Again, I would interpret this in that […] 

(113.) An example would be unequal power […] 

(114.) The reason for this might be that the reader is […] 

(115.) […] One could also think of the word […] 

(116.) […] whereas the latter could also be used as a conjunction. 

(117.) There may be a few cases where it […] 

(118.) […] topic is very complex and may confuse people who are […] 

(119.) […] serve as a short outline, it should be mentioned, however, […] 

The adverbs often and usually occur 124 and 118 times, respectively, and are included in the 

structure is/are + ADVERB + PAST PARTICIPLE. Together with rather the two words occur 496 

times, which is 15.2% of all hedges. The only adjective in the ten most frequent elements is general 

(136). It recurs in the phrase in general (66) as well as in collocations with nouns such as feature, 

term, and information. Finally, the lexical verb seem can be found among the ten most frequent 

hedging devices with 152 instances. It is most often found in the structure seem to be + 

VERB/NOUN/ADJECTIVE (see (120.)-(122.)).  

(120.) Additionally there also seem to be relationship words […] 

(121.) […] customers are females as men seem to be more sceptical towards […] 

(122.) Moreover, case reports seem to become more of a narrative […] 

Further frequent hedges found are the verb assume, the adjective common, the noun assumption 

as well as the adverb generally. Table 12 shows the ten most frequent hedging elements. Like in 

the academic corpus, the modal verbs would, might, could, may and should as well as the adverbs 

rather and often, and the lexical verb argue are among the most frequent hedges in the proseminar 

and seminar papers (see Table 12). In addition, the structures in which these features are used are 

similar to those found in the academic corpus. In contrast to the research articles, however, the 

verb suggest is not among the ten most frequent hedges and is thus not as prominent as in the 

academic corpus. In addition, undergraduate students use the modal verb could more often than 

academics. 

Table 12 Most frequent hedges based on the reference list in Appendix 1 in the undergraduate corpus compared 
to those in the academic corpus 

Rank Hedge 

(undergraduate 

corpus) 

Absolute 

frequency 

Relative 

frequency 

(per 1,000 

words) 

Percentage of 

overall hedges in 

the 

undergraduate 

corpus 

Hedge 

(academic 

corpus) 

1 rather 254 1.2 7.6 may 

2 would 231 1.1 6.9 would 
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3 might 189 0.9 5.7 rather 

4 seem* 152 0.7 4.6 suggest* 

5 could  145 0.7 4.4 often 

6 general 136 0.6 4.1 should 

7 often 124 0.57 3.7 might 

8 usually 118 0.54 3.5 argue* 

9 may  117 0.54 3.5 seem* 

10 should 116 0.53 3.5  common 

 

6.3.3. Boosters in the Undergraduate Corpus 

The search for boosters, using the reference list in Appendix 1, yielded 2,178 instances in the texts 

written by undergraduate students. With a relative frequency of 10.0 occurrences per 1,000 words, 

boosters are more common in the undergraduate corpus than in the analyzed academic research 

articles (7.7 occurrences per 1,000 words). This indicates that undergraduate students might feel a 

greater need to use emphasis in their line of argumentation and that they are less confident about 

what they are presenting than academics. The most frequent booster is the adverb very (280), 

accounting for 12.9% of all boosters found. It combines most often with the adjectives important 

and interesting (25 together), as well as with the adverb often (23). The combinations with the two 

adjectives indicate that boosters are frequently used to emphasize the writers’ evaluation. This is 

only rarely done by academics as, for example, important and interesting are only combined with 

very in 4 instances in the academic corpus, which is almost twice as large. Other adverbs that 

frequently serve as boosters in the texts by undergraduate students are always (76), actually (74), 

clearly (64), and highly (52). They all rank among the ten most frequent elements (see Table 13), 

and together with very they account for 25.1% of all boosters found. 

The lexical verbs find and show rank second and third with 169 instances for the former and 166 

instances for the latter. The booster find is surprisingly often used with a first-person pronoun in 

the structures we find + NOUN PHRASE (12) and I found + NOUN PHRASE (27). In addition, the 

concordances reveal numerous instances of the cluster can be found (45). The verb show, too, is 

common. It occurs 166 times and tends to form clusters with that-clauses or noun phrases (see 

(123.) and (124.)).  
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(123.) The examples show that the noun risk is […] 

(124.) The tables below show the differences between 

In contrast to the academic corpus, the semi-modal have to (122) is employed more often than the 

modal verb must, which does not occur among the ten most frequent boosters, to mark the 

proposition’s relevance and necessity. It most often appears in passive structures as (125.) 

illustrates.  

(125.) At this point, it has to be emphasized that the […] 

The noun fact represents the fourth most frequent booster with 161 occurrences. It repeatedly 

occurs in the phrase the fact that (95). Finally, the adjective great (56) is one of the most frequent 

boosting elements. It primarily collocates with the nouns number and importance.  

A comparison with the findings of the analysis of the academic corpus shows that 5 of the most 

frequent boosters are the same as the boosting devices very, find, show, fact, and clearly appear 

among the ten most frequent boosters in both corpora. A significant difference to the academic 

corpus, however, is displayed by the clusters that are formed by very. Undergraduate students 

rather use it in order to emphasize their evaluation as opposed to academics, who tend to frequently 

combine it with hedges. In addition, the modal verb must is not as prominent as in the academic 

corpus and the semi-modal have to is used more often by students. As Table 13 illustrates, adverbs 

seem to be dominant among the most frequent boosters in the undergraduate corpus.  

Table 13 Most frequent boosters based on the reference list in Appendix 1 in the undergraduate corpus 
compared to those in the academic corpus 

Rank Booster 

(undergraduate 

corpus) 

Absolute 

frequency 

Relative 

frequency 

(per 1,000 

words) 

Percentage of 

overall 

boosters 

Booster 

(academic 

corpus) 

1 very 280 1.3 12.9 show* 

2 find* 169 0.8 7.8 fact 

3 show* 166 0.8 7.7 very 

4 fact 161 0.7 6.8 find* 

5 have to  122 0.6 5.6 must 

6 always 76 0.35 3.5 especially 

7 actually 74 0.34 3.4 particularly 

8 clearly 64 0.29 3.0 indeed 
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9 great 56 0.26 2.6 particular 

10 highly 52 0.24 2.4 clearly 

 

6.3.4. Attitude Markers in the Undergraduate Corpus 

With 973 instances, attitude markers (found with the help of the reference list) appear with a 

relative frequency of 4.5 occurrences per 1,000 words in the undergraduate corpus. The list of the 

ten most frequent attitude markers (see Table 14) is topped by the adjective important, found in 

191 cases. The element occurs in structures such as it is important + to-INFINITIVE (33) as well as 

the most important + NOUN (24) and collocates with nouns such as role, factor, and aspect. Overall, 

7 of the most frequent attitude markers are adjectives. This represents 53.4% of all personalization 

features found for this category. This dominance of adjectives corresponds to the results for the 

academic texts, where 9 elements of the most frequent attitude markers were found to be 

adjectives. The adjective main ranks second with 89 instances and collocates most often with the 

nouns part and analysis. Interesting and difficult appear 74 times and 46 times, respectively. Both 

often form the structure it is/would be + ADJECTIVE + to-INFINITIVE (see (126.)) and show 

combinations with nouns such as difficult question and interesting insight. However, no specific 

collocations could be identified. In addition to the structure mentioned above, the adjective 

interesting also frequently combines with that-clauses as in (127). As shown in (128.), the structure 

it is/would be + ADJECTIVE + to-INFINITIVE can also be observed for necessary (32). The last two 

adjectives among the most frequent attitude markers are major with 45 instances and significant 

with 43 instances. The former shows combinations with nouns such as major differences and major 

reason. The latter does not provide any specific collocates but is sometimes combined with 

difference and conclusion. 

(126.) First, it is interesting to mention that […] 

(127.) It also seems interesting that the first […] 

(128.) For this reason, it is necessary to explain what […] 

The nouns importance (40), problem (37) and lack (30) rank seventh, eighth, and tenth of the most 

frequent attitude markers, respectively. All can be frequently found in the construction 

importance/problem/lack of + NOUN (see (129.)). The noun importance also often features in the 

structure ADJECTIVE + importance, where it often collocates with the adjective great.  

(129.) […] terms are used to downplay the importance of individuals as […] 
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Table 14 shows that, as in the academic corpus, 6 of the most frequent attitude markers refer to 

importance (important, main, major, importance, significant, and necessary), while 4 (difficult, 

interesting, lack, and problem) provide assessments. 3 of these assessments imply negativity 

(difficult, lack, and problem) and 1 positivity (interesting). Like academics, undergraduate students 

therefore tend to mark importance. 

Table 14 Most frequent attitude markers based on the reference list in Appendix 1 in the undergraduate corpus 
compared to those in the academic corpus 

Rank Attitude 

marker 

Absolute 

frequency 

Relative frequency 

(per 1,000 words) 

Percentage of 

overall attitude 

markers 

Attitude 

marker 

(academic 

corpus) 

1 important 191 0.9 19.6 important 

2 main 89 0.4 9.1 significant 

3 interesting 74 0.3 7.6 main 

4 difficult 46 0.2 4.7 relevant 

5 major 45 0.2 4.6 key 

6 significant 43 0.2 4.4 problem 

7 importance 40 0.18 4.1 useful 

8 problem 37 0.17 3.8 interesting 

9 necessary 32 0.15 3.3 difficult 

10 lack 30 0.14 3.1 major 

 

6.3.5. Overall Personalization in the Undergraduate Corpus 

In the undergraduate corpus 35.0 occurrences per 1,000 words can be assigned to personalization. 

Hedges are used with a relative frequency of 15.2 occurrences per 1,000 words, boosters with a 

relative frequency of 10.0 occurrences per 1,000 words, attitude markers with a relative frequency 

of 4.5 occurrences per 1,000 words, and self-mention with a relative frequency of 5.4 occurrences 

per 1,000 words. Interestingly, undergraduate students appear to be more personal than academics 

as shown in Table 15. 
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Table 15 Overall personalization features in the undergraduate corpus compared to the academic corpus 

Feature Absolute 

frequency 

Relative 

frequency 

(per 1,000 

words) 

Absolute 

frequency in the 

academic corpus 

Relative frequency (per 

1,000 words) in the 

academic corpus 

hedges 3,325 15.2 7,855 15.4 

boosters 2,178 10.0 3,932 7.7 

attitude 

markers 

973 4.5 2,220 4.4 

self-mention 1,170 5.4  2,707 5.3 

overall 

personalization 

7.646 35.0 16,714 32.8 

 

6.4. Depersonalization in the Undergraduate Corpus 

6.4.1. Passivization in the Undergraduate Corpus 

Based on the reference list in Appendix 2, the analysis of passivization in the undergraduate corpus 

provides 862 instances involving the deletion of first-person subjects. 514 of these instances 

include passive structures with modal and semi-modal verbs, which results in the remarkable 

percentage of 59.6 of all passive constructions considered. This is 18.6 percentage points more 

than in the academic corpus and leads to the conclusion that undergraduate students use modal 

verbs more often in the analyzed passive structures (at least of the kind examined) than academics. 

Similar to academics, undergraduate students therefore still employ other stance markers while 

avoiding self-mention. In addition, the proportions of the modal verbs themselves are similar. The 

modal verb that occurs most frequently is can with 350 instances. It covers 72.6% of all modal 

verbs included in passive structures. With 69 instances the modal verb will also occurs often as it 

accounts for 14.3% of the modal verbs. It is followed by have to with 35 instances and could with 

21 instances. The other modal verbs, however, are rarely found in my passive constructions: should 

(10), need to (8), might and must (both 6), may (5) and would (4). Considering these numbers, 

possibility and ability (382 instances altogether for can, could, might, and may) are expressed most 

often, followed by volition and prediction (73 instances altogether for will and would) and 

necessity and obligation (59 instances altogether for need to, have to, should, and must). 

The investigation of the semantic co-texts reveals the prominence of the categories of explanation 

and metainformation, analysis, argument, opinion, and intention. The top two are analysis with 
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335 instances and the category of explanation and metainformation with 320 instances. Their 

percentages in passivization -- 38.9% for analysis and 37.1% for explanation and metainformation 

-- are similar to those in the academic corpus (43.2% for analysis and 38.6% for explanation and 

metainformation). The former is realized by verbs such as find, analyze, identify, select, and 

observe (see (131.)). The cluster can be found is most prominent with 45 instances. The latter 

category is realized by verbs such as see, use, take from, define, and choose (see (130.)) with 

clusters such as can be seen in (41), is used to (28), and can be used (25). With 105 instances and 

12.2% of the semantic co-texts, the category of argument ranks third. As (132.) shows, it can 

frequently be found in clusters such as can be argued (25) and can be said that (26). The category 

of opinion, which is attributed to verbs such as expect, consider, regard and interpret (see (133.)), 

occurs 100 times and covers 11.6% of the semantic co-texts, whereas the category of intention 

(see (134.)) was only found twice (0.2%).  

(130.) This sentence was taken from line 10 […] 

(131.) […] is found only four times in the […] 

(132.) It can be argued that this neologism is […] 

(133.) Even though it was expected that older people […] 

(134.) This paragraph is intended to introduce the […] 

The percentages of the semantic categories suggest that undergraduate students prefer passive 

structures over the use of first-person subjects when writing about the analytical steps undertaken 

and providing explanations and metainformation. While passivization also occurs when 

undergraduate students present their arguments and opinions, it is less common when they refer to 

intentions. This is very similar to what has been found in the academic corpus (8.3% for argument, 

9.3% for opinion, and 0.5% for intention). Nevertheless, with a relative frequency of 3.9 

occurrences per 1,000 words passives involving the deletion of first-person subjects are employed 

slightly more often in the undergraduate corpus than in the academic corpus, which shows a 

relative frequency of 2.9 occurrences per 1,000 words for the passives analyzed. 

6.4.2. Nominalization in the Undergraduate Corpus 

In the undergraduate corpus, 37 instances of nominalizations (using the reference list in Appendix 

3) occurring as subjects were found. This is a relative frequency of 0.16 nominalizations per 1,000 

words, a number comparable to that found in the academic corpus (0.2 occurrences per 1,000 

words). The nominalization that occurred most often is analysis/analyses with 29 instances, which 

covers 78.4% of all nominalizations. The nouns discussion and argumentation occur twice (5.4% 
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each), while classification, examination, investigation, and observation are only used once each 

(2.7% each). 

The analysis of the semantic co-texts shows the prominence of the categories of explanation and 

metainformation, argument, and intention. With 23 instances the category of explanation and 

metainformation is most common. It represents 62.2% of the semantic co-texts and is realized in 

verbs such as focus, draw upon, and lead to (see (135.)). The category of argument was found in 

11 cases and thus in 29.7% of the semantic co-texts. The verbs that realize this category are reveal 

and show (see (136.)). Finally, the category of intention appears 3 times. It becomes manifest in 

the verbs try and want (see (137.)). 

(135.) The analysis draws upon corpus based […] 

(136.) Furthermore, the analysis showed that male and […] 

(137.) The analysis tries to show that […] 

To sum up, the proportions of the semantic categories reveal that undergraduate students from the 

University of Graz primarily use the nominalization analysis/analyses as subject and tend to use 

this strategy when providing explanations and metainformation. In addition, they often implement 

nominalizations when stating arguments. While in the analysis of the texts written by academic 

researchers, the nominalization analysis/analyses also was most frequent, it also showed that 

academics prefer nominalizations both when presenting arguments and when providing 

explanations and metainformation. 

6.5. Personalization in the Graduate Corpus 

6.5.1. Self-Mention in the Graduate Corpus 

The first category of personalization strategy analyzed for the graduate corpus looks at the first-

person pronouns and possessive pronouns I, we, my, our, us, me, ourselves, myself, ours and, mine. 

However, as Table 16 illustrates, the pronouns ours and mine are basically not used with 2 

instances for the former and 1 for the latter. In addition, ourselves (43) and myself (18) provide 

only few instances. The frequencies for the pronouns me and us are also rather low with 153 and 

427 instances, respectively. In contrast, the possessive pronouns our (817) and my (976) are 

commonly used and thus seem to be common practices of self-mention at graduate level. Like in 

the other corpora, the personal pronouns we and I occur frequently and are the most common tool 

for this strategy. The pronoun I is used 3,089 times, which is a relative frequency of 1.8 

occurrences per 1,000 words. 2,049 instances can be found for the pronoun we, which thus has a 

relative frequency of 1.2 occurrences per 1,000 words. Overall, the frequencies of the pronouns 
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are similar to those found in the academic and in the undergraduate texts (see Table 16) 

Surprisingly, the pronoun I is used slightly less often at graduate level with the relative frequency 

0.2 lower than in the academic corpus and 0.9 lower than in the undergraduate corpus. In addition, 

the number of occurrences of we is different from the texts written by undergraduate students, with 

a difference of 0.5 occurrences less per 1,000 words in the graduate texts.  

Table 16 Self-mention in the graduate corpus, the undergraduate and the academic corpus 

Rank in 

the 

graduate 

corpus 

Pronoun Absolute 

frequency 

in the 

graduate 

corpus 

Relative 

frequency 

(per 1,000 

words) in the 

graduate 

corpus 

Absolute 

frequency in 

the 

undergraduate 

corpus 

Relative 

frequency (per 

1,000 words) 

in the 

undergraduate 

corpus 

Absolute 

frequency 

(per 1,000 

words) in 

the 

academic 

corpus 

Relative 

frequency 

(per 1,000 

words) in 

the 

academic 

corpus 

1 I 3,087 1.8 589 2.7 1,022 2.0 

2 we 2,049 1.2 233 1.1 852 1.7 

3 my 976 0.6 179 0.8 320 0.6 

4 our 817 0.5 94 0.4 269 0.5 

5 us 427 0.3 42 0.2 159 0.3 

6 me 153 0.1 29 0.1 61 0.1 

7 ourselves 43 0.03 1 0.005 11 0.02 

8 myself 18 0.01 2 0.01 5 0.01 

7 ours 2 0.001 - 0.005 4 0.008 

8 mine 1 0.0006 1 0.005 4 0.008 

 

The semantic categorization of the co-text for the pronoun I shows the prominence of the 

categories of explanation and metainformation, analysis, intention, opinion, argument, and self-

description. The category of explanation and metainformation is the most frequent one with 1,104 

instances, which represents 35.7% of the overall semantic co-texts. This category is realized by 

verbs such as discuss, focus, mention, and provide with clusters such as I will discuss (37) and I 

will focus (21). The semantic category that ranks second is analysis with 752 instances. It accounts 

for 24.3% of the semantic co-texts of I and is mainly realized by the verbs analyze, examine, 

calculate, compare and find in clusters such as I will analyze (25) and I will examine (23). With 

585 instances, the category of intention comes in third place. It represents 18.9% of the semantic 
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co-texts and is primarily found in the construction I want + to-INFINITIVE (155). Other 

constructions in this category are I would like + to-INFINITIVE (61), I wanted + to-INFINITIVE (29) 

and I tried + to-INFINITIVE (29). The category of opinion was found in 316 cases (10.2%) and is 

frequently realized by verbs such as believe, think, and consider. Clusters are I believe that (45) 

and I think that (31). In 9.3% of the semantic co-texts (286), the category of argument occurs. It 

includes the clusters I assume that (56), I would argue (49), and I would argue that (27). Finally, 

there is self-description with only 44 instances (1.4%). It is mainly realized by the verbs be and 

know (see (138.) and (139.)) and sometimes appears in the structure I as a + NOUN (see (140.)).  

(138.) […], as I know from my own observations […] 

(139.) […] however, this is only because I am a student […] 

(140.) […] Counter-Strike: Source, which I, as a gamer, have collected […] 

Considering the results of the analysis of the semantic co-texts of I, students of the University of 

Graz at graduate level mention themselves most often with I when providing explanations and 

metainformation, referring to analytical processes and writing about intentions. The use of the 

pronoun I is lower when students make arguments and state their opinions. Finally, the pronoun I 

shows very low frequencies when the graduate students give descriptions of themselves.  

Regarding structures more generally, there are 664 instances of the structure I will + INFINITIVE, 

which already suggests a high number of modal verbs. Overall, 31% of all occurrences with I 

include modal or semi-modal verbs. In addition to the modal verb will, would occurs 170 times, 

can 29 times, could 32 times, have to 30 times, be going to 11 times, need to 9 times, shall 9 times, 

and may 4 times. This is 7.7 percentage points less than in the undergraduate corpus (38.7%) and 

15.1 percentage points more than in the academic corpus (15.9%). Following this, both 

undergraduate and graduate students add significantly more stance markers of this kind when using 

I than academics. In the graduate corpus the high number of constructions with will, would, be 

going to and shall (854 together) suggest that volition and prediction are expressed most frequently 

together with I, followed by possibility and ability (65 instances altogether for can, could and 

may), and necessity and obligation (39 instances altogether for have to and need to). 

The analysis of the semantic co-text of the pronoun we (2,049) allows insights into the co-text 

categories shared world, explanation and metainformation, analysis, and argument. Like for the 

other corpora, we can assume that the pronoun might be used both inclusively and exclusively. As 

shown in (141.) below, there might be instances in which the reader could be included but also 

instances such as (142.) which rather suggest that the pronoun is used exclusively to speak on 

behalf of a specific community such as a disciplinary field.  



83 
 

(141.) Here we find an explicit reference […] 

(142.) We distinguish between the predicative position, where […] 

Concerning the semantic categories, the category of shared world is most salient for this pronoun 

as it was found in 1,490 cases, which represents 72.7% of the semantic co-texts. It is followed by 

the category of analysis with 318 instances (15.5%). This category can be realized by verbs such 

as find, analyze, observe, and compare (see (144.)). The category of explanation and 

metainformation features in 7.4% of the semantic co-texts with 151 instances. It is primarily 

realized by the verb see in clusters such as we see that and we can see (see (143.)). Finally, the 

category that is least prominent is that of argument with only 90 instances and a percentage of 4.4. 

It is realized by verbs such as assume, argue and conclude and often shows structures with modal 

verbs (see (145.)).   

(143.) As we can see below, online […] 

(144.) […] consider results of the corpus we analyse as peculiar for […] 

(145.) We can argue that people with […] 

The structures in the concordances of the pronoun we reveal that 26.8% of the co-texts include 

modal and semi-modal verbs: can appears 277 times, will 76 times, should 33 times, might 20 

times, could 20 times, would 22 times, may 11 times, need to 20 times, have to 36 times, shall 18 

times and must 16 times. This is 11.2 percentage points less than in the academic corpus (38.0%) 

and 8.4 percentage points less than in the undergraduate corpus (35.2%), which shows that 

graduate students add the least stance markers of this kind when using we. As the modal verbs can, 

might, could, and may together are most prominent (328 together), possibility and ability followed 

by volition and prediction (116 instances altogether for will, would and shall), and necessity and 

obligation (105 instances altogether for need to, have to, should and must) are expressed most 

often together with we by graduate students. 

The possessive pronoun my occurs 976 times in the graduate corpus. For the investigation, the 20 

most frequent collocates were considered as they provide the most meaningful results regarding 

the corpus size. As can be seen in Table 17, the most frequent collocates in R1 and R2 are the 

nouns analysis (160), corpus (122) and research (95). This means there are similar patterns as in 

the academic and undergraduate corpora. As in the academic texts, the adjective own (56) also 

ranks among the most frequent collocates. However, the adjective personal, which did not occur 

among the most frequent collocates in the other corpora, is used 16 times in the graduate corpus. 

Like own, it also seems to function as an emphasizer of personalization as (146.) indicates.  

(146.) Nevertheless, from my personal experience I dare […] 
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The concordances of the cluster my own show some combinations with nouns such as analysis, 

research, and experience (see (147.)-(149.)). However, many different combinations can be found.  

(147.) The aim of my own analysis was to describe […] 

(148.) As far as my own research is concerned, […] 

(149.) From my own experience I argue that […] 

The semantic categories of the 20 most frequent collocates in R1 and R2 (see Table 17) indicate 

that students at graduate level frequently use the possessive pronoun my when referring to their 

analyses, materials, arguments, life, interests, opinions, and intentions, with the categories 

analysis, material and argument representing the most prominent ones. Moreover, my is often 

combined with the adjectives own and personal, which emphasize the used personalization feature. 

Overall, 393 instances of the most frequent collocates can be included in the category of analysis. 

122 instances can be assigned to the category of material. This category is followed by the category 

of argument with 112 instances, the category of possession with 75 instances, the category of 

opinion with 62 instances, the category of existence with 27 instances, the category of interest with 

13 instances and the category of intention with 12 instances.  

Table 17 Most frequent collocates of my in R1 and R2 in the graduate corpus 

Rank Collocate Absolute 

frequency in 

R1 and R2 

Semantic 

category 

1 analysis 160 analysis 

2 corpus 122 material 

3 research 95 analysis 

4 hypothesis 57 argument 

5 own 56 possession 

6 thesis 48 analysis 

7 assumption 45 argument 

8 opinion 36 opinion 

9 life 27 existence 

10 survey 23 analysis 

11 finding 22 analysis 

12 personal 19 possession 
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13 investigation 18 analysis 

14 result 16 analysis 

15 view 15 opinion 

16 interest 13 interest 

17 aim 12 intention 

18 point (of 

view) 

11 opinion 

18 work 11 analysis 

20 argument 10 argument 

 

For the analysis of patterns concerning the possessive pronoun our (817), I decided to focus on the 

13 most frequent collocates in R1 and R2 as they provide the most meaningful results regarding 

the corpus size. The collocates indicate remarkable similarities to the patterns found in the 

undergraduate corpus, especially regarding semantic categories. Like in the undergraduate texts, 

the noun society occurs most often (105). The noun life also ranks among the most frequent 

collocates with 31 instances. However, in contrast to the undergraduate corpus the adjective own, 

which emphasizes the relation to the first person, occurs second most often. An investigation of 

the cluster our own shows combinations with nouns such as life, idea, identity, and hope. Overall, 

the nouns reveal the semantic categories of community (105), perception (68), existence (53), body 

(36), cognition (31), space (30), and culture (14) for the most frequent collocates in R1 and R2 

(see Table 18). Like in the undergraduate corpus, these categories refer to a rather general shared 

world of social, physical, and cognitive processes and entities. Firstly, this becomes clear as the 

nouns society and culture refer to a greater community with certain cultural characteristics and the 

nouns life, body, world, brain and planet to general existence and to the spaces and physical 

elements connected to it. Secondly, the concordances of our with the collocates experience, 

perception, mind, attention and idea show that writers use the possessive pronoun to establish a 

world that is not specifically shared by a disciplinary community. This is illustrated in (150.) - 

(154.) below, in which cognitive and perceptual processes are represented as to be performed and 

shared by everyone within a greater community. As can also be seen when comparing (154.) and 

(155.), the pronoun seems to be used both inclusively and exclusively in the texts. In (154.) the 

writer is referring to an idea that might be shared by him or her and a specific community that the 
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reader might not be part of and therefore could be excluding the reader. In (155.) the reader is 

included as the writer is making him or her part of the discussion. 

(150.) Mental processes deal with our experience of the world […] 

(151.) […] play a significant role in our perception of the world. 

(152.) […] concept that exists mainly in our minds.  

(153.) […] model that immediately catches our attention, as the background […] 

(154.) […] one that seems to go against our idea of what the perfect […] 

(155.) From our discussion of popular culture above […] 

As discussed above, the most frequent collocates of the possessive pronoun our (see Table 18 

below) suggest that writers rather position themselves in a greater community than in a specific 

academic community when using the pronoun. While this has also been found for undergraduate 

students, academics tend to use our to position themselves within a disciplinary field. 

Table 18 Most frequent collocates of our in R1 and R2 in the graduate corpus 

Rank Collocate Absolute 

frequency in 

R1 and R2 

Semantic 

category 

1 society 105 community 

2 life 53 existence 

3 own 41 possession 

4 experience 39 perception 

5 body 22 body 

6 mind 21 cognition 

7 world 19 space 

8 perception 18 perception 

9 culture 14 culture 

9 brain 14 body 

11 attention 11 perception 

11 planet 11 space 

13 idea 10 cognition 

 

The next pronoun that we need to discuss is us, which appears 427 times. Like for we and our, we 

find that the pronoun might be used both inclusively and exclusively. This is shown as in (156.) 
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the writer seems to be excluding the reader as he or she explains a specific methodological 

approach that might not be used or known by the reader, while in (157.) the reader is included into 

the analytical process through the use of an imperative that signals a joint effort by the writer and 

the reader. An analysis of the concordances of the pronoun us reveals that it co-occurs with the co-

text categories of explanation and metainformation, opinion, and analysis. The category of 

explanation and metainformation is most frequent with 377 instances and accounts for 88.3% of 

the semantic co-texts. It is realized by verbs such as help, give and allow in constructions such as 

allows us + to-INFINITIVE. On the other hand, explanations including definitions of the scope of a 

relation (see (158.)) can be identified for this category. The co-text category of opinion occurs 19 

times (4.4%) and the category of analysis 31 times (7.3%). The latter only occurs in the imperative 

structure let us + INFINITIVE (see (159.)), which was found 62 times overall and foregrounds a joint 

effort by the writer and the reader. The percentages found suggest that graduate students use the 

pronoun mainly when performing explanatory processes. 

(156.) It allows us to analyse a large corpora, as it is usually conducted with the help […] 

(157.) To illustrate this assumption, let us look at the following two […] 

(158.) […] will remain a mystery to most of us.  

(159.) […], let us now examine the issue of […] 

With 153 occurrences the pronoun me appears sixth most often. For this pronoun, the co-text 

categories of explanation and metainformation and opinion were found. There are 114 instances 

of explanation and metainformation, which represents 74.5% of the semantic co-texts. The 

category is mainly realized by verbs such as allow, help and enable (see 160.), which form 

constructions such as helps me + to-INFINITIVE and enables me + to-INFINITIVE. In addition, the 

imperative structure let me + INFINITIVE including verbs such as explain is found 4 times. Finally, 

the category of opinion features in 39 cases (25.5%). It occurs in form of the clusters for me and 

to me as shown in (161.) and (162.). 

(160.) The software allows me to generate word lists […] 

(161.) To me, their usage of prepositions […] 

(162.) For me, it was very interesting […] 

Like in the other corpora, the frequencies of the pronouns ourselves (43) and myself (11) are low 

and do not provide any meaningful results. As expected, the concordances of the pronouns show 

that both pronouns are used in reflexive processes (see (163.)) as well as in some cases as 

emphasizers of personalization (see (164.)). 

(163.) as we orient ourselves from left to right. 

(164.) During the discussion I myself held the position of […] 
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The last features that were found for self-mention are the pronouns ours (2) and mine (1), which 

hardly occur at all. However, this corresponds to the results for the other corpora (4 instances each 

for ours and mine in the academic corpus and 0 instances for ours as well as 1 instance for mine 

in the undergraduate corpus). 

Overall, the semantic co-texts of the pronouns I, we, me, and us most often feature the category of 

explanation and metainformation, which accounts for 57.4% of the co-texts. Like in the other 

corpora, the categories of self-description and shared world were added to the category of 

explanation and metainformation. Furthermore, graduate students also mention themselves when 

stating opinions (6.5%) and intentions (10.2%) as well as when making arguments (6.6%) and 

writing about analytical processes (19.3%). 

The most frequent collocates of the possessive pronouns my and our suggest that graduate students 

use the pronoun my when referring to their analyses, their materials used, their arguments as well 

as their opinions. In contrast, the possessive pronoun our is used in references to a more general 

world than compared to the academic corpus. As in the other corpora, the possessive pronouns 

mine and ours and the reflexive pronouns myself and ourselves are too rare to warrant any 

interpretation. 

6.5.2. Hedges in the Graduate Corpus 

In the graduate corpus a total of 22,910 hedging devices from the reference list (see Appendix 1) 

were found, which amounts to 13.5 occurrences per 1,000 words. As Table 19 illustrates, 4 of the 

ten most frequent hedges are modal verbs. Together with the modal verb could, which is not among 

the most frequent boosting devices, they represent 20.2% of the overall number of hedges. This is 

a little less compared to the findings of the analysis of the other corpora as in the academic corpus 

23.9% of overall hedges found and in the undergraduate corpus 24% percent of overall hedges 

found are represented by modal verbs.  

Interestingly, as in the undergraduate corpus, rather (1,428) is found to be the most prominent 

hedging device. It is most often found in is a rather + ADJECTIVE + NOUN (see (165.)) and rather 

than a + NOUN. Together with the other adverbs often and usually it accounts for 14.2% of all 

identified hedges. The modal verb would is ranked second with 1258 instances and can frequently 

be detected in the structure it would be + ADJECTIVE/PAST PARTICIPLE including adjectives such as 

interesting as well as past participles such as expected (83). In addition, the cluster would argue 

(48) can be determined to recur often. The modal verb might is used in 1,178 instances with 
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constructions such as might be + NOUN PHRASE (41), it might be + PAST PARTICIPLE (41), and might 

lead + to + NOUN PHRASE (19) as can be seen below in (166.) and (167.). With 908 instances the 

modal verb may is sixth most frequent. It also seems to be primarily used in the passive structure 

may be + PAST PARTICIPLE (see (168.)) and the construction may + INFINITIVE (see (169.)). On rank 

eight, we find should with 689 instances. It features most often in the construction should be/should 

not be + PAST PARTICIPLE including verbs such as note, consider, and mention (see (170.) and 

(171.)).   

(165.) Example 3 provides a rather vague description of […] 

(166.) This might be the case because the 

(167.) [...], as it might be expected in AngloSaxon […] 

(168.) The fourth case may be defined as cooperation […] 

(169.) This may lead to the fact that the […] 

(170.) The cultural differences should not be underestimated […] 

(171.) However, it should be mentioned that this […] 

The only adjective among the most frequent hedges is general with 851 instances. It collocates 

with nouns such as problem, category, and tendency and can often be found in the phrase in 

general. Finally, the lexical verbs seem and argue occur with 1,117 instances and 841 instances, 

respectively. The former can most frequently be found in the clusters seems to be (298) and seems 

to be (143) (see (172.) and (173.)). The latter repeatedly appears in the structures can be/could 

be/be argued + that-CLAUSE and argue + that-CLAUSE (see (174.) and (175.)). Additionally, the 

cluster I would argue recurs often. Further hedging devices that could be found often are, for 

example, suggest and could.  

(172.) People seem to be quite aware of the […] 

(173.) Additionally, it seems to be presented in a way […] 

(174.) Due to this, it can be argued that the phrase Europe […] 

(175.) Some researchers argue that the intensity of […] 

As can be seen in Table 19, the practices found in the graduate corpus are similar to those in the 

other corpora. Again, the modal verbs would, might, may, and should as well as adverbs such as 

often are dominant. Nevertheless, a comparison with the undergraduate corpus reveals that the 

texts of these corpora have more similarities. Firstly, this is shown as rather is in top position in 

both corpora. Secondly, the adjective general and the adverb usually are among the most frequent 

hedges in undergraduate and graduate texts. Finally, the modal verb may is used with a relative 

frequency of 0.5 occurrences per 1,000 words in the undergraduate corpus and with one of 0.54 

instances per 1,000 words in the graduate corpus, while it is employed twice as often in the 

academic corpus with 1.3 occurrences per 1,000 words. Still, graduate students use hedges more 
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similarly to academics than undergraduate students as in both graduate and academic texts the 

modal verb could is not among the ten most frequent hedging devices and the lexical verb argue 

ranks among the most frequent elements, while could appears on fifth rank and argue is not among 

the most frequent devices in the undergraduate corpus.  

Table 19 Most frequent hedges based on the reference list in Appendix 1 in the graduate corpus compared to 
those in the undergraduate and academic corpus 

Rank Hedge 

(graduate 

corpus) 

Absolute 

frequency 

Relative 

frequency 

(per 1,000 

words) 

Percentage of 

overall hedges 

Hedge 

(undergraduate 

corpus) 

Hedge 

(academic 

corpus) 

1 rather 1,428 0.8 6.2 rather may 

2 would 1,258 0.7 5.5 would would 

3 might 1,178 0.7 5.1 might rather 

4 often 1,155 0.7 5.0 seem* suggest* 

5 seem* 1,117 0.7 4.9 could  often 

6 may 908 0.5 4.0 general should 

7 general 851 0.5 3.7 often might 

8 argue* 841 0.5 3.7 usually argue* 

9 should 689 0.41 3.0 may  seem* 

10 usually 663 0.39 2.9 should common 

 

6.5.3. Boosters in the Graduate Corpus 

A search for boosters from the reference list (see Appendix 1) resulted in 13,860 instances and a 

relative frequency of 8.2 boosters per 1,000 words. The most frequent element is the adverb very 

with 1,725 instances. It most frequently collocates with the adjective important (80) and the adverb 

often. (64). As 145 instances can be found for very important, very interesting, and very difficult 

graduate students also frequently emphasize their evaluation with very.  

Overall, 5 of the ten most frequent boosters are adverbs, which amounts to a percentage of 24.2. 

With 445 instances, the adverb actually ranks sixth. It forms structures such as is actually a + 

NOUN (see (176.)) and actually + VERB (see (177.)). The adverb is followed by always, which 

occurs 441 times. Clusters that can often be found for this adverb are has always been, there is 

always as well as it is always. The adverb clearly ranks eigth with 439 instances and highly tenth 
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with 302 instances. The latter is found to collocate with adjectives such as interesting, relevant, 

important, and influential. Here, the writer’s evaluation is again emphasized.  

(176.) This is actually a very powerful way […] 

(177.) We actually have the great advantage […] 

The lexical verbs show (1,387) and find (935) appear on second and fourth rank, respectively. The 

former tends to occur in clusters including that-clauses such as shows that the, has shown that, 

show that the, and have shown that as well as in the cluster shown in the (see (178.) and (179.)). 

The latter is most frequently observed in the cluster can be found (285). 

(178.) This clearly shows that inversion is seen […] 

(179.) […], whereas the social Web, as shown in the previous chapter […] 

The semi-modal have to (830) ranks fifth and frequently appears in passive structures as illustrated 

by (180.). As the example below shows, it marks an obligation and therefore represents what is 

being said as certain.  

(180.) […] impacts of the global community have to be taken seriously […] 

The noun fact is also common with 1,308 instances. It is most often used in the phrases the fact 

that, which occurs 976 times, and in fact, which appears 306 times. Finally, the adjective great 

ranks among the most frequent boosting devices. It collocates most often with the nouns 

importance, extent, deal and number.  

As shown in Table 20, the results on boosters indicate that graduate students employ this tool 

similarly to academics and undergraduate students. In all corpora very, find, show, fact, and clearly 

are among the most frequent boosters. The results for the graduate and undergraduate corpus even 

prove to be identical concerning the elements ranking among the ten most frequent boosting 

devices. In both corpora there are 5 adverbs, which suggests that adverbs are dominant among the 

most frequent boosters found in these corpora. 

Table 20 Most frequent boosters based on the reference list in Appendix 1 in the graduate corpus compared to 
those in the undergraduate and academic corpus 

Rank Booster 

(graduate 

corpus) 

Absolute 

frequency 

Relative 

frequency 

(per 1,000 

words) 

Percentage of 

overall boosters 

Booster 

(undergraduate 

corpus) 

Booster 

(academic 

corpus) 

1 very 1,725 1 12.4 very show* 

2 show* 1,387 0.8 10.0 find* fact 
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3 fact 1,308 0.8 9.4 show* very 

4 find* 935 0.6 6.7 fact find* 

5 have to 830 0.5 6.0 have to  must 

6 actually 445 0.3 3.2 always especially 

7 always 441 0.3 3.2 actually particularly 

8 clearly 439 0.2 3.2 clearly indeed 

9 great 310 0.2 2.2 great particular 

10 highly 302 0.2 2.2 highly clearly 

 

6.5.4. Attitude Markers in the Graduate Corpus 

In the graduate corpus, 8,838 attitude markers with a relative frequency of 5.2 occurrences per 

1,000 words were found. This is similar to the other corpora as the academic corpus revealed 4.4 

occurrences per 1,000 words and the undergraduate corpus 4.5 instances per 1,000 words. Like for 

the other corpora I discuss the ten most frequent attitude markers as they account for 55.5% of all 

attitude markers found (see Table 21). 

Like in the other two other corpora analyzed, the adjective important is most prominent. It occurs 

1,384 times and covers 15.7% of the elements in this personalization category, which is less than 

in the undergraduate corpus (19.6%) and more than in the academic corpus (12.5%). As indicated 

by the percentages taken by important in the individual corpora, both the undergraduate and the 

graduate corpora reveal higher frequencies for the adjective important than the academic corpus. 

This is shown as graduate students use the adjective with a relative frequency of 0.8 occurrences 

per 1,000 words and undergraduate students with one of 0.9 occurrences per 1,000 words as 

opposed to academics who use it with a relative frequency of 0.5 occurrences per 1,000 words.  In 

the graduate corpus important collocates most often with the nouns role, factor, and aspect. It also 

frequently forms the clusters the most important and it is important.   

The adjective main ranks second with 687 instances and is found, for example, in the collocations 

main focus, main topic, main difference, and main purpose. It is followed by interesting (485), 

which forms clusters such as it is interesting to and it is interesting that. In addition, it collocates 

with the nouns aspect, insight, and result. The noun importance is found in 417 cases and occurs 

in the structure the importance of + NOUN and features in collocations with great and special. 



93 
 

Relevant (378) occurs in structures such as relevant to/for the + NOUN and the most relevant + 

NOUN (see (181.) and (182.)). The adjective significant occurs 355 times and primarily forms the 

cluster the most significant and combines with the collocates role, number, and differences. The 

adjectives major (345) and necessary (342) rank seventh and eighth, respectively. The former 

tends to combine with the nouns role, difference, and impact, the latter occurs in clusters such as 

it is necessary. Difficult (281) represents the last adjective and shows the recurring structure it is 

difficult + to-INFINITIVE, which often combines with, for example, define and understand (see 

(183.)). Finally, the noun lack (235) appears in form of the structure lack of + NOUN PHRASE (see 

(184.)). 

(181.) […] the categories which are relevant for the analysis […] 

(182.) […] having analysed some of the most relevant interactional […] 

(183.) Since it is difficult to define CDA in […] 

(184.) This lack of a single email-style […] 

As can be seen in Table 21, 7 of the most frequent attitude markers are concerned with importance 

as illustrated by important, main, importance, relevant, significant, major, and necessary. The 

adjectives difficult and interesting as well as the noun lack can be identified as assessments by the 

writer, with two of them expressing negativity (difficult and lack). This corresponds to the findings 

of the analysis of the other two corpora as in both the academic corpus and the undergraduate 

corpus most elements (6) refer to importance. In addition, writers frequently give assessments as 

4 elements are found for this category in both the academic and undergraduate texts and 3 elements 

in the graduate texts. A comparison with the other corpora also shows that graduate and 

undergraduate texts are more similar as in both the elements important, main, interesting, 

importance, significant, major, necessary, difficult, and lack are among the most frequent attitude 

markers, while they share 6 devices (important, significant, main, interesting, difficult, and major) 

with the academic texts.  

Table 21 Most frequent attitude markers based on the reference list in Appendix 1 in the graduate corpus 
compared to those in the undergraduate and academic corpus 

Rank Attitude 

marker 

(graduate 

corpus) 

Absolute 

frequency 

Relative 

frequency 

(per 1,000 

words) 

Percentage 

of overall 

attitude 

markers 

Attitude marker 

(undergraduate 

corpus) 

Attitude 

marker 

(academic 

corpus) 

1 important 1384 0.8 19.5 important important 

2 main 687 0.4 7.8 main significant 

3 interesting 485 0.3 5.5 interesting main 
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4 importance 417 0.2 4.7 difficult relevant 

5 relevant 378 0.2 4.3 major key 

6 significant 355 0.2 4 significant problem 

7 major 345 0.2 3.9 importance useful 

8 necessary 342 0.2 3.9 problem interesting 

9 difficult 281 0.17 3.2 necessary difficult 

10 lack 235 0.14 2.7 lack major 

 

6.5.5. Overall Personalization in the Graduate Corpus 

As illustrated in Table 22, the graduate corpus includes 53,181 personalization elements. Hedges 

are only used with a relative frequency of 13.5 occurrences per 1,000 words, which is less than in 

the other two corpora as hedges are used with a relative frequency of 15.4 occurrences per 1,000 

words by academics and with one of 15.2 occurrences per 1,000 words by undergraduate students. 

Boosters have a relative frequency of 8.2 words, attitude markers one of 5.2, and self-mention one 

of 4.5 occurrences per 1,000 words. Boosting elements appear more often than in the academic 

corpus (7.7 occurrences per 1,000 words) and less often than in the undergraduate corpus (10.0 

occurrences per 1,000 words). The results on attitude markers are very similar as graduate students 

use them with a relative frequency of 5.2 occurrences per 1,000 words, academics with one of 4.4 

occurrences per 1,000 words and undergraduate students with one of 4.5 occurrences per 1,000 

words. Self-mention is least prominent in the graduate corpus as both academics (5.3 occurrences 

per 1,000 words) and undergraduate students (5.4 occurrences per 1,000 words) employ it slightly 

more often.  

Table 22 Overall personalization features in the graduate corpus compared to the undergraduate and academic 
corpus 

Feature Absolute 

frequency in 

the graduate 

corpus 

Relative 

frequency (per 

1,000 words) in 

the graduate 

corpus 

Absolute 

frequency in 

the 

undergraduate 

corpus 

Relative 

frequency (per 

1,000 words) 

in the 

undergraduate 

corpus 

Absolute 

frequency in 

the 

academic 

corpus 

Relative 

frequency 

(per 1,000 

words) in 

the 

academic 

corpus 

hedges 22,910 13.5 3,325 15.2 7,855 15.4 

boosters 13,860 8.2 2,178 10.0 3,932 7.7 
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attitude markers 8,838 5.2 973 4.5 2,220 4.4 

self-mention 7,573 4.5 1,170 5.4  2,707 5.3 

overall 

personalization 

53,181 31.4 7.646 35.0 16,714 32.8 

 

6.6. Depersonalization in the Graduate Corpus 

6.6.1. Passivization in the Graduate Corpus 

The search for passive structures that include the deletion of first-person subjects yielded 5,234 

examples. As in the other corpora, a considerable number of these involve constructions with 

modal verbs, which shows that writers are expressing stance while avoiding self-mention. 3,496 

passive constructions (66.8% of those found) feature modal and semi-modal verbs: can occurs 

2,164 times, will 576 times, could 191 times, should 148 times, have to 163 times, may 69 times, 

might 51 times, need to 51 times, must 40 times, shall 22 times, and would 21 times.  This is 7.2 

percentage points more than in the undergraduate corpus (59.6%) and 25.8 percentage points more 

than in the academic corpus (41%). This shows that both undergraduate and graduate students add 

more stance markers of this kind when using the analyzed passive constructions than academics. 

The most prominent modal verb is can as it accounts for 61.9% of modal and semi-modals in the 

group. Following this and considering the numbers for the other semi- and modal verbs, possibility 

and ability (2,475 instances altogether for can, could, may and might) followed by volition and 

prediction (619 instances altogether for will, would and shall), and necessity and obligation (402 

instances altogether for have to, should, need to and must) are expressed most often in the texts by 

graduate students. 

The relevant semantic co-text categories found for the passivizations in the graduate corpus are 

explanation and metainformation, analysis, opinion, argument, and intention. With 2,258 instances 

the category of explanation and metainformation figures most prominently. It accounts for 43.1% 

of the semantic co-texts. It is frequently realized by the verbs see, discuss, use, explain, base and 

define (see (185.)). The most prominent cluster for this category is can be seen (298). The category 

of analysis ranks second with 1,872 instances (35.8%). It features in verbs such as find, analyze, 

observe, discover, identify, investigate, examine, and classify (see (186.)). Clusters are, for 

example, can be found and can be observed. 690 instances of the category of opinion were found, 

which is 13.2% of the semantic co-texts. Verbs realizing this category are associate, interpret, 

consider, view, understand, see as, and regard (see (187.)). The main cluster is can be seen as 
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with 87 instances. For the category of argument, 411 instances were found (7.8%). It is realized 

by verbs such as argue, assume, state, say, conclude, and claim (see (188.)). The clusters that 

appear most frequently for this category are can be said (85), can be argued (53), can be assumed 

(54), and can be concluded (30). Finally, the category of intention hardly figures at all as it only 

occurs 3 times, which accounts for a percentage of 0.1 of the semantic co-texts.  

(185.) […] of language can be used for various purposes, […] 

(186.) […] of all three collections were examined so as to explore […] 

(187.) […], her views need to be viewed as rather outdated and […] 

(188.) As it was suggested in the theoretical […] 

Overall, the proportions of the semantic co-text categories indicate that graduate students mainly 

use passivization to avoid self-mention when providing explanations and metainformation and 

referring to analytical processes. In addition, self-reference is avoided when presenting opinions 

and stating arguments. The strategy is not at all used when graduate students write about their 

intentions, though. 

6.6.2. Nominalization in the Graduate Corpus 

The concordances of the nominalizations from the reference list (see Appendix 3) show that there 

are 341 examples occurring as subjects. Nominalizations of this kind therefore occur with a relative 

frequency of 0.2 occurrences per 1,000 words. Interestingly, this is about the same frequency 

established in the other two analyzed corpora (0.2 occurrences per 1,000 in the academic corpus 

and 0.16 occurrences per 1,000 words in the undergraduate corpus). The most frequent 

nominalization is analysis/analyses. It occurs 261 times, which represents 76.5% of all 

nominalizations included here. Further examples that occur rather frequently are discussion (21), 

investigation (21), examination (10), and description (9). The nouns categorization, evaluation, 

explanation and observation occur 3 times, interpretation twice, and assessment, classification, 

consideration, and inspection all just once. 

The semantic co-texts based upon the main verbs whose subject the nominalization is are mainly 

represented by the categories of argument, explanation and metainformation, analysis, and 

intention. Argument is the most frequent one with 163 instances, which accounts for 47.8% of the 

semantic co-texts. It is realized by the verbs show, reveal, confirm, and prove (see (189.)). Not far 

behind is the category of explanation and metainformation, which occurs 145 times (42.5%). For 

this category, the verbs focus, provide, start, enable, and concerned with can be found (see (190.)). 

With 23 instances and 6.7% of the co-texts, the category of analysis ranks third. It is found in the 
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verbs find, compare, examine, and include (see (191.)). The co-text category that is least 

represented is intention with 10 instances (2.9%). As can be seen in (192.), verbs such as aim 

realize this co-text category.  

(189.) The corpus analysis shows that reference […] 

(190.) The following discussion gives a short overview […] 

(191.) As the following empirical analysis will examine the […] 

(192.) Additionally, the analysis aims at determining […] 

Based on the results of the analysis of the semantic co-texts, I conclude that graduate students use 

nominalizations as subjects primarily when stating arguments and providing explanations and 

metainformation, with the nominalization analysis/analyses as the most prominent representative 

of this category.  

7. Discussion 

In this final section, I compare the results that have been obtained from the analysis of all three 

corpora and interpret the similarities and differences. The discussion aims at identifying reasons 

for significant differences and describe how students at the University of Graz at different 

educational stages present themselves in comparison to researchers of the academic community in 

the field of linguistics. 

7.1. Personalization in Student and Academic Texts 

As the analysis has shown, all three corpora provide instances of personalization features. While, 

as already explained, my analysis cannot offer complete accounts of hedges, boosters and attitude 

markers, it can still show tendencies. As I had expected, the undergraduate corpus features the 

largest number of personalization devices with a relative frequency of 35.0 elements per 1,000 

words as opposed to one of 32.8 elements per 1,000 words in the academic corpus and one of 31.4 

elements per 1,000 words in the graduate corpus. If we just compare the undergraduate with the 

graduate texts with respect to personalization, we can see a tendency towards a less personal 

writing style. This might be explainable by the fact that students internalize the discourse practices 

and conventions and what it takes to become recognized members of the surrounding academic 

community (Hyland 2012: 3). Especially graduate students who aim at finishing their studies can 

be expected to seek to fulfill what Hyland (2009: 54) describes as the roles preferred by the 

discourse community. Based on the findings, we can thus assume that students develop a tendency 

towards a gradually less personal style in the academic field of linguistics towards the end of their 

studies. Besides, as discourse choices are highly dependent on genre, too (Hyland 2005b: 87), the 
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difference might also point to generic differences between theses, on the one hand, proseminar and 

seminar papers, on the other. The results on the number of personalization features suggest that 

seminar papers and research articles are more similar, and theses are less similar to research 

articles. This difference might be tied to the fact that theses represent lengthier studies and 

therefore comprise larger sections than research articles and seminar papers in which writers give 

detailed theoretical background information and present research findings by others. Typically, as 

shown by the sizes of the corpora both research articles and seminar papers are shorter than theses 

and therefore do not offer that much room for outlining theoretical backgrounds, which might 

result in a more personal writing style. Another reason for the differences might be that 

undergraduate students overadapt their style to that of academics and because of this use more 

personalization features. However, as theses reveal a relative frequency for personalization 

elements that is only 3.6 elements per 1,000 words less than the one found for seminar papers and 

2.2 elements per 1,000 less than the one identified for research articles, the differences are not that 

large and rather indicate small tendencies. 

For the personalization feature of self-mention, the use of the pronouns and possessive pronouns 

I, we, my and our represent the most significant practices in all three corpora. The analysis of the 

pronoun we and the possessive pronoun our has shown that we must assume that these pronouns 

are used both inclusively, which demands the classification as engagement features that aim at the 

involvement of the reader (Hyland 2009: 76), and exclusively as a reference to a community that 

the reader is not part of. 

Not surprisingly, the overall results for personalization are similar to those for the first-person 

pronoun I. I is used with a relative frequency of 2.7 occurrences per 1,000 words in the 

undergraduate corpus, of 1.8 occurrences per 1,000 words in the graduate corpus, and of 2.0 

occurrences per 1,000 words in the academic corpus. The analysis of the corpora also reveals 

different usages of I. While academics use it most often when providing explanations and 

metainformation (45.7%), undergraduate students use I most frequently when writing about their 

analytical processes (37.0%) and only provide explanations and metainformation in 25.5% of the 

co-text of I. Graduate students seem to orient towards the practices of academic writers as 

explanation and metainformation is also the category that features most often in connection with 

the use of I (35.7%). Yet, the relative frequencies for the category of explanation and 

metainformation in combination with the pronoun I suggest that this category is featured to an 

identical extent in the undergraduate and graduate corpus as there are 0.7 occurrences per 1,000 
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words in these corpora as opposed to 0.9 occurrences per 1,000 words in the academic corpus in 

connection with the category of explanation and metainformation. The category of analysis reveals 

the most significant differences as academic texts and graduate texts show more similarities. This 

becomes clear as the category is used together with I with a relative frequency of 0.3 occurrences 

per 1,000 words in the academic corpus (17.2% of the co-text), with one of 0.4 occurrences per 

1,000 words in the graduate corpus (24.3% of the co-text), and one of 1.0 occurrences per 1,000 

words (37% of the co-text) in the undergraduate corpus. Following this, undergraduate students 

use I more than twice as often when referring to their analytical processes than academics and 

graduate students. The category of argument also shows differences between the corpora. In the 

academic corpus the category is featured together with I in 0.3 elements per 1,000 words (16.4% 

of the co-text), in the undergraduate corpus in 0.16 elements per 1,000 words (5.8% of the co-text) 

and in the graduate corpus in 0.17 elements per 1,000 words (9.3% of the co-text). Considering 

this, both undergraduate and graduate students use the pronoun slightly less often than academics 

when stating their arguments. The results on the category of intention suggest slightly more similar 

practices for the academic and graduate corpus. This is shown as the category appears with a 

relative frequency of 0.2 elements per 1,000 words in the academic corpus and one of 0.3 elements 

per 1,000 words in the graduate corpus as opposed to one of 0.5 elements per 1,000 words in the 

undergraduate corpus. The category of opinion reveals very similar results for all corpora as it 

occurs together with the pronoun I in 0.2 elements per 1,000 words in the academic corpus, in 0.3 

elements per 1,000 words in the undergraduate corpus and in 0.2 elements per 1,000 words in the 

graduate corpus. Finally, the category of self-description is uncommon in all corpora with a 

relative frequency of 0.03 elements in the academic corpus, of 0.07 elements per 1,000 words in 

the undergraduate corpus and of 0.03 elements per 1,000 words in the graduate corpus. All these 

findings suggests that students as well as academics tend to refer to themselves in connection with 

providing explanations and metainformation, while I is used rarely in connection with the more 

subjective acts of expressing opinions and intentions as well as with acts of self-description. 

However, undergraduate students use I significantly more often in connection with analytical 

processes than both academics and graduate students, and academics use I slightly more frequently 

in connection with stating their arguments than students.  

Another striking difference concerns the use of modal and semi-modal verbs in combination with 

I. This is an important observation as modality defines the way in which we show commitment to 

a proposition (Fairclough 2003: 165), and semi- and modal verbs therefore convey a writer’s stance 

(Biber 2006a: 91). In the academic texts, 15.9% of the co-texts of I feature modal and semi-modal 
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verbs, while the corresponding percentages in the students’ texts are considerably higher, namely 

38.7% for the undergraduate papers and 31% for the graduate theses. This is a relative frequency 

of 0.3 semi- and modal verbs per 1,000 words in the co-text of I for the academic corpus, of 1.0 

elements per 1,000 words together with I for the undergraduate corpus, and of 0.6 elements per 

1,000 words combined with I for the graduate corpus. These relative frequencies show that 

undergraduate students use semi- and modal verbs more than twice as often than academics and 

also significantly more often than graduate students. Following this, students – specifically at an 

earlier stage -- seem to feel the need to make the aforementioned commitment to what they are 

saying about themselves explicit and to modify it. In order to define the exact functions of the 

modal verbs, I would need to do a qualitative analysis. As this goes beyond this study’s interest, 

only a rough evaluation of the semi- and modal verbs can be offered. This evaluation of the semi- 

and modal verbs found together with I suggests that volition and prediction are expressed most 

often in all corpora. However, there are some differences concerning the semi- and modal verbs 

used as both undergraduate and graduate students employ be going to, while academics do not use 

it. In addition, shall is not used by undergraduate students but occurs in both the research articles 

and the theses. The use of be going to and will/shall shows to be complex with regard to its 

pragmatic interpretation (Haegeman 1989). Yet, as the differences occur between the student texts 

and the academic texts, they might be explained by the fact that the student texts were written by 

language learners and that the research articles undergo a process of peer reviewing, in which 

language mistakes are corrected (Hyland 2009: 68). 

The pronoun we appears most frequently in the academic corpus, where it occurs with a relative 

frequency of 1.7 occurrences per 1,000 words as opposed to 1.2 occurrences per 1,000 words in 

the graduate and 1.1 occurrences per 1,000 words in the undergraduate corpus. As was indicated 

in the concordances, we must assume that the pronoun is used both inclusively and exclusively in 

all corpora. In cases of an inclusive use, writers aim at involving the reader and thus try to reinforce 

their argumentation by the anticipation of readers’ counterarguments and make their work more 

comprehensible (Hyland 2009: 77). The use of the exclusive we proves to be more interesting as 

it comes with the question which community the writer refers to by using it. For the analyzed texts, 

I expect academics to be more likely than students to speak and write on behalf of an academic 

community or smaller disciplinary units such as universities, departments, or research groups. This 

is also indicated by academics’ use of the possessive pronoun our as the analysis of the most 

frequent collocates has shown that academics rather position themselves in a world that is shared 

by members of a disciplinary community, whereas students do not refer to common ground and 
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membership within a specific discipline and rather foreground their situatedness in a more general 

world. While the most frequent collocates of the possessive pronoun revealed the categories of 

analysis and material to be most prominent in the academic texts, the collocates in the student texts 

showed more general categories such as existence and community. Concerning the semantic co-

texts, in all corpora the pronoun is mainly used to refer to a world of shared beliefs, perceptions 

and values that the writers are set in. This can be concluded as 68.7% of the semantic co-texts in 

the academic texts, 63.5% of the co-text in the undergraduate texts and 72.7% of the co-text in the 

graduate texts represent the category of shared world. In all corpora, using we is also common 

when referring to analytical processes and when providing explanations and metainformation. 

Firstly, this is shown as in the academic corpus 14.1%, in the undergraduate corpus 9.0%, and in 

the graduate corpus 15.5% of the use of we occur in connection with the category of analysis. 

Secondly, this becomes clear as 11.5% of the co-text of we in the academic texts, 27% in the texts 

written by undergraduate students and 7.4% in those written by graduate students refer to the 

category of explanation and metainformation. In all corpora, we is the least often used when stating 

arguments as only 5.8% of the use of we in the academic corpus, 14.1% in the undergraduate 

corpus and 4.4% in the graduate corpus are connected to the category of argument. All this 

suggests that both academics and students use the pronoun we most often when referring to beliefs, 

perceptions and values of the communities that they are set in, with academics being more likely 

to position themselves within a disciplinary community and speaking on behalf of this community 

when using the pronouns exclusively. 

In contrast to what we have seen in connection with the analysis of I, undergraduate students use 

modal and semi-modal verbs a little less than academics when they make use of the pronoun we 

(0.4 elements per 1,000 words versus 0.6 elements per 1,000 words). Unexpectedly, graduate 

students show a similar relative frequency than undergraduate students (0.3 elements per 1,000 

words). This shows that academics use modal and semi-modal verbs twice as often with we than 

with I (0.3 elements per 1,000 words). As semi- and modal verbs function as stance elements 

(Biber 2006a: 91), this indicates that academics might feel more need to show their commitment 

to what they are saying about the community that they are referring to and to modify it. The 

differences in comparison to the student texts allow the conclusion that when employing the 

pronoun we, academics make their stance more explicit than students. However, a rough evaluation 

of the semi- and modal verbs used suggests that in all corpora the practices are similar as modal 

verbs that express possibility and ability are used most often. 
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The results for the possessive pronoun my are strikingly similar for the academic and the student 

corpora: the most frequent collocates of the possessive pronoun in all corpora refer to the co-text 

categories of analysis, material, and argument. This shows that academics as well as students refer 

most often to analyses, materials and arguments as their own. The pronouns us, me, ourselves, 

myself, mine and ours occur only rarely in the corpora. Therefore, no interpretation is warranted.  

The analysis and comparison of hedges from the reference list (see Appendix 1) has revealed 

similar patterns in all corpora. The most prominent representatives of hedging devices are the 

modal verbs would, might, should, could and may as well as the adverbs often and rather. The 

relative frequencies are almost the same, namely 15.4 hedges per 1,000 words in the academic 

corpus, 15.2 in the undergraduate corpus, and 13.5 in the graduate corpus. The fact that the 

frequency is slightly lower in the graduate students’ theses seems to point to the tendency of 

graduate students towards a more impersonal style. Yet, the findings suggest that academics as 

well as students use tentative language in their academic writing and therefore anticipate their 

readers’ reactions. 

The analysis of boosters from the reference list shows that undergraduate students use boosters 

more often than academics and graduate students (10.0 occurrences per 1,000 words), who are 

similar in their usage of this strategy (8.2 in the graduate corpus, 7.7 in the academic corpus). This 

suggests that undergraduate students might feel more need to emphasize certain points in their line 

of reasoning as they are not that confident with what they are saying and fear more 

counterarguments. The overall practices within the corpora revealed to be similar, with very, find, 

show, fact, and clearly representing the most common elements shared by all corpora.  However, 

a significant difference regarding the features themselves is shown by the specific use of very. 

Both undergraduate and graduate students tend to combine very with attitude markers and thus 

emphasize their attitude as opposed to academics, who rather employ clusters with boosters and 

hedges.  

Surprisingly, the analysis of attitude markers from the reference list has resulted in very similar 

frequencies in the three corpora, with students showing a slightly higher rate of use (the 

undergraduate texts include 4.5, the graduate texts 5.2 and the academic texts 4.4 attitude markers 

per 1,000 words). The specific elements, too, are similar across the corpora as there is a dominance 

of attitude markers that signal importance. Similarly, negative assessments and interests are also 

frequently marked. Following this, both academics and students are most likely to show what they 

regard as important. 
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7.2. Depersonalization in Student and Academic Texts 

A comparison of passive clauses involving the deletion of a first-person subject shows that this 

construction is used equally often in the academic corpus (2.9 instances per 1,000 words) and the 

graduate corpus (3.1 instances per 1,000 words). The relative frequency for the undergraduate 

corpus is slightly higher (3.9 instances per 1,000 words). This seems to point to a tendency of 

graduate students adapting to academics’ rates of personalization and depersonalization, while 

undergraduate students might be overadapting their writing style to that of academics. 

As for the processes, academic writers (1.3 elements per 1,000 words) and undergraduate students 

(1.5 elements per 1,000 words) use passivization most often when referring to analytical steps, 

graduate students when providing explanations and metainformation (1.3 elements per 1,000 

words as opposed to 1.1. elements per 1,000 words for the category of analysis). However, the 

differences are not significant as the category of explanation and metainformation is almost 

equally common in the academic texts and seminar papers (1.1 elements per 1,000 words in the 

academic and 1.5 elements per 1,000 words in the undergraduate corpus). In all corpora, 

passivization is less common when stating arguments and opinions. Concerning the category of 

argument, both academics and graduate students (both 0.2 elements per 1,000 words) show lower 

frequencies for passivizations than undergraduate students (0.5 elements per 1,000 words). This 

comes as a surprise because in connection with self-mention devices, which could be viewed as 

the opposite strategy, the category of argument did not feature prominently either in the graduate 

corpus. The results on the category of opinion in connection with passives are also similar, with 

0.3 elements per 1,000 words for this category in the academic, 0.5 in the undergraduate and 0.4 

in the graduate texts. Finally, in all corpora modal and semi-modal verbs are included in 

passivizations. This is interesting as we have learned that modal verbs function as stance elements 

(Biber 2006a: 91) and therefore would not be expected to occur in a process that is associated with 

depersonalization. This shows that passivization within the corpora is not per se depersonalizing. 

The highest number of semi- and modal verbs for the constructions analyzed is found in the 

undergraduate corpus (2.4 elements per 1,000 words), which shows a similar relative frequency 

for modal verbs in passivizations as the one found for the graduate corpus (2.1 elements per 1,000 

words). The lowest number of semi- and modal verbs is used in the research articles, which reveal 

a relative frequency of 1.2 modal verbs in passivizations per 1,000 words. This corresponds with 

the findings for the personalization strategies and might indicate that students feel a greater need 

to make their commitment to what they are saying explicit. Nevertheless, in all corpora the semi- 

and modal verbs used most often express possibility and ability.  
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In contrast to the findings of the analysis of passivizations, the depersonalization strategy of 

nominalization functioning as subject is least common in the undergraduate corpus with 0.16 

instances per 1,000 words. Yet, the relative frequencies of the other corpora (0.2 instances per 

1,000 words) show that the differences are not significant and the elements from the reference list 

are generally rarely employed in any of the texts. The corpora are also similar in their choice of 

nominalized words as analysis/analyses is the most frequent element in all of them. However, the 

processes performed by the nominalizations reveal some differences. Graduate students again 

show more similarities to academics as they also use nominalizations primarily when stating 

arguments (both 0.1 elements per 1,000 words) and providing explanations and metainformation 

(both 0.1 elements per 1,000 words). By contrast, undergraduate students use this strategy less 

often when making arguments (0.05 elements per 1,000 words). The category of explanation and 

metainformation, however, occurs equally often as in the other corpora in the undergraduate 

corpus with 0.1 elements per 1,000 words in connection with this category. This again indicates 

that students are developing practices that are more similar to those of academics towards the end 

of their studies.  

8. Conclusion 

In conclusion, the analysis and comparison of texts written by students at the University of Graz 

and by members of the community within the field of linguistics has shown that writers at different 

stages of professional development employ personalization and depersonalization features, with 

graduate students showing slightly more similarities to academics than undergraduate students. 

These findings correspond to Hyland’s (2012: 3) observation that students indeed acquire the 

practices of the community that they are set in and prove the notion of a ‘community of practice’ 

(Lave & Wenger 1991: 98), with the writing practices being dependent on their contexts as 

represented by the linguistic research community. 

The overall results concerning the general frequency of use of personalization in the texts are 

relatively similar between the three corpora. However, undergraduate students show the highest 

frequency of personalization devices and graduate students the lowest. This indicates that students’ 

writing develops towards a less personal writing style by the end of their studies, but also might 

point to generic differences between theses, seminar papers and research articles or to 

undergraduate students overadapting their writing style to that of academics. Still, a more 

comprehensive investigation of all stance features would be necessary to verify the tendency that 

is indicated by my findings. 
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The investigation of the personalization strategy of self-mention has revealed that the integration 

of the pronouns I, we, my and our is a common practice in both the texts written by students and 

those written by members of the academic community. Nevertheless, students’ and academics’ 

employment of first-person pronouns reveals some differences concerning the processes in that 

the latter occur. While academics use the pronoun I most often when giving explanations and 

providing metainformation, especially undergraduate students rather refer to processes of their 

analytical steps. Moreover, students at both stages show a lower use of the pronoun I compared to 

academics when stating arguments. The more subjective acts of expressing opinions and intentions 

as well as self-descriptions are rare in all corpora. Finally, semi- and modal verbs, which also 

function as stance elements (Biber 2006a and Hyland 2005a), were found to be used more 

extensively by undergraduate students, which indicates that they might feel a greater need to show 

their commitment to what they are saying about themselves. Still, semi- and modal verbs that 

express volition and prediction were most dominant in combination with I in all corpora. 

The pronouns we, our and us are used less often by students than by academics but seem to be 

used both inclusively and exclusively in all corpora. The results on the pronoun our suggest that 

students at both stages rather position themselves in a general shared world and therefore are more 

unlikely to speak on behalf of an academic community when using the pronoun exclusively. By 

contrast, the collocates in the texts written by academics establish the membership of the writer in 

a disciplinary community. Regarding the processes represented in connection with first-person 

plural pronouns, however, the three corpora are relatively similar. The pronoun we is most 

frequently used in all corpora to establish the world of beliefs and values that the writers are set 

in, undergraduate students tend to use it more frequently than academics and graduate students 

when providing metainformation on the papers. The extent to which writers refer to analytical 

steps and state arguments in connection with the use of we is similar in the three corpora. In 

contrast to the findings concerning the use of the first-person singular pronoun I, academics use 

modal and semi-modal verbs more often in connection with the first-person plural pronoun we. 

This suggests that they feel a greater need than students to show their commitment to what they 

are saying about the community they refer to. However, the meanings expressed most often by the 

semi- and modal verbs seem to be the same in all corpora. 

The results for the possessive pronoun my indicate similarities between the writing practices of 

students and those of academics as the most frequent collocates in all corpora refer to materials, 
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analyses, and arguments. This shows that both academics and students tend to use my when 

referring to analyses, materials and arguments as their own. 

Hedges are the most frequent personalization device in all three corpora and demonstrate that 

academics as well as students use tentative language in order to anticipate their readers’ reactions. 

While hedges were found to be the most prominent features by Hyland (2009: 78), the verification 

of this tendency would need a comprehensive analysis of hedges in the corpora as I was only able 

to focus on a selection of devices. However, the comparison of this personalization strategy in the 

corpora has shown that modal verbs and adverbs are the most dominant hedges in all texts. The 

practices are used relatively similarly. Boosters are also integrated in similar ways in the corpora. 

However, for the elements analyzed undergraduate students were found to use them more often 

than both graduate students and academics, which indicates that they might feel a greater need to 

use emphasis in their line of reasoning as they are less confident with what they are saying and 

fear more counterarguments. A difference found between students at both stages and academics is 

that students tend to combine boosters with attitude markers, while academics rather employ 

clusters of boosters and hedges. Finally, attitude markers show the most similar patterns of 

practices between student and academic writers regarding personalization devices. In all corpora, 

attitude markers that signal importance are dominant. 

Lastly, both passive constructions that involve the deletion of first-person subjects as well as 

nominalizations that are used as subjects have been found in all corpora. Concerning the 

integration of passives, undergraduate students use them most often, while academics and graduate 

students use them similarly often. Overall, passive constructions that include the deletion of first-

person subjects are used most frequently when providing explanations and metainformation as 

well as when referring to analytical processes. As passive constructions that involve semi- and 

modal verbs were found in all corpora, passivization revealed to be a process that is not per se used 

to depersonalize. As shown for the use of personalization features, students at both stages again 

reveal a higher use of modal verbs, which shows that they might feel a greater need to make their 

commitment to what they are saying explicit. In contrast to the passive structures, nominalizations 

that function as subjects are rarely employed. While similar practices can be observed with regard 

to the words undergoing nominalizations, undergraduate students again show more differences to 

academics concerning the processes that the nominalizations occur in. 

To sum up, my findings indicate that students at the University of Graz indeed become adjusted 

to the practices of the academic community that they are set in, with students’ use of 
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personalization and depersonalization elements showing more similarities to those of academics 

at the end of their studies. In addition, the analysis showed that students at an earlier stage represent 

themselves with a higher degree of uncertainty and tentativeness.  
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Appendix 1 
 

List of hedges 

about 

allegedly 

almost 

alternative 

apparent 

apparently 

appear* 

approximate 

approximation 

approximately 

arguably 

argue* 

argument 

around 

assert* 

assertion 

assessment 

assume* 

assumption 

attempt* to 

barely 

basically 

belief 

believe* 

be likely to 

chance 

claim* 

common 

commonly 

conceivable 

conceivably 

consider* 

considerable 

considerably 

consistent with 

could 

doubt* 

essentially 

estimate* 

estimation 

evaluate* 

evaluation 

fairly 

feel* 

frequent 

frequently 

general 

generally 

guess* 

guess 

hardly 

hope* to 

hypothesize* 

hypothesise* 

hypothetical 

hypothetically 

idea 

implication 

imply* 

improbable 

in accord with 

indicate* 

indication 

indicative 

interpret* 

interpretation 

largely 

likelihood 

little 

look* like 

mainly 

maintain* 

markedly 

may 

maybe 

might 

mostly 

nearly 

normally 

note* 

noticeable 

occasionally 

often 

opinion 

partly 

partially 

perceive* 

perhaps 

plausible 

possibility 

possible 

possibly 

potential 

potentially 

practically 

premise 

presumably 

presume* 

probability 

probable 

probably 

proposal 

propose* 

quite 

rather 

relative 

relatively 

reportedly 

rough 

roughly 

seem* 

seemingly 
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slight 

slightly 

sometimes 

somewhat 

speculate* 

suggest* 

suggestion 

suppose* 

supposedly 

suspect* 

tend* to 

tendency 

tentatively 

theoretically 

think* 

to some extent 

try* 

typical 

typically 

uncommon 

unlikely 

unsure 

usual 

usually 

virtually 

well-known 

widely 

would

 

List of boosters 

absolute 

absolutely 

abundant 

actually 

always 

assure* 

assuredly 

certain 

certainly 

certainty 

clear 

clearly 

complete 

completely 

conclude* 

conclusion 

conclusively 

confidence  

confident 

confirm* 

correct 

definite 

definitely 

demonstrate* 

demonstration 

determine* 

doubtless 

dramatically 

entirely 

evidence 

evident 

evidently 

exact 

exactly 

exceedingly 

exceptionally 

expect* 

expectation 

explicitly 

extraordinarily 

extreme 

extremely 

fact  

find* 

fully 

fundamentally 

given that 

great 

greatly 

have* to 

highly 

hugely 

immensely 

impossible 

indeed 

indisputably 

inevitable 

inevitably 

intensively 

know* 

large 

majorly 

must* 

necessarily 

never 

no doubt 

obvious 

obviously 

of course 

particular 

particularly 

plainly 

precisely 

precision 

proof 

prove* 

real 

really 

reveal* 

rich 

show* 

significantly 

strongly 

substantial 

substantially 

sure 

surely 

thoroughly 
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totally 

tremendously 

true 

truly 

unarguably 

undeniably 

undoubtedly 

unquestionably 

unusually 

utterly 

vastly 

very 

without doubt 

List of attitude markers 

adequate 

agree* 

amazing 

appropriate 

bad 

best 

better 

confuse* 

confusing 

critical 

critically 

crucial 

desirable 

desire  

difficult 

disagree* 

dramatic 

easy 

effective 

essential 

extraordinary 

favor* 

favorably 

favour* 

fortunately 

fruitfully 

funny 

glad 

good 

hard 

helpful 

hopefully 

ignore* 

importance 

important 

importantly 

impressive 

inappropriate 

influential 

interested in 

interesting 

interestingly 

irritate* 

irritating 

key 

lack 

lack* 

limited 

luckily 

main  

major 

marginal 

meaningful 

necessary 

neglect* 

nuanced 

poorly 

prefer* 

primary 

problem 

promising 

refuse* 

reject* 

relevance 

relevant 

remarkable 

remarkably 

sad 

sadly 

satisfying 

seriously 

significant 

strikingly 

surprising 

surprisingly 

unexpected 

unexpectedly 

unfortunately 

unique 

unluckily 

useful 

valuable 

wish* 

worse 

worst 
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Appendix 2 
 

List of past participles used to search for passivizations 

accessed 

accounted 

achieved 

adapted 

added  

addressed 

administered 

aimed 

aligned 

analysed 

analyzed 

annotated 

applied 

argued 

asked 

assessed 

assigned 

associated 

assumed 

attributed 

based 

built 

calculated 

called 

captured 

carried out 

categorised 

categorized 

changed 

checked 

chosen 

claimed 

classified 

coded 

collected 

combined 

compared 

compiled 

completed 

composed 

computed 

conceptualised 

conceptualized 

concluded 

conducted 

considered 

constituted 

constructed 

contacted 

contextualised 

contextualized 

continued 

controlled 

converted 

counted 

created 

cut  

decided 

defeated 

defined 

deleted 

delivered 

demonstrated 

described 

designed 

developed 

devoted 

discarded 

discerned 

discovered 

discussed 

distinguished 

distributed 

divided 

done 

drawn  

elaborated 

elevated 

enrolled 

ensured 

estimated 

evaluated 

examined 

excerpted 

excluded 

exemplified 

expected 

explained 

explicated 

exploited 

explored 

expressed as  

extracted 

filtered 

followed 

found 

gathered 

given 

grouped 

guided 

heard 

held 

hoped 

hypothesised 

hypothesized 

identified 

ignored 

illustrated 

included 

incorporated 

indexed 

indicated 

informed 

instructed 

integrated 

intended 
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interpreted 

interviewed 

introduce 

investigate 

isolated 

italicised 

italicized 

judged 

juxtaposed 

kept  

labeled 

laid out 

limited 

listed 

located 

locked 

made 

manipulated 

marked 

measured 

normed 

noted 

observed 

obtained 

offered 

omitted 

ordered 

organised 

organized 

outlined 

paid 

performed 

placed 

played 

posted 

postulated 

predicated 

predicted 

presented 

presumed 

proposed 

provided 

pursued 

raised 

raised 

recorded 

recruited 

regarded 

removed 

repeated 

represented 

required 

restricted 

said 

sampled 

scanned 

screened 

searched 

seen 

selected 

sent 

set 

shown 

simplified 

situated at 

sorted 

sought 

specified 

stated 

stimulated 

stipulated 

stressed 

structured 

studied 

suggested 

summarised 

summarized 

tabulated 

taken 

tested 

thematised 

thematized 

traced 

transcribed 

treated 

triggered 

uncovered 

understood 

undertaken 

used 

viewed 

written
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Appendix 3 
 

List of nominalizations 

analyses 

analysis 

argumentation 

assessment* 

categorization* 

classification* 

consideration 

description* 

detection* 

determination* 

diagnosis 

diagnoses 

discussion* 

evaluation* 

examination* 

exclusion* 

explanation* 

identification* 

inclusion* 

indication* 

inspection* 

interpretation* 

investigation* 

observation* 

perception* 

recognition* 


