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Abstract 

This study examines the use of discourse-organising nouns (DONs), such as 
fact, issue, and problem, in Swedish advanced students’ academic writing in second 
language (L2) English, and in what ways texts produced by the L2 students 
resemble or differ from those produced by advanced native-speaker (L1) 
students and from expert writing in this respect. The study uses corpus 
linguistic methodology and is set within the frameworks of Halliday’s systemic-
functional linguistics and Granger’s Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis. Results 
show both similarities and differences across the corpora. Noteworthy 
similarities include overall frequencies of DONs and their modifiers. 
Differences include variety of usage and register appropriacy. These differences 
were often the largest between the L2 student writing and the expert writing, 
though findings suggest that both student groups can usefully be thought of as 
learners of academic writing in English in this respect. Specifically, the students’ 
usage was found to be less varied than the expert writing, and to be 
characterised by more frequent use of semantically vague nouns (e.g., thing and 
fact) and nouns marking attitude and involvement (e.g., opinion and question). 
Other central findings include the tendency, on the part of the students, to use 
DONs less frequently in syntactic structures prototypical of formal academic 
prose, and to use them more frequently in structures with the potential to 
express stance, compared to the expert writing. The study also found more 
frequent use of evaluative modifiers of DONs in the student writing. In sum, 
the L2 student writing and, to a lesser extent, the L1 student writing, was found 
to approximate the corpus of expert writing in many respects, but with less 
variety, fewer markers of formality, and more frequent occurrences of 
interpersonal features in their use of DONs. The result is discourse that can in 
part be characterised as vague and subjective, as well as involved and informal.  

Keywords: discourse-organising nouns, lexical cohesion, register, academic 
writing, L2 learners, systemic-functional linguistics, learner corpus research, 
Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis, ICLE, LOCNESS, ICE 
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 1 

1  Introduction and aims 

This is a study on lexical cohesion in Swedish university students’ academic 
writing in second language (L2) English. More specifically, it is a study on the 
use and function of one particular cohesive device, that of discourse-organising 
nouns, or DONs, as represented in a computer corpus of student texts. The 
term discourse-organising noun here means an abstract noun which is semantically 
unspecific, or flexible, which relies on the linguistic co-text for part of its 
meaning, and which contributes to the organisation of discourse (see Section 
3.4). Items with the potential to function as DONs include argument, fact, issue, 
problem, reason, and thing, and they can refer backwards (e.g., this problem) or 
forwards (e.g., the problem is that) in the linguistic co-text, either within one and 
the same sentence or across sentence boundaries. The example cited as (1) 
below illustrates the use of the DON arguments in a piece of academic writing by 
an L2 student. The example is from the material used in the present study.  
 

(1)  Let me briefly point out some arguments that speak in favour of the car, and some 
that don’t. To begin with the car enables us to move about more freely and to 
experience places and wonders which would otherwise have been impossible. [...] 
(ICLE-SW: SWUL7031) 

 
In this example, the DON arguments refers forwards, to semantic content 
expressed in the following sentence and beyond (underlined), but there is a 
variety of possible reference patterns in which these nouns can be used (see 
Chapter 4). These nouns can be said to function as signposts which direct the 
reader by signalling how different parts of the text hang together and are to be 
understood.  
 Discourse-organising nouns can be regarded as a distinct class of noun 
with its own functions and patterns of behaviour (Hunston & Francis, 
2000:185–188), and they play a central role in the creation of connectedness in 
academic text. J. Flowerdew (2006:346) notes that nouns with such a text-
forming function are ‘particularly frequent in academic language’, notably in 
research articles, and can therefore be seen as ‘an important dimension in the 
development of academic literacy’ (see also J. Flowerdew, 2003a, 2003b; J. 
Flowerdew & Forest, 2015; Hoey, 1983:63). Ivanič (1991:96) suggests that such 
nouns are therefore good candidates for a list of core academic vocabulary in 
L2 teaching, and many such nouns are in fact included in various academic 
vocabulary lists, such as Xue and Nation’s (1984) University Word List (see also 
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Nation, 1990, 2008) and Coxhead’s (2000) Academic Word List.1 In view of 
this fact, it is particularly problematic that, as J. Flowerdew points out 
(2003b:330), these nouns often pose problems for native and non-native 
speakers alike, due to their cognitive complexity, their pervasiveness in 
academic discourse, and shortcomings in terms of how they have been dealt 
with in the classroom. This cognitive complexity, J. Flowerdew (2003b:330) 
argues, lies in the fact that they are ‘abstract entities’ which form many different 
kinds of reference relations, and which ‘introduce additional propositional 
density to a text.’ In addition, Francis (1994:89) stresses the high level of 
context-dependency of these nouns, something which might be easily 
overlooked in textbook presentations of cohesive devices. The present study on 
the use and function of discourse-organising nouns in academic writing in L2 
English makes a contribution to this field and provides information about 
academic literacy and register awareness in student writing.  

Academic writing is a particularly difficult skill to learn for second 
language learners, who face a double challenge: that of learning to produce 
academic texts, and of doing it in a second language (see, e.g., Reid, 1992:101).2 
A number of studies have demonstrated that L2 writers – even at fairly 
advanced levels – tend to produce written language which is more informal and 
spoken-like than that produced by native speakers of a similar educational 
background (e.g., Ädel, 2003, 2006; Aijmer, 2001, 2002; Altenberg, 1997; 
Altenberg & Tapper, 1998; Gilquin & Paquot, 2007, 2008; Granger, 1998, 2007; 
Lorenz, 1999b). Manifestations of a spoken-like style have been found at all 
linguistic levels (e.g., Altenberg, 1997), though Granger (1993) suggests that 
advanced learner writers are likely to struggle more with vocabulary and style 
than with grammatical correctness. In other words, L2 academic writers fall 
short in terms of register sensitivity and stylistic sophistication.3 In a 
comprehensive study of learners from a variety of L1 backgrounds, Gilquin and 
Paquot (2007, 2008) suggest that this shortcoming is most likely due to a 
combination of L1 transfer, developmental factors, and teaching-induced 
                                                 
1 Academic words are words that are particularly frequent in academic texts: Nation (2008:9) points 
out that about 8.5–10% of the running words in academic texts can be found on Coxhead’s (2000) 
Academic Word List, while only 2% of the running words in conversation and 4% of the running 
words in newspaper text can be found on said list.  
2 Scholars sometimes use the term second language to talk about a non-native language that has 
‘an established role’ within the first-language community (Matthews, 2007:358), and the term foreign 
language to talk about a non-native language without such a role. By this definition, French is a 
second language to a Canadian native speaker of English, while it is a foreign language to a U.S. 
native speaker of English. Others, arguing that ‘the underlying learning processes are essentially the 
same for more local and for more remote target languages’, use second language as a more general 
term denoting any language that a person acquires, wholly or in part, after the first (Mitchell & Myles, 
2004:5–6). I will use the term second language in the latter sense. 
3 See Section 1.3.1 for a definition of register in relation to the present study.  
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factors. Other studies seem to confirm this picture. For instance, in a study on 
Swedish ESL (English as a Second Language) teaching materials, Ljung (1990) 
found that the genre of formal academic writing was underrepresented in the 
teaching materials investigated: texts of a situated and reported nature 
according to Biber’s (1986) typology of textual dimensions (i.e., texts with a 
narrative emphasis) were overrepresented, while abstract and immediate (i.e., 
non-narrative) texts were underrepresented (see also Ljung, 1991). 
Furthermore, Altenberg (2002:177–178) points out that students in Swedish 
schools and universities on the whole get ‘very little systematic training in 
argumentative or academic writing.’ Such lack of systematic training may pose 
an obstacle to students producing academic texts in a second language.  

In view of these observations, it is perhaps not surprising that there has 
been a growing interest within the research community in the difficulties facing 
students writing academic texts in a second language. L. Flowerdew (2001), for 
instance, identified three problem areas in L2 academic writing, namely 
collocational patterning, pragmatic appropriacy, and discourse features. With 
regard to collocational patterning, she found that the problem is not primarily 
inadequate knowledge of academic vocabulary in the L2, but rather inadequate 
knowledge of how to combine vocabulary items in a text. With regard to 
pragmatic appropriacy, she found that the problem is inadequate knowledge of 
what pragmatic force is appropriate in particular contexts of situation or 
contexts of culture (e.g., students underuse hedges and overuse assertive 
expressions). And finally, with regard to discourse features, she found that the 
problem is inadequate knowledge of how to use sentence connectors and 
nouns with a discourse-organising function, and where to place such nouns in a 
sentence (for instance, students overuse them in thematic position). The 
present study is concerned with the third area: the use and function of discourse-
organising nouns – a lexical cohesive device – in advanced students’ academic 
writing.4  

1.1 Aims 

The present study is largely set within the frameworks of Halliday’s systemic-
functional linguistics (SFL) and Granger’s Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis 
(CIA), and explores aspects of lexical cohesion in L2 academic writing. The 
aims of the study are to find out how discourse-organising nouns are used as 
cohesive devices in Swedish advanced students’ academic writing, and in what 

                                                 
4 See Chapter 3 for a review of previous research on related terms and concepts, and a discussion 
of the terms and definitions used in the present study. For selection criteria, see Chapter 4.  
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ways texts produced by Swedish advanced students resemble or differ from 
those produced by advanced native-speaker students and by expert writers in 
this respect. The study makes a three-way comparison between academic 
writing produced by Swedish university students (L2 student writing), native-
speaker university students (L1 student writing), and professional writers of 
academic texts (expert writing).  
 In accordance with this aim, three research questions are addressed in 
this study. These questions have to do with the overall frequency and function 
of discourse-organising nouns and their modifiers, as well as their position in 
the clause:  
 

• What is the frequency and function of discourse-organising nouns in the 
three corpora, and how do the corpora compare with each other?  

• In what reference patterns do discourse-organising nouns occur in the 
three corpora, and how do the corpora compare with each other?  

• What is the frequency and function of adjectival modification of 
discourse-organising nouns in the three corpora, and how do the 
corpora compare with each other?  

 
These questions underlie the analyses and discussions in Chapters 6, 7, and 8, 
respectively. The questions are revisited in Chapter 9.  

1.2 Data 

The study is based on material from a computer corpus of learner English (L2 
student writing) and two reference corpora (L1 student writing and expert writing), all 
from the early to mid-90s.5 Thus, this is a trilateral comparison, including not 
just two groups of novice writers – i.e., the two student groups – but also one 
group of expert academic writers. A detailed description of the three corpora is 
given in Chapter 5. A more general discussion follows here, with a focus on the 
rationale behind choosing a trilateral approach, and the possible advantages and 
disadvantages of such an approach.  

1.2.1 The three writer groups 

The two student corpora belong to the Louvain family of corpora. The L2 
student corpus is the Swedish subsection of the International Corpus of 

                                                 
5 A learner corpus is defined by Hunston (2002:15) as ‘[a] collection of texts – essays, for example – 
produced by learners of a language’, for the purpose of ‘[identifying] in what respects learners differ 
from each other and from the language of native speakers.’  
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Learner English (ICLE-SW), and the L1 student corpus is the Louvain Corpus 
of Native English Essays (LOCNESS). These corpora are often used in 
comparative corpus studies on learner language (e.g., Ädel, 2003, 2006; Aijmer, 
2002, 2005; Boström Aronsson, 2005; Mondor, 2008). They consist of texts 
written by advanced students, primarily at the tertiary level. More specifically, 
ICLE-SW contains texts written by students with Swedish as their L1 (i.e., the 
students are writing in their L2), and LOCNESS contains texts written by 
students with British or American English as their L1. The expert corpus 
consists of material from the International Corpus of English (ICE). More 
specifically, the study makes use of the subsection of ‘learned’, or academic, 
writing from three national subcorpora belonging to ICE, namely ICE-Ireland, 
ICE-New Zealand, and ICE-USA. None of these corpora is brand-new: corpus 
compilation, especially of learner English, is often both expensive and time-
consuming. However, as written academic language is conservative and slow to 
change, this was not considered a major drawback for the purposes of the 
present study.  

The study focuses on advanced learners, as defined by external criteria: 
the learner corpus consists of writing produced by undergraduate students 
taking advanced-level English at Swedish university level.6 Similarly, the expert 
writers were also defined on the basis of external criteria. To paraphrase 
Greenbaum’s (1991:89) discussion of selection principles in the ICE project, I 
have selected the people, not the language, and I have not made any decisions 
about inclusion or exclusion on the basis of criteria of correctness or 
appropriacy. The choice to focus the investigation on the writing of advanced 
learners, rather than learners at another (lower) proficiency level, was based on 
the consideration that academic writing is a more central component in 
university courses for advanced learners than in the school curriculum for less 
proficient students.  

1.2.2 Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis and the native-speaker norm 

The method of analysis employed in this study can be loosely described as 
Granger’s (1996a, 1996b, 1998, 2003, 2007) Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis, 
a method which, according to Granger (1998:12; 2007:175), ‘lies at the heart of 

                                                 
6 The label advanced learner is not unproblematic, as learners may be advanced in one area but not 
in another. Lorenz (1998:53), for instance, observes that the term is most commonly applied to 
learners with a high degree of mastery of syntax and morphology, but that deviations in terms of 
‘rather finer points of lexico-grammar and style’ may nevertheless contribute to an impression of 
‘non-nativeness’ in their (written) language production. There may, therefore, be considerable 
internal variation within a group of advanced learners, defined by external criteria.  
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CLC-based studies.’7 This is not to be confused with traditional Contrastive 
Analysis, which was in vogue in the 1950s and 1960s and was based on the 
general learning theory of behaviourism (see, e.g., Mitchell & Myles, 2004:30–
33). Proponents of Contrastive Analysis were primarily interested in L1 transfer 
as a factor in L2 acquisition. While today’s scholars still agree that transfer does 
play a role, traditional Contrastive Analysis and its concern with error analysis is 
now widely rejected, first, because it placed too much emphasis on the role of 
L1 transfer and erroneously assumed that learner errors could be predicted on 
the basis of such transfer, and second, because it was too narrow in scope, 
neglecting questions about language use (as opposed to language systems) as well 
as questions about learner interlanguage (Péry-Woodley, 1990:143–144).  

Granger’s Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis is fundamentally different, 
the similar label notwithstanding. In detailing what Contrastive Interlanguage 
Analysis is all about, Granger draws on the ideas of Selinker (1989) and Péry-
Woodley (1990), particularly their concern with learner interlanguage. Thus, 
Granger’s Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis is not about comparing and 
contrasting different languages; instead, it is primarily concerned with 
‘comparing/contrasting what non-native and native speakers of a language do 
in a comparable situation’ (Péry-Woodley, 1990:144).8 Granger (1998:12; 
2007:175) defines Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis as the comparison of 
learner interlanguage either with a native language (i.e., L2–L1 comparison) or 
with other interlanguages (i.e., L2–L2 comparison). Contrastive Interlanguage 
Analysis thus involves two kinds of focal shift. First, whereas traditional 
Contrastive Analysis focused on the comparison of language systems in some 
abstract and ideal sense, Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis instead looks at 
ways in which native and non-native speakers use language in specific situations. 
This is in line with both the corpus linguistic and the systemic-functional 
approach to language study, with their focus on context and use (see Section 
1.3). Second, traditional Contrastive Analysis viewed the learner primarily as a 
speaker of an(other) L1, rather than as a speaker of a version of the target 
language. In Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis, the latter view is taken. Hence, 
the focus is not on L1 transfer or error prediction, but rather on learners’ 
interlanguage in its own right. The latter approach has clear advantages. As 
shown by Cobb (2003:419), ‘a research agenda which includes contrastive 
learner corpus analysis can shed light on the nature of advanced interlanguage’ 

                                                 
7 CLC is short for computer learner corpus. See Sections 1.3.1 and 1.3.2 for a discussion of 
theoretical and applied linguistic research based on computer corpora.  
8 Among the early researchers in this tradition is Linnarud (1986), who investigated differences 
between native and non-native students with regard to lexis in compositions.  
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and show that ‘advanced learners are not defective native speakers cleaning up a 
smattering of random errors, but rather learners working through identifiable 
acquisition sequences’ in the areas of lexis and genre, among others. The 
present study is concerned with the first of Granger’s two types of comparison: 
comparing learner language with native language, a comparison which, 
according to Granger (1998:13; 2007:175), aims to ‘uncover the features of 
non-nativeness in learner language,’ including over- and underrepresentation of 
linguistic items.  

However, the idea of a native-speaker norm against which non-native 
language production can be measured is not entirely unproblematic. A wide 
range of practical and ideological objections have been raised to the use of such 
a norm. A number of studies have found that a clear-cut, binary division 
between native and non-native speakers, implicit in such a comparison, is 
difficult to maintain (e.g., Brutt-Griffler & Samimy, 2001; Inbar-Lourie, 2005; 
Liu, 1999), and that the categorisation of speakers as native or non-native is 
often based on non-linguistic considerations (e.g., Holliday, 2009; Rampton, 
1990). Furthermore, such a division has come to be regarded as of limited 
relevance as English comes to be discussed more and more in terms of its use 
in international communication between non-native speakers – see, for 
instance, the new but rapidly growing fields of research on English as an 
International Language (EIL), English as a Lingua Franca (ELF), World 
Englishes, and World Standard English (WSE) (e.g., Crystal, 2003; Holliday, 
2005, 2009; Kachru, 1992; Llurda, 2005, 2009; Mauranen, 2003; Modiano, 2009; 
Seidlhofer, 2001, 2010, 2011; Seidlhofer, Breiteneder, & Pitzl, 2006; Sharifian, 
2009; Svartvik & Leech, 2006; Widdowson, 1994). With ELF regarded as ‘a 
mode of communication in its own right’ (Seidlhofer, 2010:158), focus has 
shifted from the native speaker to the expert (L2) user, from external norms to 
internal norms,9 and from who the speaker is to what the speaker knows (cf. V. 
Cook, 2005; McCarthy, 2001; Rampton, 1990). As no codified standard of ELF 
exists at the moment of writing, the ELF target is, as yet, an elusive one. 
However, it is an exciting area for L2 research and education, if not one that 
will be pursued in the present study.  

These caveats notwithstanding, corpus-based comparison between L1 
and L2 language use is still a useful, and widely used, tool in the analysis of 
learner interlanguage. While acknowledging the drawbacks, Hunston (2002:212) 

                                                 
9 External norms are based on native-speaker usage (i.e., they are external to the non-native-
speaker community), while internal norms are based on non-native speaker usage (i.e., they are 
internal to the non-native-speaker community); see definition in Ellis and Barkhuizen (2005:360).  
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identifies ‘two major advantages’ with the method of corpus-based L1–L2 
comparison:  

 
Firstly, it makes the basis of assessment entirely explicit: learner language is compared 
with, and if necessary measured against, a standard that is clearly identified by the 
corpus chosen. If that standard is considered to be inappropriate (if, for example, the 
appropriate target for Norwegian schoolchildren is considered to be expert 
Norwegian speakers of English rather than British speakers of English), then the 
relevant corpus can be replaced. Secondly, the basis of assessment is realistic, in that 
what the learners do is compared with what native/expert speakers actually do rather 
than what reference books say they do.  

 
In a related discussion, Granger (2004:133) concurs with Hunston’s 
observations and adds that advanced learners in particular (and by that she 
means ‘learners who are getting close to the end point of the interlanguage 
continuum and who are keen to get even closer to the NS norm’) stand to 
benefit from such studies. I would suggest that this is particularly true in the 
case of advanced students learning to produce written academic discourse. One 
reason for this has to do with the register of academic writing itself. Seidlhofer, 
Breiteneder, and Pitzl (2006:8–9) make a distinction between two kinds of ELF 
usage in or across non-ENL (English as a Native Language) contexts: 
“prestigious” writing, such as academic discourse, and spontaneous spoken 
interaction, such as casual conversation and discussions in business meetings. 
The first kind is described as ‘exonormative’ and ‘norm-abiding’, that is, the 
language users adhere to ENL linguistic norms as a means to achieving 
international intelligibility, while the second is described as ‘endonormative’ and 
‘norm-developing’, that is, non-ENL linguistic norms can be seen to emerge 
(2006:8–9). The authors point out that it is the second category that is most 
controversial, in that ELF users are often regarded as ENL learners, ENL as 
the target language, and ELF as a deficient version of ENL. L2 students’ 
academic writing falls into the first category – the exonormative one – and 
descriptive work can therefore benefit from comparison with L1 usage, 
provided that the comparison remain neutral and descriptive (see, e.g., Granger, 
1998:18; Hasselgård & Johansson, 2011:39), with a focus on how writers use 
language to communicate. Furthermore, descriptive work focusing on 
successful communication rather than on competence and errors can contribute 
to our accumulated knowledge of learner interlanguage, and can be a useful aid 
to learners and educators – but without imposing a native-speaker norm on 
learners who wish to look elsewhere for a target language model. As Sinclair 
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(1991:61) points out, ‘[s]tating the basic regularities does not preclude a user 
deviating from them.’ Going a step further, Péry-Woodley (1990:143) argues 
that a contrastive approach focusing on learner interlanguage is in fact 
‘fundamental to linguistic investigation’ as well as ‘the best antidote to 
“ethno/linguocentricity,”’ in that it ‘forces the researcher to relativise particular 
ways of doing things with language.’ In sum, then, a descriptive comparison 
between L1 and L2 language use may make a useful contribution to the field, 
but need not prevent users – whether L2 or L1 – from deviating from any 
given set of norms.  

However, there are both expert and inexpert language users among 
native speakers as well as among non-native speakers, and the ‘L1’ label in no 
way entails perfect mastery. This is particularly so in the case of academic 
writing, the register examined here. A distinction can be made between target 
language (here, English) and target register (here, academic writing), and L2 
academic writing may usefully be compared to both. Although most studies 
compare L2 student writing to L1 student writing, rather than to expert writing 
(but see, e.g., Bolton, Nelson, & Hung, 2002), there are advantages and 
disadvantages of both.  

On the one hand, L2 student writers and expert writers differ, not only 
in terms of general target language proficiency, but also in terms of age and 
educational background, stylistic and rhetorical maturity, the situational context 
in which their texts are produced, and their purpose for writing the text in the 
first place. In one sense, then, these two writer groups may simply be too 
different for a comparison between them to be valid, and many researchers 
have consequently argued against measuring L2 learner writing against the 
standards of expert writing. Lorenz (1999a:14), for instance, has called such 
comparisons ‘both unfair and descriptively inadequate,’ particularly as L2 
learner essays ‘constitute a highly idiosyncratic type of text, hardly to be 
compared to professional writing under real-life conditions’ (see also Gilquin & 
Paquot, 2008:45 for a similar argument). Furthermore, Hyland and Milton 
(1997:184) regard such comparisons as ‘unrealistic’ in light of the limited 
exposure university students can reasonably be expected to have had to the 
research community, and in light of the differences in editorial input between 
the two writer groups. A reference corpus based on L1 student writers, by 
contrast, minimises all these differences except for that of general language 
proficiency, and may therefore be a more obvious choice to work with. Many 
researchers (e.g., Mondor, 2008) have therefore preferred to use an L1 student 
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writer reference corpus in the analysis of learner language (see also Connor, 
1996:164).  

On the other hand, expert writers possess precisely the kind of skills one 
may want learner writers to acquire during the course of their training, and an 
expert-writer corpus provides such data. Ädel (2003:15), for instance, points 
out that if the pedagogical aim of training learners in academic writing is their 
acquisition of a professional writing style, then recommendations should 
arguably be based on ‘expert performances’. Similarly, Gilquin and Paquot 
(2008:45) argue that ‘[p]rofessional writing has a major role to play in learner 
corpus research as soon as pedagogical applications are considered.’ Thus, 
expert-writing reference corpora are highly relevant in this kind of study. The 
same cannot necessarily be said about L1 student writers, that is, writers of a 
similar educational background and age as the non-native-speaker writers. 
Bolton, Nelson, and Hung (2002:173), for instance, argue that ‘published 
academic writing’ is ‘clearly’ a better target norm for L2 students’ academic 
writing than the writing of L1 students. Leech (1998:xix) makes a similar 
argument, pointing out that ‘[n]ative speaking students do not necessarily 
provide models that everyone would want to imitate.’ This observation is 
particularly pertinent with regard to academic writing: a study by Gilquin and 
Paquot (2008:56), for instance, found that native and non-native students alike 
fell short of the standard of expert writers in at least some areas (particularly 
register), though not to the same extent. A similar finding was made by Bolton, 
Nelson, and Hung (2002) in their study on the use of connectors in the 
academic writing of L2 and L1 students and in published academic papers. The 
authors found significant overuse of connectors in the two student corpora and 
concluded that deviation from the target model of academic writing in this 
respect ‘is not confined to non-native speakers, but is a prominent feature of 
students’ writing generally’ (2002:180). This may be because native speakers of 
English are precisely that and nothing more. As is widely recognised, there are 
no native speakers of academic English – there are only more or less competent 
speakers.10 If we are looking for models based on academic competency, 
therefore, we must look to the professional community.  

In short, both kinds of reference corpus may be useful, and both may 
provide relevant information about the kind of language and writing skills we 
might expect learner writers to aim for. L2 student writers are undoubtedly 
closer to L1 student writers than they are to expert writers in terms of many 

                                                 
10 See, e.g., Gee (2001) on the difference between primary and secondary discourses and how they 
are acquired.  
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background variables, but the latter writer group is closer to the target register 
aimed for in the academic writing classroom. As pointed out by Ädel (2003:15), 
we do not necessarily have to choose one or the other: by looking at both, we 
may get a broader picture. Both kinds of reference corpus will therefore be 
used in the present study.  

1.3 Theoretical and methodological framework 

The present study is set within the theoretical framework of Halliday’s systemic-
functional linguistics (SFL). Key concepts include choice, cohesion, context, discourse, 
function, language use, and register. The next sub-section (1.3.1) presents this 
framework, with particular emphasis on these key concepts as they relate to the 
present study. The following sub-sections (1.3.2–1.3.3) present and discuss the 
methodological framework of corpus linguistics, with particular emphasis on 
general corpus linguistics and the use of learner corpora in applied linguistics.  

1.3.1 Systemic-functional linguistics and the study of discourse 

Halliday first began to develop his ideas in the 1960s, largely in response to 
earlier work by other linguists. One such linguist was Mathesius, founder of the 
Prague School of linguistics in the 1920s. Like his predecessor de Saussure, 
Mathesius broke with earlier diachronic traditions, choosing instead to 
approach the study of language from a synchronic perspective. However, unlike 
de Saussure, his emphasis was not on the language system per se, but on ‘the 
respective functions played by the various structural components in the use of the 
entire language’ (Sampson, 1980:103, my emphasis). This functional perspective 
later attracted Halliday and is mirrored in his own systemic-functional grammar, 
which is primarily concerned with the link between form and function – that is, 
how language makes meaning (see, e.g., Chapman, 2006:62; Coffin, Lillis, & 
O'Halloran, 2010:2; Halliday, 1973). More specifically, systemic grammar ‘gives 
priority to paradigmatic relations’ in that ‘it interprets language not as a set of 
structures but as a network of SYSTEMS, or interrelated sets of options for 
making meaning’ (Halliday, 1994:15); in other words, choice is a central concept. 
In Halliday’s systemic-functional grammar, there are three kinds of meaning or, 
in functional terminology, three metafunctions of language. These are the 
ideational, the interpersonal, and the textual metafunctions. Broadly speaking, the 
ideational metafunction relates to the informational content of the message, the 
interpersonal metafunction relates to writer/speaker stance, and the textual 
metafunction relates to the organisation and nature of the text (see, e.g., 
Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; Thompson, 2004). All three levels of meaning 
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are relevant in the present study: the informational content of the nouns, writer 
stance, and the role of the nouns in the organisation of discourse.  
 Another major influence on Halliday’s thinking was his teacher John 
Firth, who argued that there is a close connection between language and 
context (Firth, 1957; see also Halliday, 1978:27–31; Matthews, 2007:140). Firth 
was greatly indebted to Malinowski’s (1949) anthropological work, first 
published in 1923. Malinowski’s idea was that context of situation and context of 
culture are necessary for the understanding of language. What Firth did, as 
described by Halliday (1989:8), was to set up ‘a framework for the description 
of the context of situation that could be used for the study of texts as part of a 
general linguistic theory.’ These ideas about the centrality of context in the 
study of language were taken up by scholars such as Halliday, largely as a 
reaction against formal linguistics and its focus on decontextualised sentences: 
functional linguists do not think that language can be discussed ‘in isolation and 
as something separate from its use in communication’ (Chapman, 2006:54–55). 
Instead, functional linguists deal primarily with language use, embracing a view 
of language as a form of social interaction or communication in context (see, 
e.g., Chapman, 2006:54ff).  
 This emphasis on situational context entails a focus on register – a 
notoriously slippery concept which is nevertheless widely used in the literature. 
In the systemic-functional tradition, register is a semantic concept which has 
been defined by Halliday and Hasan (1989:38–39) as ‘a configuration of 
meanings that are typically associated with a particular configuration of field, 
mode, and tenor’ (see also, e.g., Halliday, 1978; Halliday, McIntosh, & Strevens, 
1964). Halliday and Hasan (1989:24–26) regard field, mode, and tenor as 
features of the situational context and show that there is a systematic 
connection between context and text, in that the former is reflected in the 
latter. Specifically, field has to do with the subject-matter content of the 
discourse and is expressed through the ideational function (e.g., transitivity); 
tenor has to do with relations between the participants in the discourse and is 
expressed through the interpersonal function (e.g., modality); and finally, mode 
has to do with the channel of communication and the situational role of the 
discourse and is expressed through the textual function (e.g., thematic structure 
and cohesive relations). To illustrate, an academic lecture on political science 
would belong to the field of science, or, more delicately, political science; the 
tenor would be formal style, or, more delicately, the style of discourse used 
between teacher and student; and the mode would be spoken language, or, 
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more delicately, spoken academic language (see discussion in Halliday et al., 
1964:90–94).  
 Though some registers are more restricted than others, all language use 
varies according to the context of situation: ‘variation according to use’, as 
Halliday (1989:41) puts it (see also Halliday, 1978:32). This means that although 
registers are defined by their formal properties, it is nevertheless useful to talk 
about different registers as situationally determined (Halliday et al., 1964:89–
90). Biber (2006:11) makes a similar point when he talks about register as 
having been variously viewed by researchers as (a) ‘the object of study’ and (b) 
‘the characteristics of language and culture that are investigated.’ In the former 
approach, register is situationally or externally defined, as a particular kind of 
language associated with a particular domain of use, and in the latter, register is 
defined by its formal properties, as systematic variation in the use of specific 
lexico-grammatical features. There is a close connection between these two 
perspectives, as the situational features characteristic of particular registers tend 
to correspond to the formal ones (Biber, 2006:12; see also Biber & Conrad, 
2006). This is also how the concept is understood in the present study. Thus, 
the register examined is that of academic writing, situationally defined and 
characterised by particular lexico-grammatical features, with a focus on how 
those features differ in the three writer groups.  
 The admittedly rather broad concept of a register of ‘academic writing’ 
used in the present study is not unproblematic. As Hunston (2002:160–161) 
points out, the use of ‘large groupings of texts’, such as the categories ‘news’, 
‘fiction’, ‘conversation’, and ‘academic prose’ used by Biber et al. (1999), may 
fail to make the finer distinctions that ‘smaller’ registers might make. In other 
words, there are ‘clear and significant differences’ within as well as between 
broad registers (Hunston, 2002:161). There are a large number of empirical 
findings supporting this observation. One such finding, of particular relevance 
to the present study on discourse-organising nouns in academic writing, is J. 
Flowerdew and Forest’s (2015) discovery that signalling noun usage varies 
significantly across different disciplines and genres within the broad academic 
register (see Section 3.2). However, as Hunston (2002:161) suggests, practical 
considerations may preclude the use of more delicate distinctions between 
registers, at least in large-scale studies, and the baseline provided by broader 
categories may therefore be a more pragmatic choice to work with.  
 The focus on context in SFL also means that the primary unit of analysis 
is the text, or discourse, not the sentence. Since systemic-functional linguistics 
focuses on entire stretches of text, the concepts of cohesion and coherence are 
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highly relevant. Cohesion and coherence are features of language at the level of 
discourse, that is, they have to do with relations across clause or sentence 
boundaries. For the purposes of the present study, following Brown and Yule 
(1983:195), coherence will be understood as meaning relations between parts of 
text, and cohesion as explicit realisations of meaning relations between parts of text. 
The relative importance of cohesion has been a source of contention among 
scholars, with some scholars arguing that the presence of cohesive devices is 
necessary (but not sufficient) in order for a text to be coherent (e.g., Halliday & 
Hasan, 1976; Parsons, 1996), and others rejecting this claim (e.g., Brown & 
Yule, 1983). Empirical research on the relation between lexical cohesion and 
overall coherence, or writing quality, is further discussed in Chapter 2.  
 Following Halliday and Hasan (1976), cohesion has traditionally been 
subdivided into lexical cohesion (created through the use of lexical, or content, 
words), and grammatical cohesion (created through the use of grammatical, or 
function, words). The concept of discourse-organising nouns should be 
understood within the framework of lexical cohesion. Halliday and Hasan 
subdivide the concept of lexical cohesion into collocation and reiteration, where 
collocation is understood as the association of regularly co-occurring lexical 
items, and reiteration is understood as either the exact repetition of specific 
lexical items, or a more loosely defined repetition or association of ideas in the 
form of synonyms, near-synonyms, subordinate–superordinate pairings, or so-
called general nouns, i.e., nouns with relatively little semantic content (such as thing 
or affair) (1976:284). It is this Hallidayan notion of general nouns which 
underlies much subsequent research on what is referred to in the present study 
as discourse-organising nouns.11  
 Previous research on such nouns in writing has focused on a variety of 
aspects, including variation across text type, variation between L1 and L2 
writers, frequency and accuracy of use, correlation with overall writing quality, 
and idiosyncratic variation between individual writers (e.g., Aktas & Cortes, 
2008; J. Flowerdew, 2003a, 2003b, 2006, 2010; Francis, 1994; Hinkel, 2001; 
Mahlberg, 2003, 2005, 2006, 2009).12 However, there is a lack of studies looking 
specifically at the use and function of discourse-organising nouns in Swedish 
advanced students’ academic writing. There is also a shortage of studies 
broadening the scope of comparison to include not only L2 and L1 student 
writing but also expert academic writing. It is hoped that the present study will 
be a step towards filling these gaps. A fuller understanding of these aspects of 

                                                 
11 The term discourse-organising words was coined by McCarthy (1991).  
12 Relevant research in the field is presented further in Chapter 3.  
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learner writing may facilitate the teaching of academic writing as well as 
students’ learning processes as they develop to become proficient 
communicators in academic English.  

1.3.2 Corpus linguistics 

As mentioned, this study is based on material from three different corpora, a 
methodological choice which places the study within the domain of corpus 
linguistics. Corpus linguists are primarily concerned with the analysis of corpus 
data. Broadly speaking, a corpus (Lat. ‘body’) is simply a body of text(s); 
however, when modern-day corpus linguists use the term, they generally do so 
in the narrower sense which Leech (1992:106) has in mind when he defines a 
corpus as ‘a helluva lot of text, stored on a computer’ – or, more precisely, a 
large body of electronically searchable text(s). These texts are often compiled 
for the explicit purpose of representing a specific language variety, genre, or 
register (see, e.g., Granath, 2012; McEnery & Hardie, 2012). To further specify 
the term, we can say that a corpus consists of ‘naturally occurring examples of 
language’; has been ‘designed for some linguistic purpose’; and has been ‘stored 
in such a way that it can be studied non-linearly, and both quantitatively and 
qualitatively’, with the help of corpus access software (Hunston, 2002:2–3). 
Corpus linguistics is the study of language data with the help of such software.  

Corpus linguistic studies can answer questions relating to the use of 
specific language features (such as lexical items and discourse structure), as well 
as questions relating to the characteristics of specific texts or varieties (such as 
register and learner language) (Biber, Conrad, & Reppen, 1998:5, 17). Corpus 
linguistics therefore belongs to the tradition of descriptive linguistics; however, 
as Kennedy (1998:9) observes, it differs from conventional descriptive 
linguistics in that it is concerned with probability of usage (based on frequency 
analyses). As Halliday (1993:3) puts it, ‘frequency in text instantiate[s] 
probability in the system.’ What this means is that, as Halliday (1991:32) 
explains, probability predicts the general pattern in a language system, and is 
therefore part of the meaning: ‘[p]art of the meaning of choosing any term is 
the probability with which that term is chosen.’ Halliday (1991:33) continues: 
‘[t]his is one of the reasons why grammatical choices may mean different things 
in different registers, where the odds may be found to vary. […] Register 
variation can in fact be defined as systematic variation in probabilities.’ This 
observation is particularly relevant in the context of the present study, with its 
focus on register and meaning.  
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As Hunston (2002:1) observes, the development of computer corpora 
has revolutionised the field of language study, greatly expanding the scope of 
linguistic research and giving it what Granger (2003:544) calls ‘a more solid 
empirical foundation’ (see, e.g., Sampson, 2001, for a discussion of the 
empirical basis of corpus linguistics). Corpus methods can now be a tool for all 
theories of language, not just a field for specialists called ‘corpus linguists’ 
(McEnery & Hardie, 2012:xiii–xiv). This development has meant that 
researchers are no longer forced to rely on intuition, anecdotal evidence, and 
small-scale collections of data. Biber, Conrad, and Reppen (1998:3) point out 
that the new technology enables researchers to analyse frequencies and 
contextual variability in large amounts of data in a systematic and reliable way, 
something which had previously not been possible (see also, e.g., Biber & 
Finegan, 1991 for a similar argument). Specifically, the authors mention two 
ways in which corpus-based linguistic research may be more reliable than 
research based on intuition or anecdotal evidence. Their first point has to do 
with limitations of the researcher’s ability to conduct objective observations: 
‘humans tend to notice unusual occurrences more than typical occurrences, and 
therefore conclusions based on intuition can be unreliable’ (Biber et al., 1998:3; 
see also, e.g., Sampson, 2001:3–4). That is, a corpus-based investigation may be 
less susceptible to producing skewed results as it is less dependent on what the 
researcher happens to notice – though, admittedly, corpus-based research is by 
no means exempt from such influence. The second point has to do with 
limitations in the data: the authors note that conclusions based on intuition, 
anecdotal evidence, or small-scale case studies may give too much weight to the 
idiosyncracies of a small number of speakers (Biber et al., 1998:3). Again, 
corpus-based research is not immune to such skewing, particularly in the case 
of learner corpora, which are often much smaller than general-purpose corpora 
(see also Section 1.3.3). However, even relatively small corpora may still give a 
broader picture than would have been feasible in the pre-computational era.  

Corpus linguistics has sometimes been described as a methodology for 
studying language, and sometimes as something more than that – a theory of 
language, with its own conceptual framework, methods, and assumptions. 
Significantly, both these stances come from within the domain of corpus 
linguistics itself. Kennedy (1998), for instance, represents the former view, 
according to which corpus linguistics is merely a way of collecting and 
processing language data. According to this view, ‘[t]he major shift in 
methodology associated with corpus linguistics comes not from theory but 
rather from what the use of corpora makes possible’ (Kennedy, 1998:10). In 
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contrast, Römer (2005:8) argues that corpus linguistics represents a ‘new theory 
of [...] language,’ and that this is ‘the logical result of using a new method on a 
new type of data.’ As is so often the case, the truth, perhaps, lies somewhere in 
between. Corpus linguistics is undoubtedly a methodology, a way of collecting 
and processing data using modern computer technology. However, this does 
not mean that it is theory-free – no scientific inquiry ever is. In fact, as Halliday 
(1993) argues, data gathering and theorising have never been separate activities, 
and a distinction between corpus linguistics and theoretical linguistics is 
therefore difficult to defend. Whether this way of doing linguistics represents ‘a 
new way of thinking about language,’ as Leech (1992:106) suggests, or simply a 
technological development within an existing theoretical framework (that of 
descriptive linguistics, with its emphasis on real-life observations), as Sampson 
(2001:6) suggests, what is important is that it carries with it certain basic 
assumptions about the object of investigation, the kinds of questions that can 
legitimately be asked, and the methods that can legitimately be used in 
answering them. It is these basic assumptions which determine what corpus 
linguists do, and what they do not do.  

Corpus linguists share a number of central assumptions and concerns 
with systemic-functional linguists. First, both approaches reject the structuralist 
and mentalist dichotomy between language system and language use. More 
specifically, they reject the notion that language can only be usefully described 
on the basis of some abstract concept, detached from actual communication. 
Corpus linguists, as well as systemic-functional linguists, hold that such a view 
of language is descriptively inadequate, or at least only part of the picture. 
Consequently, both approaches are concerned with description rather than 
prescription: Chomsky’s (e.g., 1965:3) theoretical construct of the ‘ideal speaker-
listener’, with all its prescriptivist overtones, has no place in corpus or 
functional linguistics. Second, and this point is related to the first, both 
approaches stress the importance of context – that is, the linguistic and 
situational context of language use. And third, both approaches are inherently 
probabilistic, that is, they are concerned with frequency and variety in language 
use (see, e.g., Halliday, 1992:65; 1993:3; Kennedy, 1998:9). One may even go so 
far as to say, with Biber and Finegan (1991), that computerised corpus analysis 
is a particularly suitable approach for the linguistic analysis of texts, styles, and 
registers, as it affords a large degree of reliability and validity – though there are 
also undoubtedly clashes of terminology and areas of tension between systemic-
functional and corpus linguistic approaches to language study, as demonstrated 
for instance by Thompson and Hunston (2006a) and Hunston (2013). Such 
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areas of tension may include different articulations of shared concerns such as 
context and frequency (Thompson & Hunston, 2006a) and register (Hunston, 2013), 
but more importantly, the two approaches differ in that systemic-functional 
linguists are primarily concerned with grammar as system and corpus linguists 
with lexis as phraseology (Hunston, 2013). However, as Hunston (2013) shows, 
the two approaches are complementary in that the systemic-functional 
theoretical framework can provide an explanatory perspective on the 
quantitative information gleaned through corpus linguistic methods, and a 
growing body of research fruitfully addresses the intersections between the two 
approaches (see, e.g., the collection of papers in Thompson & Hunston, 
2006b). Nevertheless, it is only in relatively recent years – since the 1990s, in 
fact – that applied, as well as purely theoretical, linguists have taken an interest in 
corpus-based text linguistic research on a large scale (L. Flowerdew, 1998a:541–
542; Granger, 1998:6; 2007:169), and a lot of work still remains to be done in 
this area. This development is discussed in the next section.  

1.3.3 Learner corpus research 

Granger (2009) observes that the field of learner corpus research is inherently 
interdisciplinary, spanning four major research disciplines: corpus linguistics, 
linguistic theory, second language acquisition (SLA), and foreign language 
teaching. However, she continues, the first two disciplines have contributed a 
great deal more to the field than the last two, and, in particular, the connection 
between learner corpus research and SLA theory has not yet reached its full 
potential (see also Granger, 2004; Hasselgård, 1999; Myles, 2015). Granger 
(2009) suggests that this is partly because learner corpus researchers have, on 
the whole, not given due consideration to SLA theory in the interpretation of 
their findings, and partly because the data-driven paradigm of corpus linguistics 
has not held great appeal for SLA researchers, many of whom have primarily 
been concerned with the role of Universal Grammar in language learning.13 
Arguing for a closer connection between learner corpus research and SLA, 
Granger (2009) further suggests that the empirical basis of learner corpus 
research can widen the scope of inquiry and ensure greater reliability of findings 
in SLA research, while the attention to social, cognitive, and psychological 

                                                 
13 Granger (2009) also discusses two additional objections that SLA researchers often raise against 
learner corpus research. First, they accuse learner corpus researchers of comparing apples and 
pears (i.e., corpora with different task and learner variables), and second, they object to the native-
speaker norm they see as implicit in much L1–L2 comparison. These issues are discussed in detail 
in Section 1.2.2, with reference to the present study.  
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factors in language learning which dominates SLA theory can inform the design 
of learner corpus research and the interpretation of findings.  
 Granger (2009) also discusses the relatively weak connection between 
learner corpus research and foreign language teaching, or pedagogical 
applications of research findings. Such practical applications are by no means 
necessary; as Granger (2009:22) herself acknowledges, there is no direct link 
between findings in learner corpus research and ‘targeted action in the 
classroom,’ given that factors such as learner needs, teaching objectives, and the 
teachability of problematic language features also play a role. Nevertheless, this 
is also an interesting avenue to pursue, and one that has yielded attempts to 
bridge the gap between findings and practices. Granger (2009) herself discusses 
the pedagogical use of learner corpora in the classroom and the use of learner-
corpus-informed pedagogical tools, such as writing aids providing guidance on 
‘the ways particular functions and concepts are lexicalized in academic English’ 
(2009:27). Similarly, L. Flowerdew (1998a, 1998b) discusses pedagogical 
applications of learner corpus research on syllabus and materials design in 
English for Specific Purposes (ESP). After analysing the use of explicit cause 
and effect markers in learner interlanguage and in expert language, she 
concludes that a descriptive comparison of the two can have important 
pedagogical implications, particularly considering that such markers are not 
always adequately dealt with in English for Academic Purposes (EAP) 
textbooks (1998b). She also calls for learner corpora to be explored more at a 
discoursal level than had previously been the case in the late 1990s (1998a), a 
need which has still not been fully met.  
 Thus, corpus linguistics has greatly expanded the field of applied 
linguistics and language pedagogy. The introduction of modern, corpus-based 
techniques in applied linguistics, a field traditionally concerned with small-scale 
observational or experimental studies, has allowed scholars to overcome the 
limitations of the case study approach in terms of size and scope, and the 
greater ability to conduct quantitative, frequency-based studies means that 
researchers can ask a broader range of questions than before (Biber et al., 
1998:172–173). Whereas previous research had given much weight to error 
analysis (i.e., misuse), corpus-based research has made it possible to 
complement this picture with studies on issues such as avoidance (i.e., 
underrepresentation) and overrepresentation of specific language features (see 
discussion in Granger, 1998:6, 13; 2007:169, 175–176).14 Such studies can 
                                                 
14 The terms underrepresentation and overrepresentation are sometimes preferred in learner corpus 
research over the more normative underuse and overuse. The latter terms are also avoided in the 
present study.  



20 
 

contribute to forming a more complete picture of learners’ interlanguage 
(Granger, 1998:6; 2007:169). One critical step in this development was the 
ICLE project, initiated by Granger at the Université catholique de Louvain in 
the early 1990s.15 Along with its companion corpus LOCNESS, ICLE enabled 
researchers to compare the English-language production of L2 speakers, both 
to that of native speakers (i.e., L1–L2 comparison), and to that of L2 speakers 
from another mother-tongue background (i.e., L2–L2 comparison). Granger 
(2009:18) points out that  
 

[t]he first type of comparison plays an important role in uncovering the distinctive 
features of learner language, while the second makes it possible to assess the degree of 
generalizability of interlanguage features across learner populations and language 
situations.  

 
As pointed out by Hasselgård and Johansson (2011), the ICLE undertaking was 
groundbreaking in a number of ways. One such innovation was a systematic 
design of comparable subcorpora; as a result, it now became possible to 
investigate whether differences between learner language and native-speaker 
language could be explained by reference to L1 transfer or general language-
learning processes (2011:37–38). Another, but related, innovation was the 
introduction of a new method of analysis, Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis, 
presented in Section 1.2.2 above.  

1.4 Outline of thesis 

This introductory chapter is followed by chapters covering previous research in 
the field, material and methods, findings, and discussion. Chapter 2 gives an 
overview of previous studies on register and cohesion in student writing, with a 
focus on terms and concepts, definitions, analytical models, empirical findings, 
and implications for the present study. Chapter 3 presents previous studies on 
discourse-organising nouns, with a focus on the theoretical frameworks of the 
studies, terms and definitions, empirical findings, and implications for the 
present study. The chapter also presents relevant terms and definitions used in 
the present study. Chapters 4 and 5 account for the research methods. In 
Chapter 4, the focus is on theoretical choices and decisions in relation to the 
selection of search words. In Chapter 5, the focus is on practical matters and 
considerations. Specifically, the chapter gives a detailed account of the material 
used, search methods, and statistical analyses. The three following chapters 

                                                 
15 See Sections 1.2.1 and 5.1 for a fuller description.  
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present the findings of the study. Chapter 6 presents findings relating to the 
frequency and function of DONs, with a focus on overall usage as well as 
individual high-frequency nouns. Chapter 7 presents the four reference patterns 
in which DONs occur: anaphoric within-sentence reference (AWR), anaphoric 
across-sentence reference (AAR), cataphoric within-sentence reference (CWR), 
and cataphoric across-sentence reference (CAR). Chapter 8 presents the use of 
adjectival modifiers of DONs. Finally, Chapter 9 contains a discussion of the 
findings and concluding remarks. This chapter also includes an evaluation of 
the study design, a discussion of pedagogical implications, and suggestions for 
further research.  
 Finally, I would like to comment on some practical matters. Examples 
from the three corpora are numbered consecutively starting with (1) in each 
chapter. All examples from the corpora are recorded as they appear; that is, no 
editorial changes have been made beyond adding bold type to mark the search 
word (i.e., the DON), and underscore to mark its referent.16 Tables are included 
in the running text except for where they span more than one page, in which 
case they are available in the Appendix. Figures and tables are numbered 
starting with the number of the chapter in which they appear: 4.1, 4.2, and so 
on.  
 

                                                 
16 The compilers of ICLE note that Sinclair’s (1991:21) ‘clean-text policy’ of leaving the text intact was 
adopted in the compilation process; thus, low-level errors (such as spelling errors) were not 
normalised (Granger, Dagneaux, Meunier, & Paquot, 2009:13).  
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2  Register and cohesion in student writing 

Student writing is a central concern in applied linguistic research as well as in 
the language classroom. Previous studies in the field have covered a number of 
different aspects of student writing in first and second language education. 
Specific focal points have included, for example, genre, register and text-type, 
cohesion and coherence, style, lexico-grammar, composition processes, and 
culture-specific writing traditions. The aim of this chapter is to give a broad 
overview of previous studies on L1 and L2 student writing with regard to register 
and cohesion. The review focuses on terms and concepts, definitions, analytical 
models, empirical findings, and implications for the present study. The focus is 
largely on early studies in the field. More recent studies, of particular interest for 
my own study, will be dealt with in Chapter 3.  

2.1 Register appropriacy in student writing 

The English language is not homogeneous; its use varies according to register, 
text-type and other situational parameters (see, e.g., Biber et al., 1999). 
Consequently, register is a central concern in language research as well as in 
language education, particularly as register appropriacy in language production 
is a factor in the communication of meaning. As Halliday (1978:34) puts it, 
‘[b]eing “appropriate to the situation” is not some optional extra in language; it 
is an essential element in the ability to mean.’ In other words, register is not just 
about the form a message takes; it also affects the message content in a 
fundamental way. The register of academic writing is no exception.  
 One influential contribution to the field of register variation is Biber’s 
(2006) large-scale corpus study on the spoken and written registers of what he 
calls university language – a broader term than academic language, and defined as the 
kinds of language that university students encounter, both academic and non-
academic.17 The study supplements previous research on written academic 
prose (e.g., Biber et al., 1999), both by broadening the range of inquiry, and by 
introducing a greater degree of delicacy into the discussion.18 In the study, the 
author gives a detailed account of a wide range of some of the different 
academic and non-academic registers that students encounter in tertiary 
education, such as classroom management, office hours, service encounters, 
textbooks, course packs, and institutional writing, with special focus on 
                                                 
17 The study was based on data from the TOEFL 2000 Spoken and Written Academic Language 
(T2K-SWAL) Corpus.  
18 Delicacy is a systemic-functional term for ‘greater or lesser detail in grammatical description’ 
(Matthews, 2007:96).  
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vocabulary usage, grammatical variation, stance, lexical bundles, and multi-
dimensional patterns of register variation. Of all the situational parameters 
investigated (such as purpose, audience, the relative status of participants, and 
the degree of interactivity), by far the most salient one was found to be the 
distinction between the spoken and the written mode. This distinction could be 
traced back to a number of functional sources, most importantly the different 
production circumstances of the two modes (see also Chafe, 1982; Chafe & 
Danielewicz, 1987). Such differences, for instance in terms of pre-planning and 
revision, were thus seen to affect language production at many levels, including 
syntax and vocabulary: academic writing, more than academic speech, was 
found to be characterised by simple main clauses containing a relatively large 
number of complex noun phrases but few subordinate clauses, as well as a large 
and varied vocabulary including both rare and specialised words. In contrast, 
expressions of stance were less common in the written registers than in the 
spoken ones, though they were nevertheless relatively common overall. In 
conclusion, then, what Biber (2006) calls university language is variable, and the 
greatest difference seems to be that between academic writing and academic 
speech. Thus, in addition to talking about a target language in L2 education, we 
can perhaps, following Biber (2006:6), talk about different ‘target registers’ 
(emphasis added). In the case of my own study, this would mean the 
(admittedly rather broad) target register of academic writing, which presents the 
student writers with the ‘double challenge’ referred to in Chapter 1: that of 
producing academic writing in L2 English.  
 In a related effort to map the register of academic language, a number of 
studies have attempted to identify a core academic vocabulary, that is, words 
which are relatively frequent in academic texts as compared to texts in other 
registers. Well-known contributions include Xue and Nation’s (1984) University 
Word List (see also Nation, 1990, 2008) and Coxhead’s (2000) Academic Word 
List, mentioned in Chapter 1. Of particular interest here is the use of what I 
have chosen to call discourse-organising nouns (DONs) in the register of 
academic writing. Relevant studies in this field will be discussed separately, in 
Chapter 3.  
 Many researchers have approached the study of academic registers from 
the perspective of applied linguistics, investigating L1 and L2 student writing. 
As early as 1964, Halliday, McIntosh, and Strevens (1964:88) pointed out that, 
in terms of L2 production, register inappropriacy is a particularly frequent 
shortcoming in learner writing. A later study by Bartholomae (2001) showed 
that L1 students, in producing written academic discourse, face a similar 



24 
 

challenge. Analysing 500 university entrance-exam essays, Bartholomae 
concluded that the written production of university students can be 
characterised as mimicry of academic discourse. He points out that university 
students are required to produce academic discourse long before the skill has 
been acquired, and that much of the written work that students are expected to 
produce (such as test-taking and report-writing) fails to include the students in 
‘the working discourse of the academic community, [...] where they can do its 
work and participate in a common enterprise’ (2001:516–517). Thus, students 
do not properly own the discourse they are expected to use, Bartholomae 
(2001:516) argues, and learning initially becomes ‘more a matter of imitation 
and parody than a matter of invention and discovery.’ This is not necessarily a 
major problem, provided that we look at imitation in positive terms as a step 
towards learning, but it does imply that pedagogical instruction has a central 
role to play in L1 and L2 students’ learning to produce register-appropriate 
academic discourse.  
 Thus, existing research suggests that L1 and L2 students alike may fall 
short in terms of register appropriacy in the production of written academic 
discourse, and this problem may be particularly acute for L2 writers. As pointed 
out in Chapter 1, many studies have shown that even fairly advanced L2 
learners’ written production is more informal and spoken-like than that of L1 
speakers (e.g., Ädel, 2003, 2006; Aijmer, 2001, 2002; Altenberg, 1997; Altenberg 
& Tapper, 1998; Gilquin & Paquot, 2007, 2008; Granger, 1998, 2007; Lorenz, 
1999b). One particularly relevant study here is Altenberg and Tapper’s (1998) 
investigation of Swedish advanced learners’ use of the cohesive device adverbial 
connectors in academic writing. The authors compared the use of connectors in 
an English-language L2 corpus of texts written by advanced student writers 
with Swedish as their L1 (ICLE-SW), a comparable English-language L1 corpus 
(LOCNESS), and a Swedish-language L1 corpus, and found a tendency on the 
part of the learners to underuse such connectors in their L2 writing, and, more 
particularly, to avoid formal connectors. The authors concluded that one major 
problem for the learners is a ‘lack of register awareness’, resulting from 
insufficient exposure to and training in academic registers (Altenberg & Tapper, 
1998:92). Studies on vocabulary in advanced learners’ written production seem 
to corroborate this picture. Ringbom (1998a), for instance, found that L2 
speakers’ vocabulary is relatively limited, with an overrepresentation of high-
frequency items and, presumably, a corresponding underrepresentation of mid- 
or low-frequency items. Similarly, Hasselgren (1994) found significant overuse 
of ‘lexical teddy bears’, that is, familiar and ‘safe’ words, in Norwegian advanced 
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learners’ written language. As academic writing tends to be both varied and 
field-specific in terms of lexis, even fairly advanced learners’ production may 
fall short in terms of register appropriacy.  
 A related field of research is that of intercultural rhetoric, or cross-
cultural studies of learner language, pioneered by Kaplan in the 1960s in his 
famous ‘doodles article’ (Kaplan, 1966; see also, e.g., Kaplan, 1983, 1987, 1988). 
Intercultural rhetoric (formerly known as contrastive rhetoric, see Connor, 
2011) can be regarded as a subfield within applied linguistics and text linguistics, 
and was primarily driven by pedagogical concerns originating in ESL writing 
classrooms in North American tertiary education (Kaplan, 1988). Kaplan made 
the case that students’ different linguistic and cultural backgrounds affect their 
written production and that ESL students need explicit instruction on English-
language composition conventions. He also pointed out the necessity of making 
written language, in addition to spoken, a separate object of study and 
instruction, and of focusing on whole stretches of text. Many studies in this 
field have intersected with other strands of research, such as classical rhetoric, 
translation studies, and genre studies, and it is also compatible with a systemic-
functional framework in which the text, not the sentence, is the focus of 
investigation. A review of the field falls outside the scope of the present study, 
but see Connor (1996) for a detailed overview and discussion. Only one study 
in the field will be considered here, namely Hinds’ (1987) well-known typology 
of writing cultures as either reader-responsible or writer-responsible. Hinds 
based his typology on a discussion of Japanese, English, and Mandarin. He 
argued that in reader-responsible cultures, such as Japanese, responsibility for 
successful communication rests with the reader/listener, while in writer-
responsible cultures, such as English, responsibility rests with the 
writer/speaker. Although I am not investigating Swedish students’ writing in 
terms of Hinds’ typology here, it is worth bearing in mind, for the purposes of 
the present study, that one of the consequences of English being a writer-
responsible culture is that formal academic writing in English requires explicit 
signalling, for instance through the use of cohesive devices, as pointed out by 
Reid (1992). This brings us to the use of such devices in student writing.  

2.2 Cohesion in student writing 

Discourse features – or cohesion and coherence – have not traditionally had a 
prominent role in the ESL writing classroom. Instead, as has been frequently 
pointed out (see, e.g., Frodesen & Holten, 2003:141), writing instruction prior 
to the emergence of communicative language teaching in the 1980s centred on 



26 
 

sentence-level grammar and vocabulary. This situation reflects, and may be at 
least in part due to, the fact that SLA research before the 1970s prioritised 
precisely these areas, for instance in studies on error analysis and error gravity.19 
It is also possible, as suggested by G. Cook (1989:127), that the neglect of 
discourse in favour of sentence-level features is indicative of a bottom-up 
approach to language teaching, in which cohesion is regarded as ‘an aspect of 
language use to be developed after the ability to handle grammar and words 
within sentences.’ However, much has happened since the 1970s. Halliday and 
Hasan’s (1976) seminal work on cohesion and coherence (see Chapter 1) has 
led to a growing recognition of the centrality of cohesion and coherence in the 
production of spoken and written language (see, e.g., G. Cook, 1989; Mahlberg, 
2006), and their ideas about cohesion and coherence have been influential in 
much subsequent work on student writing. In the early 1980s, many scholars 
began to take an interest in the relative importance of cohesion and coherence 
in written texts, and a number of studies applied Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) 
taxonomy of textual cohesion to a body of L1 and/or L2 student writing 
consisting of whole stretches of text, or discourse. Some of these studies 
focused specifically on the relationship between cohesion, coherence, and 
overall writing quality, defined in various ways. Other studies investigated the 
link between discourse features and grammatical features in student writing. 
Though findings have often been conflicting or inconclusive (e.g., McCulley, 
1985; Neuner, 1987; Tierney & Mosenthal, 1983), this early research indicates 
that there is in fact a connection between the nebulous concept of writing 
quality and the use of cohesive devices.  

2.2.1 Cohesion and writing quality 

In one of the earliest attempts to apply Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) cohesion 
analysis to a body of student writing, Witte and Faigley (1981) aimed to 
determine the extent to which Halliday and Hasan’s model can be a useful tool 
in composition research. Witte and Faigley distinguish between ‘high-rated’ and 
‘low-rated’ essays, that is, essays that are rated high in terms of overall writing 
quality and essays that are rated low. In their study, the scholars analysed ten 
essays (five high-rated essays, and five low-rated essays) written by L1 students 
at tertiary level, with a view to comparing assessments of overall writing quality 

                                                 
19 See Rifkin and Roberts (1995) for a critical review of 28 error gravity studies in the 1970s, 1980s, 
and 1990s. See also Corder’s early work on error analysis (e.g., Corder, 1967; Corder, 1971; 
republished in Corder, 1981).  
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with frequencies of error types, syntactic features, and cohesive ties.20 Not 
surprisingly, the high-rated essays were found to have fewer errors, longer and 
more complex clause structures, and much more frequent use of certain kinds 
of cohesive ties (namely, demonstrative reference, near-synonymy, and 
collocation) than the low-rated essays. The researchers perceived a connection 
between assessments of writing quality and the use of lexical and grammatical 
cohesive ties – particularly lexical ones – in these essays.  
 However, Witte and Faigley’s (1981) results should be interpreted with 
some care, partly because the number of essays analysed is so small, and partly 
because there are limitations to what a study such as theirs can actually measure. 
The authors fail to acknowledge the first weakness, but they do discuss the 
second, stressing that cohesion analysis simply cannot give the whole picture 
when it comes to writing quality in student texts. Writing quality, they point out, 
goes beyond surface mechanisms such as cohesion, and also includes ‘a variety 
of coherence conditions’ which ‘allow the text to be understood in a real-world 
setting’ (1981:199–201). In this, they side with scholars who reject Halliday and 
Hasan’s claim that coherence can be understood and explained solely in terms 
of cohesion (e.g., de Beaugrande, 1980a; Grimes, 1975; van Dijk, 1977). 
Instead, they suggest, cohesion and coherence – the latter seemingly equated 
with ‘writing quality’ – are separate qualities, and although they interrelate in 
texts, conclusions about the latter based on observations of the former can be 
misleading.  
 Despite these limitations, Witte and Faigley (1981:199) argue that 
cohesion analysis is a useful tool which can help distinguish between different 
stages of writing development. However, they also stress that the differences 
between high- and low-rated essays go deeper than a quantitative analysis alone 
can indicate. For instance, the authors found a marked difference between the 
two essay groups with regard to redundancy in the use of lexical cohesive ties: 
the low-rated essays had more redundancy in the form of simple reiteration of 
one and the same lexical item, whereas the high-rated essays relied more on 
extended series of collocations and synonyms. The authors argue that this 
difference points to characteristics in the essays which go beyond frequencies 
alone: the reiteration of the same lexical item in the low-rated essays merely 
serves to re-state points already made, without making additions or 
elaborations, whereas the greater use of series of collocations and synonyms in 
the high-rated essays serves to elaborate and refine the argument. These 

                                                 
20 A cohesive tie is defined by Halliday and Hasan (1976:3) as ‘one occurrence of a pair of 
cohesively related items.’  
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findings would seem to imply that it is not the more frequent use of cohesive 
devices in itself which makes these latter essays good; rather, the use of 
cohesion in the high-rated essays may simply be a symptom of other qualities, 
such as elaboration of arguments. The implication of Witte and Faigley’s study 
thus seems to be that, in order for a quantitative analysis of cohesive items to 
be really meaningful, it needs to be supplemented with a qualitative evaluation 
of the function of these items. This is also what has been done in the present 
study.  
 A similar but larger study by Tierney and Mosenthal (1983) investigated 
the relationship between cohesive patterning and coherence in upper secondary 
students’ writing. The study aimed to find out whether a purely statistical 
account of cohesive ties, based on Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) model, can be ‘a 
legitimate means of measuring and evaluating text coherence’ (Tierney & 
Mosenthal, 1983:215). Data consisted of a total of 24 student essays of two 
different text types (biography and thematic essay). The authors found that text 
topic had an effect on cohesive patterning, with higher frequencies of 
grammatical cohesion in the biographical texts and higher frequencies of lexical 
cohesion in the thematic ones. However, no correlation between cohesive 
patterning and coherence could be found in same-topic essays, and the 
researchers concluded that cohesion in a text is the consequence of coherence, 
rather than its cause. In making this claim, the authors call into question Halliday 
and Hasan’s assumption that coherence can be explained in terms of textual 
cohesion, and instead side with scholars such as Morgan and Sellner (1980), 
who argue that cohesion is not the source of coherence, but the linguistic 
manifestation of it (see also, e.g., Witte & Faigley, 1981). Tierney and Mosenthal 
(1983:227–228) conclude that cohesion is so pervasive in all kinds of text that a 
statistical account of ties cannot be a useful index of coherence, either at a 
global level or at a local level.  
 In contrast, a study by McCulley (1985) on the relationships between 
cohesion, coherence, and overall writing quality in upper secondary students’ 
writing came to very different conclusions. The study was based on a random 
selection of 493 persuasive essays from the 1978–79 National Assessment of 
Educational Progress writing evaluation in the United States, analysed in terms 
of cohesion frequencies as well as measures of writing quality and coherence 
(treated as separate parameters). The findings of the study suggest that there is, 
in fact, a correlation between overall writing quality and frequency measures of 
cohesion, as well as between overall writing quality and coherence. The findings 
also suggest that cohesion (or some aspects of it, namely the use of synonyms, 
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hyponyms, and collocation but not conjunctions or substitution) is ‘a sub-
element of coherence’ (1985:278). These findings, McCulley argues, support 
Witte and Faigley’s (1981) conclusion that some kinds of lexical cohesive tie are 
particularly fundamental in determining coherence and writing quality. 
However, one difference between these two studies is that, whereas Witte and 
Faigley (1981) argue that cohesion frequencies alone cannot predict writing 
quality, McCulley (1985) suggests that they can.  
 In a related study, Neuner (1987) argued that previous work focused too 
much on Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) notion of individual ties between pairs of 
items, and too little on chains of cohesive items that span entire texts. He 
therefore investigated the relationship between cohesive ties, cohesive chains, 
and qualitative assessments of overall writing quality in 40 randomly selected 
essays written by students at tertiary level. Neuner found no correlation 
between writing quality and the number of individual cohesive ties, but he did 
find a correlation between writing quality and the length and variety of cohesive 
chains. He concludes that complex meaning is not created through single words 
and phrases, but rather through ‘longer semantic structures that cross or 
intertwine with others’ (Neuner, 1987:101). However, like Witte and Faigley 
(1981) before him, Neuner does not base his conclusions on frequency counts 
alone: a closer investigation of a random sample of five essays rated ‘poor’ and 
five essays rated ‘good’ in overall writing quality showed that although the poor 
essays also made use of cohesive chains, these were more often so-called 
pseudo-chains, that is, ‘non-cohesive strands of words such as thing, do, way, be, 
know, and have’, words which ‘collocate with virtually every word in the language 
and therefore bear little semantic import or explicitness’ (1987:100). Hence, 
what matters seems to be not so much how many chains are used, but rather what 
kinds of chain are used and in what way.  
 A small-scale study by Connor (1984) placed the discussion of cohesion 
and its relative importance within the framework of SLA research, comparing 
features of cohesion and coherence in two sets of student texts: six 
argumentative texts produced by university students writing in their L2 
(English) and two texts written by native-speaker students in L1 English. As in 
previous studies, the analyses were based on Halliday and Hasan (1976) as well 
as on qualitative coherence ratings; in addition, Connor also analysed the 
communicative purposes of sentences and the interactive relationships between 
them. No significant differences were found between L2 and L1 writers with 
regard to frequency of cohesion, with one exception, namely, lexical cohesion: 
the L2 writers were found to rely more on lexical reiteration than on 
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collocation, whereas the L1 writers relied more on collocation. Although the 
scale of the study was very small, Connor nevertheless concluded that the L1 
writers were better at using lexical cohesion to elaborate and extend the 
concepts discussed, rather than simply reiterating the same point. She suggests 
that her results are thereby analogous to Witte and Faigley’s (1981) findings 
regarding the use of cohesive devices in high- and low-rated essays, and that 
‘the use of cohesion may [therefore] be developmental in L2 students’ writing 
in English; they may gradually develop to the native-speaker model as their 
English language proficiency increases’ (Connor, 1984:307).21 In conclusion, 
Connor (1984:308) suggests that although ‘cohesion density alone is not a good 
discriminator of native/non-native speaker writing,’ there is nevertheless a 
connection between the use of cohesive devices and general English language 
proficiency in the development of student writing.  
 A later study by Jafarpur (1991) aimed to find out whether students’ 
level of proficiency has any bearing on the relationship between overall writing 
quality and cohesive features in L2 writing (i.e., whether this relationship looks 
different for advanced students in comparison with less advanced students). 
The study investigated the relationship between overall writing quality and 
cohesive features in 38 L2 essays written by university students at three 
different levels of proficiency. A correlation between writing quality and the 
number of cohesive elements was found in the high-proficiency compositions, 
but not in the low-proficiency ones. Jafarpur (1991:459) concludes that ‘the 
evaluation of compositions by cohesive elements is feasible with writings of 
more advanced subjects’ but that this is not true for all levels of proficiency. 
Thus, it seems that a quantitative analysis of cohesion in student writing can tell 
us more about the quality of writing of advanced students than about that of 
the less advanced. In the present study, the L2 students are rated as advanced 
students as defined by external criteria as well as a set of internal criteria (see 
Section 5.1.1), and a quantitative analysis of cohesive elements may therefore be 
useful.  

2.2.2 Cohesion and sentence-level features 

Studies inspired by the early text grammarians and their interest in the link 
between grammar and discourse (e.g., de Beaugrande, 1980b; Halliday & Hasan, 
                                                 
21 See also Myhill (2010) and Kress (1994). Myhill, citing Kress, points out that repetition of the same 
lexical item is more frequently used in spoken than in written language as a means of topic 
development and topic structuring, and that young (and presumably inexperienced) writers tend to 
produce writing with ‘very strong echoes of speech patterns’ (2010:109). These observations are 
particularly pertinent in light of the fact that L2 writers tend to produce written language with 
characteristics of speech (cf. discussion in Chapter 1).  
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1976; van Dijk, 1972) focused on the extent to which cohesion and coherence 
in student writing correlates with sentence-level features. Research in this 
tradition focuses largely on the relative importance of discourse and sentence-
level features as measured by raters’ perceptions of overall writing quality.  
 Early research often yielded conflicting findings and conclusions (see, 
e.g., Sweedler-Brown, 1993), at least partly because the different studies focused 
on different aspects of the discourse–grammar relationship. Kroll (1990), for 
instance, investigated the relationship between success at the syntactic level and 
success at the discourse level in L2 writing among university students, and 
found no statistically significant correlation between the two, whereas Sweedler-
Brown (1993), who investigated the relationship between sentence-level 
features, discourse features, and holistic quality in the evaluation of L2 writing 
among university students, found that holistic quality correlated significantly 
with sentence-level features, but not with discourse features. A number of 
researchers have found, like Sweedler-Brown, that holistic quality correlates 
most strongly with sentence-level features (e.g., Homburg, 1984), whereas 
others have found rhetorical features to be more important (e.g., Breland & 
Jones, 1984). What adds to the confusion is that different scholars include 
different aspects in the terms and concepts that they use. For instance, Kroll’s 
term discourse refers to overall organisation and coherence as well as to transition 
(a cohesive device), but the term has more to do with rhetorical effectiveness 
and rhetorical fluency than with Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) concepts of 
cohesion and textuality, or coherence. As the objects of study, the methods, 
and the terminology used differ so widely, it is difficult to compare the results 
of these early studies.  
 The apparently conflicting findings of much early work had a significant 
impact on the methods used in later research. Chiang (1999), for instance, 
argues that when the research community began to take an interest in discourse 
features in student writing in the 1980s, the studies carried out were often 
fundamentally incongruous in that they were based on the search for a 
quantitative and formalistic relationship, measured in terms of frequencies, 
‘even though cohesion and, to a more important degree, coherence are largely 
qualitative phenomena’ (1999:220), at least as Chiang defines the terms.22 

                                                 
22 Chiang’s reasoning is based on Grabe’s (1985:110) definition of cohesion as ‘the surface 
manifestation of the underlying relations that bind a text’ and of coherence as ‘the underlying 
relations that hold between assertions (or propositions), and how they contribute to the overall 
discourse theme’; though both terms relate to textual relations, the former has to do with surface 
features of text and the latter with underlying semantic relations beyond sentence level (see Chiang, 
1999).  
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Chiang’s (1999, 2003) two studies are therefore largely qualitative. These studies 
will be discussed next.  
 Chiang (1999) looks at the relative importance of discourse features and 
grammatical features to raters’ perceptions of overall writing quality in the L2 
writing of 172 American (L1 English) university students. The students’ L2 
language and the raters’ L1 language was French. Chiang begins by observing 
that many previous studies on L1 and L2 writing quality have been too limited 
as they have taken either an isolated approach or a summary approach to assessment. 
Both these approaches, Chiang argues, are inadequate. The isolated approach is 
inadequate because it focuses on discrete language features devoid of discourse 
context (such as error gravity studies), while the summary approach is 
inadequate because it focuses on the practical value of assessment but ignores 
the theoretical justifications for the choices made (1999:219). Chiang therefore 
sees the need for an integrated approach, focusing on the whole discourse 
universe, including extra-sentential features, as well as theoretical justifications 
(1999:219). Previous research, then, has not shown the whole picture, 
something which Chiang attempts to rectify in his study.  
 The study compares three variables: intra-sentential, or grammatical, 
features (with two subscales: morphology and syntax); extra-sentential, or 
discourse, features (with two subscales: cohesion and coherence); and overall 
writing quality. The grammar and discourse variables were subdivided into a 
total of 35 language and textual features and all three variables (grammar, 
discourse, overall writing quality) were assessed qualitatively by external raters, 
rather than by counting frequencies. The theoretical justification for the choice 
of variables used in the study is based on Grabe’s (1985) descriptive text model, 
comprising three levels: the sentential level, relating to syntax and semantics, 
the textual level, relating to cohesion and coherence, and the interpersonal level, 
relating to posture and style. An additional text component, having to do with 
the lexicon, underlies all the other levels of text but is not thought to exist on a 
level of its own, and was therefore excluded from the study. It was found that 
overall quality ratings correlated significantly with most items in the rating scale, 
though raters relied more heavily on discourse features than on grammatical 
features in the evaluation of overall writing quality. However, as the rater 
population was very limited – only three raters took part in the study, all of 
them native speakers of French – no generalisations can be made, either to a 
larger population or to other L1 rater groups, as Chiang himself acknowledges 
(1999:230).  
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 Nevertheless, a second study with a similar design some years later 
(Chiang, 2003) seemed to corroborate the findings of the earlier study. Here, 
Chiang looked at the relative contribution of grammatical and discourse 
features to overall writing quality among 60 Taiwanese students (L1 Chinese) at 
tertiary level, using the same variables as in the 1999 study. This time, the target 
language was English. The variables were divided into a total of 20 language 
and textual features, which were analysed qualitatively by 30 raters, 15 of whom 
were native speakers of English (NS raters), and 15 of whom were native 
speakers of Chinese (NNS raters). For both rater groups, discourse features 
seemed to take precedence over grammatical accuracy in the assessment of 
overall quality: of all the variables measured – cohesion, coherence, syntax, and 
morphology – cohesion was the best predictor of overall writing quality. More 
specifically, the two analytical features found to be most important to 
assessments of overall quality were both cohesive devices, namely ‘transition 
between sentences in the absence of junction words’ and ‘appropriate use of 
equivalent words or paraphrases’ (2003:476). The grammatical features were 
given less weight than the discourse features by both rater groups; however, the 
NS raters gave more weight to syntax than the NNS raters did.  
 Though the two studies differed in terms of target language, student L1, 
and rater L1, the findings were remarkably similar. Results indicate that for the 
populations investigated, discourse features were better predictors of overall 
writing quality than intra-sentential, or grammatical, features. The findings for 
discourse features were more consistent across the two studies than the 
findings for grammatical features, and Chiang (2003:480) concludes that the 
former are presumably not language-specific, whereas the latter seem to be 
language-specific in terms of content specification, salience in the texts, and 
relative importance in the minds of the raters. Though the two studies 
discussed may be too limited in scope and too few in number to be able to 
make such a claim with any degree of confidence, Chiang has nevertheless 
demonstrated the centrality of discourse features in L2 writing and assessment, 
as well as the need for further investigation.  
 In sum, though previous research differs greatly with regard to aims, 
methods, and findings, it seems to be the case that the use of cohesive devices, 
particularly certain kinds of lexical cohesive devices, has an impact on readers’ 
perceptions of overall writing quality in text. Moreover, this impact seems to be 
stronger for advanced L2 writers than for less advanced ones (see Jafarpur, 
1991).  
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2.3 Summary and implications for the present study 

In this chapter, I have presented an overview of previous research on L1 and 
L2 student writing with a particular focus on register appropriacy and cohesion 
as indicators of writing quality. This section gives a brief summary of some 
central findings and suggests implications of these findings for my own study 
on Swedish L2 students’ use of discourse-organising nouns – a lexical cohesive 
device – in the register of academic writing.  
 A number of scholars have stressed that register appropriacy is both 
essential and difficult for students to achieve; Biber (2006:6) talks about ‘target 
registers’, and the target register of academic writing has proved particularly 
difficult for learners to acquire, something which may be due to insufficient 
exposure and training (e.g., Altenberg & Tapper, 1998; Bartholomae, 2001). 
Swedish learners are no exception; a large body of research points to learner 
production characterised by informality and register inappropriacy, even among 
advanced learners. As pointed out by Reid (1992), one of the characteristics of 
formal academic writing in English is that it requires explicit signalling, and this 
is where my own study comes in. One such signalling device, namely the use of 
lexical cohesion in text, can therefore be identified as being of particular 
importance here.  
 With regard to the relative importance of cohesion as an indicator of 
writing quality in student writing, early studies have often reached conflicting 
conclusions. What complicates matters is that, while scholars often base their 
studies on the same basic model of cohesion (i.e., that of Halliday & Hasan, 
1976), they have chosen to look at different aspects of it – counting different 
kinds of cohesive ties or chains, and not always making it clear what cohesive 
features have been accounted for, or how those features have been defined and 
identified in the texts analysed. As Connor (1996:97) remarks, many studies are 
non-replicable as they lack ‘explicitly described steps of analysis.’ Moreover, the 
definitions of coherence used in these studies differ, and the nebulous concept 
of overall writing quality remains largely undefined – sometimes seemingly 
overlapping with coherence (e.g., Witte & Faigley, 1981), and sometimes 
existing as a separate parameter (e.g., McCulley, 1985). It is therefore not 
possible to say with any degree of certainty whether these studies investigate the 
same things – whether they are, in fact, comparable at all. As for the studies 
that did find a correlation between cohesion and writing quality, what was 
shown to be particularly interesting was not so much the number of cohesive 
instances in the texts as the uses to which they were put. Simply put, the most 
interesting findings have not been the result of quantitative analyses alone, but 
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rather the result of a combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches, 
with an emphasis on function and use. It also seems that the level of 
proficiency of the writers is significant, with a clearer correlation between 
cohesion and writing quality in advanced writing, especially among high-
proficiency student writers.  
 The present study addresses two of the areas identified by previous 
research as being particularly meaningful in a study on discourse features in 
student writing: the function of lexical (as opposed to grammatical) cohesive 
devices and the writing of advanced (as opposed to low-proficiency) student 
writers. Moreover, the combination of quantitative and qualitative analyses in 
the present study broadens the picture and makes it possible to draw 
conclusions about function as well as relative frequencies in the use of these 
cohesive devices. It would also have been useful to compare DON usage with 
assessments of overall writing quality in the student texts, as was done in many 
of the studies reported on; however, as the design of ICLE does not afford 
such comparisons (there is no information about assessment), no investigation 
was made of correlations between DON usage and quality in the ICLE data. 
Nevertheless, such comparisons would be an interesting avenue to pursue in 
future studies.  
 The next chapter reviews recent research focusing on discourse-
organising nouns, the particular aspect of lexical cohesion that is the focal point 
of the present study.  
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3  Discourse-organising nouns 

As discussed in Chapter 2, aspects of lexical cohesion play a central role in 
students’ academic writing. One aspect of lexical cohesion that is particularly 
relevant in this regard is that of discourse-organising nouns, the main focus of the 
present study and a concept which goes back to Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) 
discussion of general nouns as well as related concepts developed by scholars after 
the mid-1970s. A number of studies have addressed the text-forming properties 
of such nouns, and many, though not all, of these studies have been concerned 
with their use in learner language. Such research includes Winter’s (1977, 1978) 
work on what he calls type 3 vocabulary, Francis’ (1986) anaphoric nouns or A-nouns, 
and later labels (1994), Ivanič’s (1991) carrier nouns, Schmid’s (2000) shell nouns 
(see also Aktas & Cortes, 2008; Hunston & Francis, 2000), and J. Flowerdew’s 
(2003a, 2003b, 2006, 2009, 2010, 2015) and J. Flowerdew and Forest’s (2015) 
signalling nouns. This network of related concepts all refer to a group of text-
forming words frequently used in academic writing and contributing to the 
organisation of discourse. However, although there is a considerable degree of 
overlap in the use of these terms, it should be noted that they are not 
synonymous, and that there are crucial differences in how they are defined and 
used, as explained, for instance, by Schmid (2000:4–6) and by J. Flowerdew and 
Forest (2015). The following review aims to clarify some of the different 
approaches to, and underlying assumptions about, this area of study, taking as 
its starting point the work of Halliday and Hasan (1976), whose ideas have been 
particularly influential in the development of this area of study.  
 Sections 3.1–3.3 present previous studies on these related concepts, 
focusing on the theoretical frameworks, terms and definitions, and empirical 
findings of the studies. On the basis of this discussion, Section 3.4 formulates 
the definition and delimitation of the concept of discourse-organising nouns 
used in the present study. The section also includes a discussion of the extent to 
which this definition builds on, or relates to, theoretical considerations of 
previous studies. Finally, a summary of previous research and a discussion of its 
implications for the present study are given in Section 3.5.  

3.1 General nouns and semantic unspecificity: Halliday and Hasan 
and the SFL perspective 

Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) class of general nouns forms a subcategory of 
lexical cohesion and, thereby, of textuality or coherence. It is set within the 
framework of systemic-functional linguistics (SFL) – a theoretical model for 
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language study concerned with issues relating to text, context, and features of 
language at the discourse level, as described in Chapter 1. The authors explore 
the notions of lexical cohesion and general nouns in their seminal work Cohesion 
in English (1976), generally regarded as the standard work on cohesion and the 
starting point for many studies in the field.  
 Halliday and Hasan’s (1976:274) class of general nouns has been defined 
as ‘a small set of nouns having generalized reference within the major noun 
classes, those such as “human noun”, “place noun”, “fact noun” and the like.’ 
Such general nouns include animate and inanimate concrete nouns as well as 
abstract action, place, and fact nouns: person, object, stuff, business, affair, matter, 
move, place, question, and idea are some of the examples listed by the authors 
(1976:274). As cohesive devices, these nouns – or rather, the entire noun 
phrases of which they are part – function as reference items, that is, they are co-
referential with semantic content presented elsewhere, either in the linguistic 
context (endophoric reference) or in the situational context (exophoric reference).23 
Endophoric reference relations can operate within the same clause or across 
clause boundaries, and can function either anaphorically (creating a link to 
preceding text) or cataphorically (creating a link to following text).24 This cohesive 
relationship is contingent upon ‘identity of reference’, that is, the condition that 
the general noun ‘share a common referent with the original’ (1976:281). The 
anaphoric reference items in examples (1) and (2) refer to semantic content 
contained in a preceding clause, that is, they re-activate given information in the 
original, with which they share a common referent.  
 

(1) Can you tell me where to stay in Geneva? I’ve never been to the place. (Halliday 
& Hasan, 1976: 275; emphasis added)  
 

(2) Henry seems convinced there’s money in dairy farming. I don’t know what gave 
him that idea. (Halliday & Hasan, 1976:275; emphasis added)  

 
 General nouns are further described by Halliday and Hasan (1976:278) 
as ‘a special case of a much more general phenomenon,’ namely reiteration – a 
rather broad subcategory of lexical cohesion, which encompasses exact 
repetition of a lexical item as well as near-repetition of a lexical item through 
the use of synonyms or near-synonyms, subordinate/superordinate pairings, 
and general nouns. All these different kinds of reiteration have one thing in 

                                                 
23 Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) study is limited to endophoric ties operating across sentence 
boundaries, on the assumption that only these kinds of tie contribute to textual cohesion (see also, 
e.g., Witte & Faigley, 1981:189).  
24 See J. Flowerdew (2003b) for a discussion of in-clause and across-clause reference relations.  
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common, namely the sharing of a common referent with the reiterated item. In 
this, they are similar to pronouns – a class of grammatical cohesive devices 
which function in a similar way (see Halliday & Hasan, 1976:31–87). There is, 
thus, ‘no sharp dividing line’ between, on the one hand, the reiteration of a 
preceding noun, and, on the other, reference to a preceding noun by way of a 
personal pronoun (1976:278–279). Rather, it is possible to talk about a 
continuum from the very specific (the exact repetition of a noun) to the very 
general (the use of a grammatical reference item such as the pronoun it). 
Halliday and Hasan (1976:279) illustrate this notion in the following example 
sentence, cited here as (3).25  
 

(1) n 
(2) n 
(3) I turned to the ascent of the peak.  

 
 

 
 

The ascent 
The climb 
The task 
The thing 
It 

 
 

 
 
is perfectly easy. 

 
In their analysis, Halliday and Hasan (1976:279) classify ascent as an exact 
repetition of a preceding lexical item, climb as a near-synonym, task as a 
superordinate term, and thing as a general noun – the least semantically specific 
of the lexical words in this list.26 Finally, it is a pronoun – that is, it is an 
instance of grammatical, not lexical, cohesion. This example illustrates a key 
feature of Halliday and Hasan’s general nouns, specifically the fact that the 
function of general nouns is close to that of grammatical words, in that they 
have relatively little independent lexical content. In other words, general nouns 
can be said to have both open- and closed-system characteristics.  
 This property of general nouns becomes particularly interesting when 
viewed from the perspective of syntagmatic and paradigmatic lexical dimensions. 
As shown by Altenberg and Granger (2002:27–28), ‘open-class items tend to 
invoke a paradigmatic approach, closed-class items a syntagmatic approach.’ 
That is, the semantic content of lexical words tends to be fairly constant and 
context-independent, whereas that of grammatical words tends to be highly 
variable and context-dependent. But the difference is one of degree, rather than 
kind: while field-specific vocabulary items are particularly close to the 
semantically constant end of the spectrum (e.g., acidulant, denoting a certain type 

                                                 
25 Although Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) use of invented example sentences is problematic from a 
corpus linguistic perspective concerned with attested language use (see also Mahlberg, 2005:35f), 
the examples nevertheless provide good illustrations of the concepts discussed.  
26 Although the classification criteria are unclear (why is task not classed as a general noun?), the 
example nevertheless illustrates the sliding scale from the very specific to the very general.  
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of food additive), more general lexical words are closer to the semantically 
variable end (e.g., thing). Moreover, the two lexical dimensions interrelate in that 
‘the meaning of a lexical item (its paradigmatic status) can only be determined 
on the basis of the context in which it occurs (its syntagmatic status)’ (2002:27). 
This has implications for how we view discourse-organising nouns: instead of 
invoking either a paradigmatic approach or a syntagmatic one, the borderline 
nature of these nouns would indicate that they invoke both.  
 One central characteristic of such nouns, then, is their borderline status 
as nouns belonging to two systems, in that they are neither prototypical content 
words, nor function words. Although general nouns were classed as a lexical 
cohesive device in Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy, it will be 
remembered that Halliday and Hasan do not actually make a clear-cut 
distinction between grammatical and lexical cohesion, but rather talk about a 
continuum (Halliday & Hasan, 1976:279) (see also the discussion in Mahlberg, 
2005). Thus, a general noun, in Halliday and Hasan’s terminology, is ‘a 
borderline case between a lexical item (member of an open set) and a 
grammatical item (member of a closed system)’ (Halliday & Hasan, 1976:274). 

What this means is that this is a class of noun to which the traditional 
distinction between content (or lexical) words and grammatical (or function) 
words does not necessarily apply – assuming that it is even useful or justified to 
make a distinction between lexis and grammar at all, something which, from a 
systemic-functional view, can be called into question (e.g., Halliday & Hasan, 
1976:281). Many linguists, in fact, agree with the systemic-functional view that 
such a distinction is problematic. For instance, Carter and McCarthy (1988:206) 
argue from the point of view of the corpus linguist that the emergence of new 
corpus technology has enabled new knowledge to be gained regarding the 
interdependence of lexis and grammar (see also, e.g., Hunston & Francis, 2000; 
Sinclair, 1991:81–98; 1999), and Langacker (1987:3) argues from the point of 
view of the cognitive linguist that ‘[t]here is no meaningful distinction between 
grammar and lexicon,’ and that any distinction we impose is necessarily 
arbitrary. Langacker (1987:18) further stresses the importance of not 
overlooking ‘intermediate cases’ if one is to avoid creating false dichotomies 
based on ‘representative examples from the two extremes of a continuum.’ It is 
precisely these intermediate cases that the present study aims to investigate.  
 Hence, it is not obvious to what extent discourse-organising nouns can 
be said to carry a significant amount of semantic content of their own, and to 
what extent they are predominantly structural devices, empty containers to be 
filled with semantic content from the linguistic context – in short, deictic 
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placeholders. Both views have their supporters. On the one hand, many 
scholars (e.g., Bolinger, 1977; Halliday & Hasan, 1976; Winter, 1977, 1978) talk 
about the semantic unspecificity of discourse-organising nouns in terms of 
semantic emptiness. The idea is that a semantically unspecific noun has a very 
limited number of semantic dimensions, in some cases only one – such as 
‘temporal’ (for time) or ‘mental’ (for idea) (see discussion in Schmid, 2000:74). 
According to this view, discourse-organising nouns primarily serve to structure 
and organise discourse, rather than to fill it with information content, and may 
in fact have almost no independent semantic content at all unless ‘filled out’ by 
the linguistic or exophoric context in which they occur (Carter & McCarthy, 
1988; Winter, 1977, 1978).27 On the other hand, it may be argued, semantically 
unspecific nouns need not be semantically empty. In Schmid’s (2000) 
discussion of what he calls shell nouns, for instance, the idea that such nouns can 
be described as more or less mono-dimensional in terms of semantic content is 
rejected (see Section 3.3 below). Instead, Schmid (2000) argues, the 
unspecificity of shell nouns has more to do with the fact that there is a 
‘structure-inherent semantic gap’ in all shell nouns, a gap filled by information 
given elsewhere in the linguistic context (Schmid, 2000:76). Thus, the nouns 
rely on the linguistic context for some of their semantic content. This is also how 
the semantic unspecificity of discourse-organising nouns is conceived of in the 
present study (see Section 3.4 below and the discussion in Section 9.4).  

3.2 Developing the concept: Further studies in the SFL tradition 

Following Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) early work on lexical cohesion and 
general nouns, there have been a number of subsequent studies in the systemic-
functional tradition looking at related concepts. An overview of the field is 
given below.  
 One such scholar is Winter (1977, 1978), who looks at the cohesive or 
discourse-organising properties of what he calls type 3 vocabulary or Vocabulary 3 
items.28 These items constitute a special class of words that depend on the 
linguistic and exophoric context for their full semantic content. Vocabulary 3 
items are described by Winter (1977:2) as ‘special signposts’ which organise the 
discourse and allow the reader to make connections with what has gone before, 
what follows, and what lies outside the text altogether (see also Winter, 1978). 
                                                 
27 Words other than nouns may also have this organisational function, for instance, modal adverbs 
(e.g., also, furthermore) and text-linking adjectives (e.g., earlier, next) (Carter & McCarthy, 
1988:209).  
28 Vocabulary 3 is one of Winter’s (1977, 1978) three vocabularies of connection in English. The 
discourse-organising items in Vocabulary 3 resemble Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) general nouns but 
also include verbs, adjectives, and adverbs with similar discourse-organising functions.  
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Vocabulary 3 items would therefore resemble items from the two closed 
systems that he talks about as Vocabularies 1 and 2, namely subordinators and 
sentence-connectors. For instance, the Vocabulary 3 item contrast (a noun) is a 
member of the same semantic field, and performs the same kind of signposting 
function, as the Vocabulary 1 item whereas (a subordinator) and the Vocabulary 
2 item however (a sentence-connector) (Winter, 1977:29). Thus, like Halliday and 
Hasan, Winter places Vocabulary 3 items somewhere in between open- and 
closed-system words, viewing them as ‘open-system words for closed-system 
meanings’ – that is, as lexical items with a role to play ‘in the textual 
organisation of meaning’ (1978:94). His focus, then, is on the textual function 
of such items.  
 Another scholar who discusses the textual function of such nouns is 
Francis (1986, 1994). In two studies largely based on Halliday and Hasan’s 
systemic-functional approach, she talks about these nouns, first as anaphoric 
nouns, or A-nouns, and later as labels. The discussion below will outline some 
central concepts and findings in her research.  
 Francis’ (1986) A-nouns resemble Winter’s (1977) Vocabulary 3 items in 
that they are ‘interactive organisational signals’ with a ‘signposting function’ by 
which the writer ‘provides a route through his/her argument’ (Francis, 1986:3). 
Francis (1986) explores the use of A-nouns in an empirical study based on a 
corpus of argumentative texts.29 She lists three criteria for A-nouns: one 
semantic and two functional. The semantic criterion states that A-nouns ‘can be 
used metadiscursively’ in the ongoing discourse (Francis, 1986:3). A-nouns are 
then further subdivided into four semantic sub-categories, namely ‘utterance’ 
nouns (e.g., accusation, advice, discussion), ‘cognition’ nouns (e.g., abstraction, 
assumption, concept), ‘text’ nouns (e.g., chapter, excerpt, paragraph), and ‘ownerless’ 
nouns (e.g., fact, issue, matter), though she admits that ‘ownerless’ nouns are at 
best borderline cases of A-nouns, as they refer to things that exist in the world 
outside discourse and therefore do not fully meet the criterion of 
metadiscursivity (cf. also Francis, 1994).30 The two functional criteria state that 
A-nouns function as (a) anaphoric pro-forms and (b) the given element in a 
clause containing both given and new information. A-nouns face two ways: to a 

                                                 
29 Both Francis’ studies (1986, 1994) investigate actual language use in a corpus of texts (the first 
study from journals such as Encounter, and the latter study from the Bank of English corpus and The 
Times), but only the latter study makes use of computer corpus technology (Francis, 1994:83, 100).  
30 There is a great deal of overlap between Francis’ A-nouns and Halliday and Hasan’s class of 
general nouns. However, as Schmid (2000:11) points out, Francis’ semantic criterion of 
metadiscursivity excludes a large number of nouns (e.g., move) which would be classed as general 
nouns by Halliday and Hasan, but which are not used metadiscursively. There is also a great deal of 
overlap between Francis’ A-nouns and Schmid’s shell nouns, though the latter exclude Francis’ 
metalinguistic ‘text’ nouns (Schmid, 2000:11).  
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preceding stretch of discourse and to a following stretch of discourse which 
contains new propositional content. In both cases, Francis suggests, they 
contribute to coherence by linking to the surrounding linguistic co-text.  
 Francis’ (1986) A-nouns are primarily discourse organisers, but they may 
also have an additional (though not required) function as attitudinal markers, 
commenting on propositional content (1986:4). This idea builds on Halliday 
and Hasan’s (1976:276) observation that general nouns referring to human 
beings can signal contemptuousness or sympathy (e.g., idiot, dear), either in 
themselves or in conjunction with an attitudinal modifier (e.g., the poor dear, the 
lucky fellow) (Francis, 1986:46–47). Francis’ exploration of the attitudinal 
possibilities of A-nouns differs from that of Halliday and Hasan in that she 
includes a wider range of attitudinal meanings in her discussion, as well as a 
wider range of nouns. Thus, Francis’ discussion includes nouns such as insight, 
realisation, distortion, allegation, and claim – nouns designating attitudes and ideas. 
Francis (1986:46–47) notes further that the attitudinal function of A-nouns may 
be achieved not only in the choice of A-noun itself but also in the use of 
modification. She identifies three different functions of the modifiers of A-
nouns: the attitudinal, propositional, and organisational functions. These 
functions are highly relevant in my own analysis of adjectival modification of 
discourse-organising nouns and are described in detail in Section 8.3. 
 Francis’ (1986) ideas are further developed in a later study on labels 
(1994), a concept based on that of A-nouns. The concept label differs from the 
concept A-noun in that it encompasses the entire noun phrase, including 
modifiers and determiners as well as the noun itself. Thus, labels are described 
as entire nominal groups functioning as ‘[metalinguistic] labels for stages of an 
argument,’ or linguistic acts, in the discourse; their main characteristic is that 
they are unspecific in themselves and thus require ‘lexical realization, or 
lexicalization, in [their] co-text’ (Francis, 1994:83). Francis (1994) analyses the 
frequency and function of labels in a corpus of newspaper and argumentative 
writing from the Bank of English corpus and The Times. With regard to 
frequency, Francis (1994:100) observes that the use of labels as a lexical 
cohesive device is particularly common in newspaper language and in 
argumentative discourse – though it should be noted that she does not make an 
actual comparison with other genres. With regard to function, Francis suggests 
that the use of labels can be seen in terms of Halliday’s (e.g., 1985, 1994) three 
metafunctions; that is, they have ideational, interpersonal, and textual meaning. 
The ideational meaning of labels has to do with their function as participants in a 
process; the interpersonal meaning has to do with their function as signals of 
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writer stance, and the textual meaning has to do with their function in the 
thematic and information structure of the clause. One of Francis’ (1994:84) 
example sentences, cited as (4) below, contains an advance label (two salacious 
details), which is analysed in terms of these three metafunctions (emphasis in 
original).  
 

(4) The New York Post, which has been leading the tabloid pack, has added two salacious 
details to this bare outline. It reported that the alleged attack took place on a concrete 
staircase that runs from the Kennedy house to the beach. More sensationally, the Post 
claimed on Friday that Ted Kennedy, half naked, was romping round the estate with a 
second woman while the alleged attack was taking place. This allegation was at best 
dubious and at worst an outright fabrication.  

 
First, the head noun detail can be classified as a participant (a Goal) in a material 
process (the process of ‘adding’) – that is the ideational meaning. Second, detail 
is neutral in terms of writer stance (though the modifier salacious is evaluative) – 
that is the interpersonal meaning. And third, the noun phrase as a whole is 
located in the Rheme of the clause, the prototypical locus of new and 
prospective information, that is, information which can be ‘taken up again in 
the development of the argument’ (1994:84) – that is the textual meaning. Thus, 
Francis (1994) shows that labels have multiple functions, involving the whole 
noun group. As her findings apply specifically to argumentative and newspaper 
writing, however, Francis (1994) concludes by pointing to the need for more 
empirical research on ‘the range of lexis used as labels’ in various genres and 
modes, particularly spoken language (1994:100).  
 One scholar who has carried out such research on the functions of text-
forming nouns in various genres and modes is J. Flowerdew (e.g., 2003a, 2003b, 
2006, 2010). His studies focus on the concept of signalling nouns, a concept 
which is sufficiently similar to Francis’ A-nouns and labels to allow him to 
make comparisons between his own findings and those of Francis. Signalling 
nouns are incorporated in Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) group of general nouns, 
and defined by J. Flowerdew (2006:348) as ‘potentially any abstract noun which 
is unspecific out of context, but specific in context’ – that is, an abstract noun 
whose semantic content is variable and context-dependent. Examples include 
nouns such as attitude, difficulty, process, and result. The theoretical framework of 
the studies combines systemic-functional, corpus linguistic, and, in some cases, 
applied linguistic approaches.  
 J. Flowerdew (2003a) applies Halliday’s (1978) three contextual 
parameters for register, namely field, tenor, and mode, in his analysis of the use of 
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signalling nouns across different registers.31 The study looks at transcribed 
lectures and coursebook material from an undergraduate biology course, 
comparing the spoken and the written corpora to each other as well as to 
previous research on other written material, specifically argumentative texts as 
analysed by Francis (1986). J. Flowerdew (2003a) observes that the main 
function of signalling nouns in his two corpora is not to realise subject-matter 
content in a text, but rather to realise what he calls its rhetorical acts – for 
instance, the rhetorical acts of classification, definition, and exemplification.  
J. Flowerdew (2003a) also concludes that the use of signalling nouns varies with 
register: signalling nouns were more frequent in the written than in the spoken 
corpus, and the type of signalling noun used varied with the text-type analysed. 
For instance, J. Flowerdew’s (2003a) lecture-and-coursebook corpus was found 
to contain fewer instances of attitudinally marked signalling nouns (e.g., 
distortion, realisation, and truth) than Francis’ (1986) argumentative text corpus. 
This is because the material in the former is factual while the latter is 
persuasive. In terms of attitudinally marked modifiers of signalling nouns,  
J. Flowerdew’s (2003a) lecture-and-coursebook corpus was found to contain a 
relatively limited range of types; most of these mark the relative importance of 
the information presented (e.g., basic, essential, and salient), and a few have an 
evaluative function (e.g., admirable, reliable, and undeniable). J. Flowerdew (2003a) 
also notes that the use of evaluative modification is relatively rare in his own 
lecture-and-coursebook corpus compared to Francis’ (1986) polemical data.  
 In a related study based on the same data, J. Flowerdew (2003b) analysed 
how different types of signalling (including both across-clause and within-clause 
signalling, as well as cataphoric, anaphoric, and exophoric signalling) are 
distributed across different signalling items. The theoretical starting-point was 
the commonly made observation (e.g., Halliday, 1988; Martin, 1992) that 
abstract written English is often ‘characterised by high levels of nominalisation’ 
(J. Flowerdew, 2003b:332). Building on this observation, J. Flowerdew 
hypothesised that there would be more signalling nouns in the written corpus 
than in the spoken one – as indeed there were (see above). But more 
specifically, J. Flowerdew found that it is not only the distribution of signalling 
nouns in general that differs depending on whether the data is written or 
spoken and depending on whether the signalling occurs across or within 
clauses, but that the distribution of individual signalling items also differs in 
these regards. For instance, a total of 99 lexical items (including advantage, 
concept, and factor) were only found in the book corpus, and a total of 45 items 

                                                 
31 See Chapter 1, Section 1.3.1 for a discussion of Halliday’s parameters.  
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(including dimension, possibility, and response) were only found in the lecture 
corpus. In other words, the frequency and use of signalling items seems to be 
lexically determined.  
 In a later study, J. Flowerdew (2006, 2009) looked at the use of signalling 
nouns in the written production of a group of advanced second language 
learners. The corpus consisted of 210 argumentative essays written by 
Cantonese learners of English (L1: Cantonese) at tertiary level. The main aim of 
the study was to compare the total number of signalling nouns per essay, as well 
as the total number of signalling noun errors per essay, with overall essay 
grades. A subsidiary aim was to present a taxonomy of errors in the use of 
signalling nouns. This methodology, then, involves error analysis. Although 
error analysis fell out of favour in late twentieth-century linguistic scholarship, J. 
Flowerdew (2006) argues that it can be a valuable diagnostic tool, and that 
modern-day error analysis has evolved considerably in a number of ways, one 
of them being the advent of corpus linguistic methods and the possibility of 
examining patterns, context, and co-text, rather than focusing exclusively on 
decontextualised instances, as early research on learner error often did.32 
Another development is the emergence of the lexico-grammatical approach to 
language study in Britain, something which has led to an increased focus on 
lexis and its relevance in syntagmatic as well as paradigmatic analyses. On the 
basis of these considerations, J. Flowerdew argues that there is a lot of potential 
in his chosen methodology, and there were also several interesting findings in 
the study. First, signalling nouns were found to correlate positively with overall 
essay grades in terms of frequency of occurrence and accuracy of use. Second, 
errors on the syntagmatic axis (colligation, collocation, missing signalling noun) 
were more frequent than errors on the paradigmatic axis (inappropriate choice 
of signalling noun, missing signalling noun).33  
 On the basis of these findings, J. Flowerdew (2006:360) concludes that 
‘the effective use of signalling nouns is a developmental phenomenon which 
correlates with overall writing ability’ and that it therefore ‘contributes to the 
coherence of a text.’ What J. Flowerdew means by ‘coherence’ is not explicitly 
stated, but the concept seems to be equated here with overall writing quality as 

                                                 
32 Context is often seen as a wider term, encompassing co-text; alternatively, the two can be seen as 
opposing concepts. More specifically, context can be defined as ‘[a]ny relevant features of the setting 
in which a form appears or might appear’, whereas co-text is ‘sometimes used of linguistic context as 
distinct from the wider setting’ (Matthews, 2007:77, 85).  
33 J. Flowerdew (2006:359) points out that a missing signalling noun could indicate either that the 
writer does not know what noun to choose (paradigmatic error) or does not know that a noun is 
needed (syntagmatic error). See also Stubbs (2001:64–65) for an explanation of the difference 
between collocation (the co-occurrence of lexical items) and colligation (the co-occurrence of lexical 
and grammatical items).  
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reflected in the essay grades. J. Flowerdew also concludes that different types of 
error in signalling noun usage indicate different stages of interlanguage, but 
since no comparisons were made with data from native speakers of English or 
other L1 groups, no conclusions could be drawn about over- or 
underrepresentation of signalling nouns, or about the relative importance of L1 
interference and overgeneralisation in relation to the misuse of signalling nouns.  
 A later study by J. Flowerdew (2010) aimed to address these issues. The 
study was based on data from two corpora belonging to the ICLE collection: an 
L2-writer corpus consisting of argumentative texts written by Cantonese 
undergraduate students (also used in the 2006 study) and a comparable L1-
writer corpus consisting of argumentative texts written by L1 English students 
of a similar age (drawn from LOCNESS). One aim of this study was to 
compare and analyse the use of signalling nouns in the two corpora in terms of 
learner overuse, underuse, misuse, and idiosyncratic variation in the use of 
signalling nouns (error categories based on Lorenz, 1999a), something which 
was not addressed in the 2006 study. Another aim was to identify ways in which 
pedagogic intervention might help learners approach an L1 model and thereby 
a greater degree of coherence and appropriateness of register.34  
 The corpus data of the 2010 study were analysed both quantitatively and 
qualitatively, with interesting results. The analysis included signalling noun 
functions operating either across clause boundaries, as in (5) and (6), or within 
one and the same clause, as in (7). The analysis also divided signalling noun 
functions of the first type into cataphoric signalling, as in (5) and (7), and 
anaphoric signalling, as in (6) (examples from J. Flowerdew, 2010:36–37; 
emphasis in original).  
 

(5) This theory leaves a number of facts unexplained. For example, starch is absent from 
the guard cells of certain plants; some guard cells lack chloroplast but still open and 
close; and the stomatal movements of some plants may not necessarily be related to 
the time of day.  

 
(6) Electricity is used to drive the motor of an electric train, but inevitably some of the 

energy is lost as heat. This unavoidable fact is of great importance in biology.  
 

(7) Their role is to carry out the depolarizing phase of an action potential.  
 

                                                 
34 As in previous studies, J. Flowerdew (2010) seems to equate the (correct) use of signalling nouns 
with coherence. This assumption is reminiscent of Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) idea that cohesion in 
text contributes to textuality, or coherence.  
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J. Flowerdew notes that there was a considerable degree of overlap between the 
L1 and the L2 corpora in their top-20 lists of frequently used signalling nouns; 
for instance, problem is the most frequently used signalling noun in the L2 
corpus, and the second most frequent in the L1 corpus. However, apart from 
some overlap, signalling noun usage was found to differ greatly between the 
two corpora. The numbers were significantly higher in the L1 corpus, both in 
terms of overall frequencies (i.e., the total in absolute numbers), and in terms of 
the relative frequencies of different types of signalling noun realisation – that is, 
the linguistic co-text to which the noun refers. More specifically, L1 writers had 
higher overall frequencies of total signalling noun realisations, both across-
clause and within-clause. With regard to anaphoric versus cataphoric across-
clause realisations, the findings were more complex. L1 writers were found to 
have higher overall frequencies of across-clause anaphoric realisations. They 
were also found to have higher average frequencies of across-clause cataphoric 
realisations, though the L2 writers had higher overall frequencies of this type. 
The L2 corpus, in contrast, showed greater idiosyncratic variation in the 
realisation of signalling nouns, especially with regard to cataphoric across-clause 
realisations. The data also showed a tendency for the L2 writers to use fewer 
types than the L1 writers but to use them more frequently.  
 Some of these results were anticipated, J. Flowerdew (2010) points out, 
most notably perhaps the findings that the frequency and range of signalling 
noun usage in the L2 corpus was lower than that of the L1 corpus, and that the 
L2 writers tended to use fewer types. However, what was not anticipated was 
the finding that the relatively high score of cataphoric relations in the L2 
writers’ texts could be due to a training or text type effect – a conclusion based 
on a qualitative analysis of the data. In conclusion, J. Flowerdew (2010:53) 
suggests that the frequency and range of signalling noun use in L2 learner 
writing may be increased by introducing a wider range of nouns and text types 
in the classroom. However, he stresses that there is also a value in learning a 
small-scale range of devices which can be useful for lower level learners aiming 
to write texts that are coherent, even if they are not yet native-like (for a similar 
argument, see also Li Siu-leung & Pemberton, 1994; Thurstun & Candlin, 
1998).  
 By combining a quantitative and a qualitative approach in this study, J. 
Flowerdew (2010) avoids the purely quantitative focus on frequencies criticised 
by Chiang (1999) (see Chapter 2). The qualitative analysis also allows him to 
speculate on the possible reasons for the disparities between the L1 and L2 
writers’ corpora, and hence to discuss possible pedagogical implications. 
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However, as J. Flowerdew (2006:360) himself observes in an earlier study, ‘one 
needs to be very careful in assigning the cause of a given error, not least 
because many errors are likely to be due to multiple rather than single sources’ 
(see also Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005:66). It should therefore be remembered that 
the training and text type effects talked about here are merely some of a number 
of possible factors affecting L2 writers’ ability to sound native-like in their use 
of signalling nouns.  
 In a subsequent book-length study, J. Flowerdew and Forest (2015) 
investigated the lexico-grammatical and discourse features of signalling nouns 
in the Flowerdew Corpus of Academic English (FCAE), a 600,000-word corpus 
containing spoken and written data from academic journals, textbooks, and 
lectures in the natural and the social sciences. Thus, the study compared data 
representing various modes, genres, and disciplines, finding a total of 845 types 
and over 16,000 tokens in the material, though with uneven distribution across 
disciplines and genres. In terms of disciplinary variation, signalling nouns were 
found to be more frequently used in the material from the social sciences 
(~70%) than in the material from the natural sciences (~30%), a difference 
which was hypothesised to be due to the more frequent use of technical terms 
in the natural sciences (2015:183). In terms of genre variation, signalling nouns 
were found to be most frequently used in academic journals (~40%), followed 
by textbooks (~30%) and lectures (~30%) (2015:183). However, the study also 
found certain signalling noun items to be associated with particular disciplines 
or genres. For instance, the more unplanned manner of production of the 
spoken mode used in lectures was reflected in ‘a higher frequency of more 
general nouns like thing, point, and way’ (2015:184). With regard to lexico-
grammatical patterning, the study found more instances of across-clause than of 
within-clause realisations, more instances of anaphoric than of cataphoric 
realisations, and more instances of proximal than of distal realisations 
(2015:185). The authors rightly point out that the study is largely theoretical and 
quantitative, with ‘relatively little phraseological or qualitative analysis of 
examples in context’ (2015:186). However, despite this limitation, the study 
gives a comprehensive overview of signalling noun usage in a broad range of 
academic genres and disciplines.  
 A slightly different approach to signalling noun usage was taken in a 
study on signalling nouns as metadiscoursal, also by J. Flowerdew (2015). The 
study showed how signalling nouns might be incorporated into, and 
operationalised in, models of metadiscourse, arguing that they are ‘an important 
resource for communicating intended meaning’ and that, as such, students may 
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benefit from pedagogical models focusing on patterns of metadiscourse in text 
and how such patterns can be used by writers to go beyond propositional 
meaning, to create textual and interpersonal meanings (2015:31–32). In sum, J. 
Flowerdew’s research clearly demonstrates the centrality of this class of noun, 
particularly in academic writing, and its relevance to students as they learn to 
create coherent texts which succeed in expressing the author’s intended 
meanings.  
 Another scholar in the systemic-functional tradition is Mahlberg (e.g., 
2003, 2005, 2006, 2009), whose empirical research on lexical cohesion and what 
she calls general nouns is to a large extent influenced by Halliday and Hasan’s 
(1976) treatment, though there are also differences. Mahlberg’s conception of 
general nouns as being semantically unspecific is similar to that of Halliday and 
Hasan (1976). She defines and analyses general nouns according to both 
quantitative and qualitative criteria – that is, in terms of frequency (general 
nouns are ‘high-frequency nouns’) and in terms of function (general nouns are 
nouns which ‘fulfil local textual functions in which their world meaning is less 
central than their textual or evaluative meanings’) (Mahlberg, 2005:173). 
Mahlberg (2005) then investigates the use of 20 such nouns, divided into three 
groups: time nouns (e.g., time, year, day), people nouns (e.g., man, woman, family), 
and world nouns (e.g., thing, way, world). These general nouns are of marginal 
relevance to the present study as they are not primarily discourse organisers 
even though they do contribute to cohesion in the text.  
 Mahlberg’s research is fundamentally corpus-driven, and this has 
affected her approach to some of Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) ideas.35 
According to Mahlberg (2005:35f), Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) discussion of a 
cohesive continuum ranging from lexical to grammatical cohesion is 
problematic from the perspective of corpus-driven analysis, which is concerned 
with the observation of patterns in actual language data and thus rules out 
speculation about, or the invention of, other examples. Furthermore, Mahlberg 
(2005:177) states that Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) view regarding the lexical-
grammatical borderline status of general nouns is of secondary importance in a 
corpus-linguistic approach to cohesion, which does not recognise a strict 
division between grammar and lexis anyway (see, e.g., Hunston & Francis, 
2000). Instead, Mahlberg (2006:abstract, 364) suggests, a corpus-theoretical 
approach can shed new light on cohesion as a ‘fundamentally lexical 
phenomenon’ which cannot be clearly separated from grammar and syntax, and 

                                                 
35 See, e.g., Römer (2005:8ff), Tognini-Bonelli (2001, 2007), and McEnery and Hardie (2012) on the 
difference between corpus-based and corpus-driven linguistic research.  
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which is ‘created by interlocking lexico-grammatical patterns and overlapping 
lexical items.’ Mahlberg (e.g., 2006) further suggests that this theoretical 
approach to cohesion can be fruitfully applied in the language classroom and in 
publications relating to language teaching, which tend to preserve the traditional 
distinction between grammar and lexis, and between grammatical and lexical 
cohesion (for instance, in lists of fixed phrases and categories of cohesive 
devices). Thus, Mahlberg argues that a corpus-driven approach can bring with it 
new theoretical and applied perspectives on the study of general nouns and 
their role in the creation of cohesion.  
 The next section widens the scope of the discussion. Specifically, the 
section presents relevant work on text-forming nouns which lies outside of, yet 
is compatible with, the field of systemic-functional linguistics.  

3.3 Beyond SFL: Relevant work in other fields 

Related work on the functions of abstract nouns, extending beyond the 
systemic-functional tradition, includes that of Schmid (2000, 2007), whose 
studies on the functions of so-called shell nouns (e.g., fact, notion, possibility) take an 
eclectic approach combining the functional and corpus-linguistic frameworks 
with a cognitive perspective (see Schmid, 2000:20). Schmid (2000:39) explains 
the need for corpus linguistic methodology by observing that there is a 
relationship between frequency and representativity in language. On the basis of 
Halliday’s (1993:3) early finding that ‘frequency in text instantiate[s] probability 
in the system,’ Schmid (2000:39) proposes what, in his own words, can be 
described as ‘a cognitive re-interpretation of Halliday’s frequency principle,’ 
thus taking Halliday’s reasoning ‘one step beyond his systemic view to a 
cognitive view of language.’ The argument here is that there is a close 
connection between frequency and cognition: according to Schmid’s (2000:39) 
‘From-Corpus-to-Cognition Principle’, ‘[f]requency in text instantiates 
entrenchment in the cognitive system.’ In other words, frequency in actual 
language use correlates with how we think.  

Schmid’s (2000) study is based on data from the British section of the 
Bank of English COBUILD corpus. At the time of the investigation, this 
corpus consisted of 225 million words of running text from a large variety of 
sources – both spoken and written, formal and informal, with more than two-
thirds of the material coming from media sources (2000:43). Thus, this is not 
primarily a study of academic writing, nor is it a study of learner writing; 
nevertheless, the theoretical framework and methodological approach are highly 
relevant to the present study.  
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Schmid (2000:12) defines shell nouns as abstract nouns functioning as 
conceptual shells for larger chunks of information, cast into nominal structures. 
This is a functional, rather than a semantic, definition; that is, shell nouns ‘are 
not defined by inherent properties but constitute a functional linguistic class’ 
(2000:13). Many other scholars have talked about such nouns primarily in terms 
of semantic unspecificity (see, e.g., Francis, 1986, 1994; Ivanič, 1991; Winter, 
1977, 1978), and Schmid (2000:76ff) concedes, with reference to these scholars, 
that shell nouns can in fact be said to be semantically unspecific, in that they 
encapsulate semantic information expressed elsewhere – the so-called shell 
content. However, he argues, many scholars have paid too much attention to the 
semantic unspecificity of shell nouns and too little to other aspects, such as 
function and context – which is also why he chooses to talk about these nouns as 
shell nouns (i.e., nouns which function as conceptual shells for information 
present elsewhere in the linguistic context) rather than as general nouns (i.e., 
nouns which have relatively little semantic content) (2000:6).  
 Thus, Schmid’s (2000) shell nouns should be understood primarily in 
terms of their functional properties. Three functions of shell nouns are 
highlighted – a semantic, a cognitive, and a textual function. In Schmid’s words, 
shell nouns serve, first, ‘the semantic function of characterizing and 
perspectivizing complex chunks of information which are expressed in clauses 
or even longer stretches of text’; second, they serve ‘the cognitive function of 
temporary concept-formation,’ which means that ‘they allow speakers to encapsulate 
these complex chunks of information in temporary nominal concepts with 
apparently rigid and clear-cut boundaries’; and third, they serve ‘the textual 
function of linking these nominal concepts with clauses or other pieces of text 
which contain the actual details of information, thereby instructing the hearer 
to interpret different sections of a text together’ (2000:14, emphasis in original). 
The first and second functions are particularly relevant in a discussion of the 
semantic content of shell nouns, in that Schmid (2000:19) considers concepts to 
be much like the Saussurean sign, based on the relation between linguistic form 
(here: a noun) and idea (here: semantic content). This relation, he states, is 
relatively stable for full-content nouns and virtually non-existent for pronouns, 
but shell nouns, while conceptually stable, are informationally flexible. Thus, 
Schmid suggests, this class of nouns can be thought of as semantically flexible or 
variable rather than as semantically empty. Moreover, Schmid rejects the 
Hallidayan idea of identity of reference between noun and semantic content; 
instead, he argues, the relationship between shell noun and shell content is one 
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of experiential identity, in which the separate elements together ‘contribute to the 
formation of one thought’ (2000:29).  

But there is also a structural aspect in Schmid’s definition of shell nouns: 
he points out that they are frequently used in certain lexico-grammatical 
patterns with ‘a clearly defined slot where the shell noun can be expected,’ and 
with the possibility of creating linguistic links between shell noun and shell 
content (2000:40). By searching for specific patterns, Schmid (2000:14, 40ff) 
suggests, the researcher can identify the shell nouns typically occurring in those 
patterns. The idea here is that lexis and grammar are interdependent, that lexical 
items are associated with certain patterns, or phraseologies, and that words 
sharing a given pattern also often share ‘an aspect of meaning’ (Hunston & 
Francis, 2000:3). Schmid’s (2000) study identifies shell nouns occurring in four 
such lexico-grammatical patterns, two cataphoric and two anaphoric. These 
patterns are listed here as (i)–(iv), with example sentences from Schmid 
(2000:22; emphasis in original):36  
 

(i) Shell noun + postnominal clause:  
Mr Bush said Iraq’s leaders had to face the fact that the rest of the world was against them.  
 

(ii) Shell noun phrase + be + complementing clause:  
The advantage is that there is a huge audience that can hear other things you may have to 
say.  

 
(iii) Referring item + (premodifier) + shell noun:  

(Mr Ash was in the clearest possible terms labelling my clients as anti-semitic.) I hope it is 
unnecessary to say that this accusation is also completely unjustified.  
 

(iv) Referring item as subject + be + shell noun (phrase):  
(I won the freshmen’s cross-country. – Mm.) That was a great achievement wasn’t it?  

 
Only nouns used in all four patterns are counted as shell nouns in the study. 
670 such nouns were identified, and connections between the function and use 
of shell nouns, on the one hand, and the lexico-grammatical patterns, on the 
other, were explored. These connections were also investigated in a later study 
(Schmid, 2007) discussing the existence of semantically determined patterns of 
co-occurrence between noun types and complement types, that is, the tendency 
of certain lexico-grammatical patterns to attract certain nouns, and the tendency 
                                                 
36 The search queries were based on lexico-grammatical patterns, rather than lexical items. The 
patterns used were selected on the basis of the author’s own previous research (Schmid, 1993:165–
219; 1997), which suggested that shell nouns mainly occur in these four pattern types. Patterns (iii) 
and (iv) are also frequently used with non-shell nouns (e.g., this book) (2000).  
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of certain nouns to rely on certain lexico-grammatical patterns. Thus, the 
criterion that all shell nouns should occur in all four patterns in order to be 
counted as shell nouns may be questioned on the grounds of these findings, 
and no such criterion is used in the present study.  
 Though Schmid’s (2000, 2007) research on shell nouns is not concerned 
with learner writing, an applied linguistic perspective has been added later by 
scholars building on Schmid’s ideas. In one such study, Aktas and Cortes (2008) 
adopted the term shell nouns – as well as Schmid’s (2000) combined functional 
and structural classification of shell nouns – in a comparative study on the use 
of such nouns in a corpus of published research articles and a corpus of 
research articles written by international graduate students in L2 English. The 
study used both quantitative and qualitative methods, comparing shell-noun 
usage in the two corpora in terms of relative frequencies, lexico-grammatical 
patterning, and the semantic, cognitive, and textual functions introduced by 
Schmid (2000:14) (i.e., the functions of characterization, temporary concept-
formation, and linking). Thus, Aktas and Cortes’ (2008) study differs from that 
of Schmid (2000; see also Schmid, 2007) in terms of what data it examines, but 
not in terms of terminology, definitions and classification, or the analytical 
framework within which the data are examined.  
 There were a number of noteworthy differences between the two writer 
groups in Aktas and Cortes’ (2008) study in terms of their use of shell nouns. 
First, the two corpora differed in terms of frequencies: some shell nouns were 
more frequent in the student corpus than in the published one, and more 
unevenly distributed across authors (cf. J. Flowerdew, 2010, who also found 
greater idiosyncratic variation in the L2 corpus). Second, the two corpora varied 
in terms of the lexico-grammatical patterning and functions of the shell nouns: 
a wide variety of shell nouns were used in both corpora, but not always in the 
same lexico-grammatical patterns or performing the same semantic, cognitive, 
and textual functions.  
 Although the study was limited in terms of the number of disciplines 
included in the corpora, the number of shell nouns investigated, and the 
unequal sizes of the two corpora (with the student corpus roughly one-tenth 
the size of the published corpus), Aktas and Cortes (2008:13) nevertheless 
concluded that non-native speakers of English fall short of the model of 
academic writing that they are expected to emulate. The authors further 
suggested that advanced non-native speakers writing in English do not 
necessarily need to be taught these nouns as vocabulary items, but rather need 



54 
 

to be taught the different lexico-grammatical patterns in which the nouns 
generally occur, and the cohesive functions to which they are put.  
 In another study of relevance to this topic, Hasselgård (2012) 
investigated the use of a small selection of potential shell nouns (fact, idea, 
question, problem, and issue) in L2 and L1 writing. The study was primarily based 
on data from the Louvain family of corpora (ICLE and LOCNESS), and 
focused on Norwegian advanced learners of English but also included learners 
from German and French L1 backgrounds. The investigation was not limited to 
the use of these lexemes in their function as shell nouns. Rather, the focus was 
on the use of the lexemes in so-called ‘recurrent word combinations’; in other 
words, the focus was on phraseology (2012:22). Both the relative distribution 
and the discourse functions of recurrent word combinations were investigated, 
and a number of differences between L2 and L1 usage were found. Specifically, 
most of these nouns were found to be underused in the L2 corpora (particularly 
the noun issue), and various degrees of dissonance in the use of these nouns in 
the L2 corpora could also be found. Hasselgård (2012:51) concludes that there 
is ‘a higher degree of routinization of the phrases among native speakers,’ 
particularly in comparison with the Norwegian learners. She also points out that 
the learners seemed to prefer syntactically simple combinations. In conclusion, 
Hasselgård (2012:51) suggests the need for further research focusing on ‘the 
extent to which the use of shell nouns depends on writing experience as well as 
language proficiency,’ through a comparison of student writer data to that of 
‘more skilled’ writers. The present study is a step towards meeting that need.  

3.4 Towards a definition of discourse-organising nouns 

Any classification of linguistic items – be it semantic, structural, functional, or 
any other kind – is necessarily an arbitrary construction, and it is not always 
helpful to talk about discrete categories or classes.37 Nevertheless, classification 
can be a useful and necessary tool in linguistic analyses, as long as it is 
remembered that its validity is limited, and that membership in a category or 
class is not, in Langacker’s (1987:14) words, an ‘all-or-nothing’ affair. It is not 
surprising, therefore, that studies vary a great deal with regard to the definition 
and classification of text-forming nouns and related concepts, as shown in the 
above survey. Part of the difficulty may be that, as Schmid (2000:13) points out, 
these nouns ‘constitute a functional linguistic class,’ primarily identified in terms 
of function and use, rather than semantic properties. This is not to say that text-

                                                 
37 See, e.g., Langacker (1987:14ff) on the non-discreteness of linguistic categories from the 
perspective of cognitive linguistics.  
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forming nouns have no semantic properties, or that semantic criteria have no 
place in a functional definition of such nouns. On the contrary, meaning can be 
said to be part of function and vice versa. Schmid’s (2000, 2007) shell nouns, 
for instance, can be described as semantically variable, abstract nouns. 
However, as discourse organisers, the nouns are instantially, rather than 
inherently, cohesive. This functional view of the cohesive relationship between 
lexical items can be traced back to Halliday and Hasan (1976:12), who point out 
that ‘it is not the presence of a particular class of items that is cohesive, but the 
relation between one item and another.’ The primary focus is therefore on the 
function and use of these nouns, rather than on the nouns per se. Similarly, 
Schmid (2000:13) remarks that ‘[t]he right way of thinking about shell nouns is 
as particular types of uses of certain nouns, rather than as shell lexemes in their 
own right’ (emphasis in original). A similar functional view of the cohesive 
relationship is taken in the present study: discourse-organising noun will be regarded 
here primarily as a functional label.  
 Nevertheless, there is a certain degree of ambiguity in the use of this 
label: like Schmid’s (2000, 2007) term shell noun, the term discourse-organising noun 
(DON) can be used to refer both to lexemes with ‘the systemic, langue-related 
potential to fulfil [a] specific combination of functions’ and to ‘actual uses of 
these nouns in these functions, i.e. parole phenomena’ (Schmid, 2000:20).38 One 
way of resolving this complexity is to talk of DONs in terms of potential DONs 
and instantiated DONs.39 Thus, the label discourse-organising noun can be applied 
both to a particular lexical item with the potential to function as a DON (that 
is, a lexical item whose semantic properties afford DON functionality), and to 
individual instances of use of that lexical item with a discourse-organising 
function within a specific context. In the present study, reference will be made 
both to potential DONs and to instantiated DONs, though the analysis focuses 
on discourse-organising uses of certain lexical items, rather than on the lexical 
items as such.  
 Consequently, the definition of DONs used in this study is a two-part 
definition based on both semantic and functional criteria. Key concepts in this 
definition are abstractness, unspecificity, context-dependency, and cohesiveness. 
Semantically, DONs can be defined as unspecific, abstract nouns which rely on 
the linguistic co-text for part of their semantic content. In other words, these 
nouns are semantically flexible, or variable – but not semantically empty 
(though some abstract nouns, such as thing, arguably rely on context for a large 
                                                 
38 This reasoning is based on the Saussurean concepts of langue, i.e., language system, and parole, 
i.e., language use (de Saussure, 1959) .  
39 See Halliday and Matthiessen (2004:26–29) on language as instantiated meaning potential.  



56 
 

part of their semantic content). Functionally, they can be defined as cohesive 
devices which convey propositional content, signal writer stance, and contribute 
to textual organisation through anaphoric and cataphoric reference to 
information expressed elsewhere in the linguistic co-text, either within one and 
the same sentence or across sentence boundaries. In this, they relate to 
Halliday’s (2004) three metafunctions of language: the ideational, the 
interpersonal, and the textual metafunctions.  
 The above definition owes much to previous research on related 
concepts as described in this chapter, for instance with regard to unspecificity and 
context-dependency. For instance, Ivanič’s (1991) carrier nouns are described as 
nouns which carry a context-dependent, or variable, meaning alongside their 
dictionary, or constant meaning, and J. Flowerdew’s (e.g., 2003a, 2003b, 2006, 
2009, 2010) signalling nouns are described as nouns whose full meaning ‘can 
only be made specific by reference to its linguistic context’ (J. Flowerdew, 
2010:abstract). The definition also owes much to Francis’ (1994) treatment of 
labels, in that the functional criterion relates to Halliday’s (2004) three 
metafunctions of language. With regard to the abstractness criterion – that is, the 
criterion that nouns denoting physical entities should not be included – the 
situation is more complex. While most scholars in the field have adopted the 
abstractness criterion in their studies of related concepts (e.g., J. Flowerdew, 
2003a, 2003b, 2006, 2009, 2010, 2015; J. Flowerdew & Forest, 2015; Francis, 
1986, 1994; Ivanič, 1991; Schmid, 2000, 2007), this is by no means the universal 
standpoint (see also Sections 3.1 and 3.2). Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) class of 
general nouns, as well as Mahlberg’s (2005) related concept, includes nouns 
denoting concrete objects: Halliday and Hasan (1976:274), for instance, include 
nouns such as object and person. The definition of DONs used in the present 
study adopts the abstractness criterion, partly for the sake of following majority 
practice in this matter, and partly because abstractness is a common feature in 
academic writing – the object of investigation in this study. There is also one 
additional key difference between previous research and the present study; this 
difference has to do with metadiscursivity, or the lack of it.40 Whereas Francis’ 
(1986, 1994) definition of A-nouns and labels requires that they be 
metadiscursive, this restriction does not apply to the definition of DONs used 
in the present study. In other words, non-metadiscursive nouns such as fact, 
issue, and matter are here regarded as clear examples of nouns capable of 
functioning as DONs (cf. Francis, 1986:3, 17). The reason for this is to make 
                                                 
40 Metadiscourse is a slippery concept which can be defined either narrowly, as limited to textual 
features (the reflexive model), or broadly, as encompassing interpersonal features (the integrative or 
interactive model) (see, e.g., Ädel, 2003, 2006; Hyland, 2004, 2005).  
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the definition broad, encompassing a large number of nouns functioning in 
similar ways.  
 As indicated above, DONs rely on a stretch of discourse in the linguistic 
context for part of their semantic content. This is the stretch of discourse to 
which the DON refers, or, more accurately, the stretch of discourse with which 
it is co-referent.41 To illustrate, the noun fact in example (8) refers to the 
immediately preceding sentence (underscored). The example is taken from J. 
Flowerdew’s (2010:36–37) analysis of signalling nouns, but the same 
relationship between noun and linguistic context also applies to the concept of 
DONs as defined in the present study.  
 

(8) Electricity is used to drive the motor of an electric train, but inevitably some of the 
energy is lost as heat. This unavoidable fact is of great importance in biology.  

 
In previous research on related concepts, this stretch of discourse is variously 
labelled as, for instance, lexical realisation (Francis, 1994; McCarthy, 1991), 
lexicalisation (Francis, 1994)42, signalling noun realisation (J. Flowerdew, 2010), 
presupposed item (Halliday & Hasan, 1976), and shell content (Schmid, 2000). These 
terms were considered unsuitable for use in the present study, for reasons 
outlined in the following. Lexicalisation is potentially confusing because it is 
more commonly used by linguists to signify a process of language change, and 
realisation because it is more commonly used to signify a form–function 
relationship regarding one and the same phrase. The term presupposed item as 
used by Halliday and Hasan is at best potentially misleading and at worst a 
misnomer, as the noun may have as its referent a lengthy stretch of text with 
more or less fuzzy boundaries, rather than a single, clearly delimited item. And 
finally, Schmid’s term shell content may wrongly imply that the noun itself is 
semantically empty or monodimensional (a mere ‘shell’). In this study, I follow 
Hunston (2002:20) in using the term referent instead. This term is hopefully 
sufficiently transparent, with no previously established common uses that may 
cause confusion, and it avoids implying that DONs are semantically empty or 
monodimensional.  
 The referent can be realised in a number of ways: as a noun phrase, as a 
clause, or as a longer stretch of text with or without clear-cut boundaries. This 
is illustrated in examples (9)–(11).43  
                                                 
41 Cf. Hasan (1984) on the notion of similarity, not identity, of reference. That is, the two share a 
reference, or part of it, instead of referring to each other.  
42 Francis (1994:83) proposes both lexical realisation and lexicalisation.  
43 All examples are from ICLE-SW and LOCNESS, the student corpora used in the present study 
(emphasis added). Example (11) is also cited as example (1) in Chapter 1.  
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(9) I would like to start with the question of costs, expenses and profits. (ICLE-SW: 

SWUG2024) 
 

(10)  He raises the question of whether people are guilty through non-action as much as 
through action. (LOCNESS: BRSUR1) 

 
(11)  Let me briefly point out some arguments that speak in favour of the car, and some 

that don’t. To begin with the car enables us to move about more freely and to 
experience places and wonders which would otherwise have been impossible. In 
other words – it provides freedom in a “steel-shell”. And besides that, its a time-
saving machine. [...] (ICLE-SW: SWUL7031) 

 
In examples (9) and (10), the referent is realised by a prepositional complement: 
a noun phrase in (9), and a clause in (10). In example (11), it is realised by a 
series of clauses, not all of which have been reproduced here.  
 There is little scholarly consensus on what kinds of linguistic structures 
can function as the referent of this kind of noun. Schmid (2000:4), for instance, 
suggests that so-called shell content (in his terminology) can be realised as 
clauses, but not as phrases. Thus, shell nouns can be conceived of as 
“containers” or “conceptual shells” which encapsulate and reduce ‘complex, 
proposition-like pieces of information’ expressed as clauses (Schmid, 
2007:abstract) or as longer stretches of text (2000:6) – but not as phrases. A 
similar argument is made by Hasselgård (2012:9), who suggests that the content 
of a shell noun can be realised as a clausal complement, but not as a noun 
phrase complement. In contrast, other scholars take a broader view of the 
realisation of referents, arguing that they can also be realised as noun phrases. 
This is the position taken by J. Flowerdew and Forest (2015:27–28), but with 
the important caveat that such referents must exhibit ‘clause-like semantics, in 
having a deverbal noun, deadjectival noun or gerund as its head’ (emphasis in original). 
The present study also includes referents realised as noun phrases, though 
without J. Flowerdew and Forest’s (2015) caveat. There are two main reasons 
for the inclusion of noun phrase referents in the present study. The first reason 
has to do with the aims of the study: a broader definition of referents allows for 
a more comprehensive investigation into the different ways in which DONs are 
actually used in student writing. The second reason has to do with analytical 
simplicity and transparency: the boundary between phrases and clauses is not 
always sharp, and the two often perform similar functions. This is illustrated in 
examples (12) and (13).  
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(12)  This is one of my greatest fears: bloody revolts in the various republics of the USSR. 
(ICLE-SW: SWUL7007) 

 
(13)  Another problem is the unwillingness of industry to transport goods by train often 

due to the limited rail network and the cost compared to transport by HGV’s. 
(LOCNESS: (alevels1) 

 
In both examples, the referent is realised as a noun phrase, and in both 
examples, there is a clearly implied propositional content within the noun 
phrase (cf. bloody revolts occurring or that bloody revolts should occur in example (12), 
and that the industry is unwilling… in example (13)). Furthermore, the noun phrase 
in (13) is complex and contains within it an embedded clause (to transport 
goods…). As these examples demonstrate, the distinction between phrase and 
clause is simply not clear-cut, and it may therefore be both difficult and highly 
arbitrary from a functional perspective to stipulate that a noun such as problem, 
for instance, can function as a DON when it has a clause as a referent but not 
when it has a phrase as a referent.  
 In many instances, referents are difficult to pinpoint, either because they 
are too distant from the DON and therefore difficult to retrieve (cf. Firbas, 
1995), or because they are too fuzzy round the edges and therefore difficult to 
delimit. This kind of referential indistinctness may simply be a sign of bad 
writing, but it may also be a purposeful and powerful rhetorical device. Francis 
(1994:88) makes this point in a discussion on what she calls retrospective labels 
(as described in Section 3.2). She notes that labels  
 

are used, like the anaphoric this, to tell the reader to section off in his or her mind 
what has gone before. The precise extent of the stretch to be sectioned off may not 
matter: it is the shift in direction signalled by the label and its immediate environment 
which is of crucial importance for the development of the discourse. It could even be 
argued that referential indistinctness of this kind may be used strategically by the 
writer to creative or persuasive effect, perhaps providing scope for different 
interpretations, or blurring the lines of specious or spurious arguments.  

 
As the purpose of the present study is to gain as complete a picture as possible 
of DON usage in student writing, proximity and distinctness are not considered 
prerequisites for inclusion. However, referents must be identifiable in or at least 
inferable from the linguistic context (cf. Schmid, 2000:18) in order for its co-
referent noun to be classified as a DON (see Section 7.3.2 for a discussion of 
remote and fuzzy referents in the present study).  
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3.5 Summary and implications for the present study  

Previous research on text-forming nouns displays a considerable degree of 
diversity in terms of focal points and, consequently, in terms of methods, 
findings and conclusions. Scholars have used different terms, defined in 
different ways, and they have looked at different aspects of the properties and 
functions of these text-forming nouns, in both native-speaker and non-native-
speaker writing, and in a variety of text types. The present section explores 
three major ways in which the previous studies discussed differ in these regards, 
as well as implications for the present study.  

First, the studies discussed differ in terms of data selection. While, for 
instance, J. Flowerdew (2010) compared L2 student writing with a comparable 
corpus of L1 student writing, Aktas and Cortes (2008) instead used a corpus of 
published articles as their reference corpus, similar to the expert writing corpus 
used in the present study. Both approaches yielded interesting information. 
However, a three-way comparison, as in the present study, undeniably broadens 
the picture by acknowledging that L2 student writers face a double challenge: 
that of writing in a second language, and that of writing an academic text. In 
fact, native-like proficiency may not be L2 writers’ only, or even main, goal. As 
members of an international academic community in which native-speaker 
usage grows increasingly peripheral (cf. Section 1.2.2), L2 writers may be more 
concerned with other aspects of academic writing in English. The complexity of 
this situation should be recognised. The trilateral approach taken in the present 
study therefore affords a broader perspective on the use of discourse-organising 
nouns in different writer groups.  

On the same point of data selection, not all of the scholars considered 
here base their discussion on data consisting of argumentative, or even 
academic, writing; hence, their results may have limited applicability in a 
comparison with other studies which do. This is the case with Schmid’s (2000, 
2007) studies, which were based on the British section of the Bank of English 
COBUILD corpus. The sub-corpus used by Schmid consisted of 225 million 
words of running text from a variety of sources, both formal and informal, 
spoken and written – but with more than two-thirds of its data coming from 
media sources. This situation need not preclude the possibility of making 
comparisons with academic writing; after all, newspaper language and academic 
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prose are not opposite poles in this respect.44 However, Schmid’s (2000, 2007) 
findings, it should be remembered, do not primarily represent academic writing.  

Second, some studies on text-forming nouns focus exclusively on 
abstract items (e.g., argument, concept, fact, and idea), while others also include 
concrete ones (e.g., man, people, person, and place). Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) 
concept of general nouns includes both abstract and concrete items, as shown 
in Section 3.1. Similarly, Mahlberg’s (2005) related concept of general nouns 
also includes both abstract and concrete items. In contrast, the majority of 
studies on text-forming nouns include only abstract items (e.g., J. Flowerdew, 
2003a, 2003b, 2006, 2009, 2010, 2015; J. Flowerdew & Forest, 2015; Francis, 
1986, 1994; Ivanič, 1991; Schmid, 2000, 2007), though it should be noted that 
the distinction between abstract and concrete nouns is by no means clear-cut. A 
noun such as thing, for instance, could be either concrete or abstract, as 
illustrated in examples (14) and (15), respectively.45  
 

(14)  There are some nice things in the shops this summer.  
 

(15)  If there’s one thing I want to know, it’s where he goes on Thursday afternoons.  
 
Thus, the question is not so much whether a particular noun is abstract or 
concrete per se, but rather whether it has an abstract or a concrete meaning in a 
particular context. The approach taken in this study follows majority practice, in 
that tokens referring to physical objects or people have been excluded (see 
Section 3.4).  

Third, even though the terms and concepts discussed here overlap to a 
considerable extent, the terms themselves naturally profile certain properties 
and functions of the nouns they represent. Francis’ (1986) term anaphoric noun, 
for instance, profiles the retrospective reference function of such nouns, while 
her term label (1994:83) instead profiles the act of attaching metalinguistic labels 
to stages of an argument, talking about ‘a stretch of discourse as a linguistic act, 
labelling it as, say, an argument, a point or a statement’ (emphasis in original).46 

                                                 
44 See, for instance, Biber et al. (1999:649) on the frequency of abstract nouns (e.g., fact, conclusion, 
notion, and suggestion) taking that-complement clauses in different registers. The authors find that 
the frequencies in newspaper language and academic prose are fairly similar.  
45 Both examples have been taken from the Cambridge Dictionaries Online. Website address: 
http://dictionary.cambridge.org. Emphasis added.  
46 The profiling of the retrospective reference function inherent in Francis’ (1986) term anaphoric 
noun may be particularly misleading, in view of J. Flowerdew and Forest’s (2015:48–49) observation 
that ‘[w]hile the usual notion associated with anaphoric signalling is one of “referring back” to prior 
text, it is more useful to view anaphoric [signalling nouns] as “carrying forward” prior meanings in a 
more compact form.’  
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Moreover, label is a broader term, profiling neither retrospective nor advance 
reference, and it is more obviously compatible with an analysis of the whole 
noun phrase, rather than just the noun itself. J. Flowerdew’s (2003a, 2003b, 
2006, 2009, 2010, 2015; J. Flowerdew & Forest, 2015) term signalling noun 
profiles the act of signalling, that is, the act of establishing links between parts 
of the text and of attaching labels to stretches of semantic content (see, e.g., J. 
Flowerdew, 2003a:35f). Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) term general noun profiles 
the semantic unspecificity – perhaps even emptiness – of such nouns, as well as 
their borderline position as being neither fully content words, nor function 
words. Schmid’s (2000) term shell noun profiles their inherent function as 
‘conceptual shells’ for semantic content expressed elsewhere (2000:76). An 
additional, probably unintentional, effect is to profile their role as containers to 
be filled by such semantic content – though it will be remembered that Schmid 
rejects the idea of shell nouns being semantically empty or monodimensional. 
The present study uses the term discourse-organising noun, or DON, to talk about 
abstract nouns with a text-forming function (see also L. Flowerdew, 1998a; 
McCarthy, 1991). This term is intended to profile the function of these nouns 
as cohesive devices contributing to the organisation of discourse.  

The definition of discourse-organising nouns, or DONs, used in the 
present study has both a semantic and a functional component. Semantically, 
DONs are defined as unspecific, abstract nouns which rely on the linguistic co-
text for part of their semantic content. Functionally, they are defined as 
cohesive devices which convey propositional content, signal writer stance, and 
contribute to textual organisation through anaphoric and cataphoric reference 
to information expressed elsewhere in the linguistic co-text, either within one 
and the same sentence or across sentence boundaries.  

The next chapter presents the search words (i.e., the potential DONs) 
used in the study, with a focus on outlining and evaluating the steps of the 
selection process.  
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4  Methods: Selection of search words and delimitations 

The aim of this chapter is to present the discourse-organising nouns (DONs) 
included in this study. In more practical terms, this entails establishing the 
selection criteria as well as creating a list of search words for the corpus 
material. These aims are dealt with in Section 4.1. Section 4.2 presents the 
reference relationships that DONs can enter into in terms of (a) phoricity and 
(b) extension in relation to sentence boundaries. Four such categories are 
identified, based on J. Flowerdew (e.g., 2010): anaphoric within-sentence 
reference, anaphoric across-sentence reference, cataphoric within-sentence 
reference, and cataphoric across-sentence reference. The chapter ends with a 
discussion of delimitations and borderline cases in Section 4.3 and a brief 
summary in Section 4.4.  

4.1 Selecting the search words 

This section presents a list of potential DONs to be investigated – that is, a list 
of search words. It is clear from previous studies (see Chapter 3) that there is 
no universally agreed-upon, predetermined list of nouns identified by previous 
researchers and already known to function in this way. This is partly because 
previous researchers have not investigated identical concepts, and partly 
because lexical items are by definition open-class items.47 The list of potential 
DONs to be used in the study therefore had to be compiled afresh, something 
which can be done in various ways. In previous research, selection has been 
based on semantic, functional, and/or structural criteria, using automated 
corpus retrieval and/or manual text analysis (see, e.g., J. Flowerdew, 2003a, 
2010; Schmid, 2000). In the present study, the list of (potential) DONs was 
drawn up in a two-step process involving (1) automated corpus retrieval based 
on occurrence in the same syntactic frame, and (2) manual text analysis based 
on a close-reading interpretation of functional equivalence. The selection 
process is described and discussed in the following, with a focus on the 
advantages and disadvantages of the different (but complementary) 
methodologies involved in these two steps.  
 In step 1, an initial selection was made on the basis of structural criteria, 
using corpus-linguistic software to identify and automatically retrieve nouns 
commonly used in a set of predetermined patterns. Following Schmid (2000), 
                                                 
47 While the traditional, sharp distinction between lexical and grammatical items is widely regarded as 
problematic within the field of SFL (see Section 3.1), it should nevertheless be relatively 
unproblematic to think of some word classes, e.g., nouns, as more open-ended than others, e.g., 
subordinators.  
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this methodological choice was based on the recognition that lexis and 
grammar are interdependent, that lexical items are associated with certain 
patterns, or phraseologies, and that words sharing a given pattern also often 
share ‘an aspect of meaning’ (Hunston & Francis, 2000:3).48 Discourse-
organising nouns are no exception. Schmid (2000:40) points out that shell 
nouns (in his terminology) are frequently used in certain lexico-grammatical 
patterns with ‘a clearly defined slot where the shell noun can be expected,’ and 
with the possibility of creating linguistic links between the noun itself and the 
information it encapsulates (i.e., the shell content) in the linguistic context. By 
making an automated search for specific patterns, Schmid (2000:14, 40ff) 
suggests, the researcher can make an objective and representative selection of 
all shell nouns occurring in those patterns. This claim may be too strong to be 
entirely accurate – after all, all methods are subjective to some extent, and in so 
far as semantic and functional criteria are involved, no selection procedure can 
ever be free from subjective interpretation. However, one may at least go so far 
as to say that an automated retrieval method based on occurrence in the same 
syntactic frame is a more easily controlled and replicable procedure than a 
manual retrieval method based on, for instance, a close-reading analysis. On the 
downside, as Schmid (2000:53) himself concedes, automated retrieval methods 
are less flexible than manual ones. Automated and manual retrieval methods 
may therefore usefully complement each other.  
 As the target register is academic writing, step 1 involved identifying the 
nouns most frequently used in a predetermined set of patterns in a tagged 
corpus of academic writing.49 The data set examined was the academic 
subsection of the Corpus of Contemporary American English, or COCA 
(Davies, 2008–), a corpus containing roughly 425 million words in total at the 
time of the search, spanning the years 1990–2011.50 The choice of corpus was 
based on the following considerations: first, ease of access (COCA is freely 
available online); second, register (searches in COCA can be limited to specific 
subcorpora, such as the subcorpus of academic writing); third, searchability 
(COCA is tagged); and fourth, the criterion that the data used in the selection 
process should not only come from the student writing material later used in 
the actual study (as it does in step 2). The academic subcorpus (c. 86 million 
words) was searched for the 500 most frequent occurrences of the following 
two patterns:  

                                                 
48 For an early article in this framework, see Renouf and Sinclair’s ‘Collocational frameworks in 
English’ (1991).  
49 A tagged corpus can be searched for syntactic patterns.  
50 Access date: 8 November, 2011. The corpus is continually being added to.  
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(i) the + [noun] + that  
 
(ii) the + [noun] + [be] + that  

 
The choice of patterns was based on two considerations. First, Schmid (2000) 
had previously shown these patterns to be frequently used with shell nouns (see 
Section 3.3), and second, an initial test search of the whole of COCA also 
indicated that the use of high-frequency DONs in these patterns stands out as 
being typical of the register of academic writing; that is, such usage was 
particularly frequent in the academic subcorpus.51 Table 4.1 shows the results 
for the pattern (i) search string the possibility that across all five subcorpora in 
COCA.52  
 
Table 4.1: Frequencies for the search string the possibility that across all 5 subcorpora 
Section All Spoken Fiction Magazine Newspaper Academic 
Freq  3977 765 344 691 650 1527 
Per mil 8.57 8.01 3.80 7.23 7.09 16.77 
% of tot 100 19.2 8.7 17.4 16.3 38.4 
 
 As stated above, the academic subcorpus was searched for the 500 most 
frequent occurrences of the two patterns. The choice of 500 occurrences as 
upper search limit was based on the findings of a pilot study. It was evident 
from the pilot that many of the nouns occurring in these patterns did not 
actually function as DONs, especially in the case of pattern (i). Therefore, the 
aim was to make a wide search, capturing as many relevant nouns as possible. 
However, although the search did indeed yield 500 nouns occurring in pattern 
(i), it yielded only 347 nouns occurring in pattern (ii). Moreover, more than half 
(n=276) of the nouns found in pattern (i) occurred only once or twice and were 
clearly low-frequency items unable to function as DONs (e.g., alkaloids, 
brushstrokes, gulfs, minibuses). Therefore, it was concluded that the search was 
sufficiently wide to capture the most relevant nouns occurring in these patterns.  
 As indicated above, many of the hits, especially in pattern (i), included 
nouns that did not function as DONs. The following categories of items were 
regarded as non-DONs and consequently excluded: hits in which the item 
tagged as noun was either a concrete noun (e.g., cab in the cab that) or not a noun 

                                                 
51 This was not surprising, in view of findings by previous scholars indicating that the register of 
abstract, scientific writing is characterised by nominal density (e.g., Halliday, 1988).  
52 Access date: 28 January, 2013.  
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at all (e.g., second in the second is that), hits in which the item tagged as noun was 
part of a post-modifier of another noun (e.g., matter in the fact of the matter is that), 
hits in which the postnominal that was a relative pronoun rather than a 
subordinator (e.g., the factors that), and hits in which the item tagged as noun was 
part of a fixed phrase (e.g., in the event that).53 The remaining items were regarded 
as potential DONs. As the learner corpus used in the present study is very 
small by today’s standards – only about 200,000 words – low-frequency items 
(here defined as items occurring fewer than 100 times in these patterns in 
COCA, e.g., axiom) were also excluded.54 The result was a list of 47 nouns, 
some of which occurred in both patterns. The list of nouns is presented in 
Table 4.2. Items marked in bold typeface overlap with the list of potential 
DONs retrieved in the second step of the selection process (see Table 4.3).  
 
Table 4.2: Potential DONs retrieved in step 1 (COCA) 
answer fear notion realization 
argument feeling observation reason 
assertion finding opinion recognition 
assumption ground perception requirement 
belief hope point result 
claim hypothesis possibility sense 
conclusion idea premise statement 
contention illusion principle suggestion 
conviction implication probability thesis 
danger impression problem truth 
expectation likelihood proposition view 
fact message reality  
 
 The first step of the selection procedure described here can be evaluated 
on the basis of seven parameters often used for the evaluation of linguistic 
research methods. The parameters are (1) precision (are all retrieved items 
relevant?); (2) recall (are all relevant items retrieved?); (3) reliability (would 
subsequent searches yield identical findings?); (4) verifiability (can the findings be 
either proved or disproved by other scholars using the same data?); (5) speed (is 
the method time efficient?); (6) generalisability (can the results be generalised?); 
and (7) text familiarity (are retrieved items analysed in context?). These 
parameters are relevant in all methodological discussions in the field (see, e.g., 

                                                 
53 For the notoriously slippery concept of fixed phrases, I have loosely applied Lindquist’s (2009:91) 
definition of phrase (in a non-technical sense) as ‘more or less fixed strings of words’ which are 
‘stored and processed as units in the human brain.’ See also, e.g., Schmitt (2004), Wray (2002), and 
Wray and Perkins (2000).  
54 When checked against the learner corpora used in this study, these low-frequency nouns were 
indeed found to occur extremely rarely, if at all.  
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Andersen, 2010:557 for a discussion of precision and recall), but for the 
moment they will be considered primarily in terms of their relevance in the 
selection of potential DONs. The discussion below is loosely based on Ädel’s 
(2003:23) evaluation matrix using these seven parameters.  
 An application of these parameters suggests that the method described 
above has both strengths and weaknesses. First of all, a pattern-based selection 
of nouns, automatically retrieved via corpus searches, may be desirable in terms 
of controllability and replicability; thus, both reliability and verifiability are high. 
Generalisability is largely dependent on the corpus chosen: in this case, both the 
register and the size of the academic subcorpus were considered sufficient for 
the present purposes. Speed and text familiarity have more to do with the 
possibilities and limitations of the software: most computer corpora today 
provide easy access to the immediate linguistic environment of a search item 
and allow the researcher to sift through large quantities of data relatively quickly 
and efficiently. However, the linguistic co-text analysed in the case of each 
search item is naturally fairly limited. In terms of precision and recall, the search 
should ideally yield all, and only, relevant items – in this case, discourse-
organising nouns. However, where this is not possible, the best option may be 
to cast a wide net (recall) and then manually weed out irrelevant hits (precision), 
based on context (text familiarity). This procedure was followed in the present 
study. Two patterns were chosen, both of which had already been identified in 
previous research (Schmid, 2000) as primarily used with this type of noun.55 It 
should also be noted that although Schmid (2000) limited his study to items 
occurring in all of his four patterns, the present study includes items occurring 
in either pattern. The rationale for this choice was the aim of casting a wider net 
(i.e., greater recall) than would have been possible had the search been limited to 
items occurring in both patterns (i.e., greater precision). However, giving too 
much priority to recall over precision would have resulted in rather unwieldy 
output requiring a considerable amount of manual sorting with a focus on 
function, meaning, and context. Due to the need for time efficiency (speed), as 
well as simplicity and transparency, the search was limited to the two cataphoric 
patterns described; thus, no anaphoric patterns were included. Some lexical 
items functioning as DONs may therefore have been missed. In addition, as J. 
Flowerdew and Forest (2015:22–24) point out, one downside to using a 
retrieval method based on structural tests is that such tests may fail to capture 

                                                 
55 However, as the search was limited to these two patterns, potential DONs occurring solely in other 
patterns (e.g., with a zero complementizer) were not retrieved.  
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items used across, but not within, clause and sentence boundaries. This brings 
us to step 2, where this weakness does not apply.  
 In step 2 of the selection process, a manual text analysis was carried out 
with the objective of identifying additional lexical items with the potential to 
function as discourse organisers, on the basis of the semantic and functional 
definition arrived at in Section 3.4. This procedure involved performing a close 
reading of a random selection of 20 full-length texts from ICLE-SW and 20 
full-length texts from LOCNESS. Thus, 40 texts were studied with these 
criteria in mind, evaluating each instance of potential DONs in context. This 
reading yielded DONs functioning in either anaphoric or cataphoric reference 
relationships, or in both, as well as either across or within sentence boundaries. 
As the corpus of texts used was very small, it was not useful to identify and 
exclude low-frequency items; thus, all items functioning as DONs were 
included in the count. On the basis of this close reading, a total of 74 nouns 
were identified, many of which were identical to those identified in step 1. 
Thus, the selection process yielded two non-identical but overlapping lists of 
potential DONs. The items identified in step 2 are presented in Table 4.3; items 
in bold also appear in Table 4.2.  
 
Table 4.3: Potential DONs retrieved in step 2 (ICLE-SW and LOCNESS) 
account dilemma need result 
answer discovery objective risk 
approach doubt obstacle sense 
argument dream opinion situation 
assumption evidence option solution 
attempt fact point statement 
attitude factor possibility step 
belief fear prediction task 
case feeling premise tendency 
change goal principle theme 
claim idea problem theory 
concept impression process thesis 
concern issue proposal thing 
conclusion manner provision topic 
danger matter question view 
debate meaning reali*ation viewpoint 
decision message reason wish 
desire method reasoning  
difference necessity recognition  
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An initial analysis indicated that some items are less typical of how DONs work 
than others. In particular, case was found to yield too many doubtful cases (e.g., 
the fixed phrase in this case) and was therefore excluded. A total of 93 search 
words were therefore ultimately included in the study.  
 When evaluated in terms of the seven parameters, the method used in 
step 2 (i.e., manual text analysis) can be seen to complement the method used 
in step 1 (i.e., automated corpus retrieval); it is weaker in some respects and 
stronger in others. First, it is weaker in terms of speed, in that manual analysis is 
fairly time consuming. Further, and this point is related to the first, it can be 
argued that the generalisability of the method is relatively low, as time constraints 
prevent the analysis of large quantities of material, possibly leading to skewed 
results. From another point of view, however, the generalisability can 
simultaneously be said to be fairly high here, as this is a first, qualitative 
assessment of the student texts and the cohesive strategies that they use. As for 
the other parameters, reliability and verifiability can also be said to be potential 
weaknesses: results yielded by manual text analysis are less easily controlled and 
replicated than results yielded by automatic corpus retrieval. That is, subsequent 
readings by the same scholar may yield partly different results (reliability), and 
other scholars using the same data may apply the semantic and functional 
criteria differently in the retrieval of potential DONs (verifiability). In contrast, 
manual text analysis rates highly in terms of text familiarity, as each instance is 
considered in its linguistic context – a central concept within the tradition of 
systemic-functional linguistics. And finally, the method rates highly in terms of 
precision and recall, in that a close reading based on a predetermined definition 
(i.e., the semantic–functional definition in Section 3.4) supposedly yields all, and 
only, relevant items in the material analysed. Thus, the two methods of 
identifying and retrieving potential DONs are different but complementary, 
both in terms of their respective strengths and weaknesses, and in terms of 
yield.  
 In sum, the selection of potential DONs was based on three different 
corpora by three different sets of writers, using two different retrieval methods. 
This was considered an advantage. On the one hand, a selection based on the 
COCA subcorpus of academic text was considered sufficiently representative of 
the target register of academic writing for which both L1 and L2 students are 
expected to aim. On the other hand, the primary focus of the study is learner 
language; thus, there is a case to be made for capturing the vocabulary that is 
actually used by learners (but perhaps not by professional writers), by basing the 
selection at least in part on student writing as represented in the ICLE-SW and 



70 
 

LOCNESS corpora. On the downside, only 20 essays per corpus were analysed 
for DONs, so it is possible that not all frequent DONs were captured. Another 
possible downside is that the two-step selection procedure may fall short in 
terms of simplicity. This is perhaps unavoidable in a functional study, and it was 
not considered a major drawback here.  

4.2 Reference patterns: Phoricity and sentence boundaries 

Section 4.1 presented the potential DONs to be investigated in this study. 
However, as discourse-organising noun is essentially a functional label, what is 
interesting here is not primarily the nouns per se and their cohesive potential, 
but rather, individual instances of these nouns, functioning as DONs in a given 
linguistic context. Only those instances in the corpus material which met the 
functional criteria for discourse-organising noun use in context were counted 
and included in the study; instances which did not meet these criteria were not 
regarded as instantiated DONs, and were therefore excluded field (see also, e.g., 
J. Flowerdew & Forest, 2015:7–8). The rest of the chapter describes and 
discusses the classification of instances as either DONs or non-DONs and the 
different cohesive relationships that can obtain between the DON and its 
referent, both in terms of phoricity and in terms of extension in relation to 
sentence boundaries. With regard to phoricity, the main focus of the study is 
endophoric reference, or intratextual reference, which can be further 
subdivided into anaphoric and cataphoric reference. With regard to extension, 
the two types of reference are within-sentence and across-sentence; that is, 
reference relationships are either contained within the same sentence or 
extended across sentence boundaries. Within-sentence reference cannot, strictly 
speaking, be said to operate at the level of discourse – that is, above clause and 
sentence level. Some scholars (e.g., Francis, 1986:5; Halliday & Hasan, 1976:27) 
have therefore limited their studies to reference across – but not within – clause 
boundaries. Others (e.g., J. Flowerdew & Forest, 2015; Ivanič, 1991) regard 
both in-clause and across-clause reference as contributing to cohesion in 
discourse. As the purpose of the present study is to obtain a more 
comprehensive picture of DON usage at all levels, the latter approach is 
adopted here. Both within-sentence and across-sentence reference are therefore 
included. In sum, the study examines four patterns, based on J. Flowerdew’s 
model of classification (e.g., 2010), namely anaphoric within-sentence reference, 
anaphoric across-sentence reference, cataphoric within-sentence reference, and cataphoric across-
sentence reference. These patterns are described and illustrated below.  
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4.2.1 Anaphoric within-sentence reference (AWR) 

Anaphoric within-sentence reference, as indicated by the name, is contained 
within one and the same sentence. In this pattern, the DON refers to a 
preceding stretch of discourse (the referent). The referent can take the form of a 
phrase or a clause (i.e., a that-clause, an infinitive clause, a participial clause, or a 
wh-clause), and it may be linked to the DON through the use of a linking verb.  

Anaphoric within-sentence reference is illustrated in examples (1) and 
(2), both from the L2 student corpus.  
 

(1) Environmental protection is a global thing and a shared responsibility. The fact that 
Sweden is a member of the EU makes it possible for us to take part in decisions 
concerning our environment. (ICLE-SW: SWUV3002) 

 
(2) Writing a literary term paper was the one thing that made me nervous, at the 

beginning of the term. I had never written such a long essay before and I had my 
doubts of ever being able to accomplish anything at all. (ICLE-SW: SWUL8027) 

 
In (1), the referent is realised as a noun phrase, and in (2), as a participial clause. 
In both cases, the DON is linked to its referent through the use of the linking 
verb to be. Further, the DON in each instance takes part of its meaning not just 
from its referent, but also from its modification – the pre-modifier ‘global’ in 
example (1), and the pre- and post-modifiers ‘one’ and ‘that made me nervous’ 
in example (2). The frequency and function of adjectival modification is 
considered in Chapter 8.  

4.2.2 Anaphoric across-sentence reference (AAR) 

Anaphoric across-sentence reference extends across sentence boundaries. In 
this pattern, the DON refers to preceding discourse. As with within-sentence 
reference, the referent can take the form of a phrase or a clause, and in 
addition, it can take the form of a series of clauses forming a longer stretch of 
discourse, often with relatively fuzzy boundaries.  

Anaphoric across-sentence reference is illustrated in examples (3) and 
(4).  
 

(3) Money is necessary to survive. That is a fact in today’s society. (ICLE-SW: 
SWUV3008) 

 
(4) The truth is that many students who come directly from upper secondary school are 

not competent enough to succeed in studying English at university. This sad fact is 



72 
 

not because of the fact that university English is strange, different or difficult, because 
it is not. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2051)  

 
In each example, the referent of the DON (fact) is located in the preceding text, 
and in each case a pronoun or determiner is used: that in example (3) and this in 
example (4). However, whereas the pronoun (that) in example (3) is linked to 
the noun via a linking verb (is), the determiner (this) in example (4) belongs to 
the same noun phrase as the DON. Example (4) further illustrates the use of 
modification of the DON – in this case, the pre-modifier sad.  
 In these two examples, the DON refers back to a stretch of discourse 
which is easy to delimit and which occurs in close proximity to the DON. 
However, this is not always the case. In examples (5) and (6), for instance, the 
DONs arguments and perceptions, respectively, refer anaphorically to a longer 
stretch of discourse, with relatively fuzzy boundaries (not reproduced here).  
 

(5) […] One of the problems of these arguments is that they fail to provide any 
evidence in the form of personal experiences. (LOCNESS: USARG)56 

 
(6) […] To try to change fundamental perceptions like these above will take a long time. 

(ICLE-SW: SWUG2032) 
 
In instances such as these, the referent may be difficult to pinpoint, being either 
too distant from the DON, or too imprecise. Such imprecision may serve a 
rhetorical purpose (cf. Francis’ (1994:88) findings, reported in Section 3.4), but 
it may also be an infelicitous feature of learner or novice writing (see Section 
7.3.2).  

4.2.3 Cataphoric within-sentence reference (CWR) 

Cataphoric within-sentence reference is, as the name implies, contained within 
one and the same sentence. The DON refers to following discourse, the 
referent taking the form of a phrase or a clause. In many instances, this means 
that the DON and its referent are part of the same noun phrase and, as such, 
are used in subject, object, or predicative position in the main clause. This is 
illustrated in examples (7) and (8).  
 

                                                 
56 This sentence also contains the DON problems, which refers cataphorically to the following that-
clause (that they fail to provide any evidence in the form of personal experiences).  



 73 

(7) The simple fact that the Swedish goverment has got less money to ‘spend’ has lead to 
the policy of saving money, especially on the social sector, which includes the 
education system. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2066) 

 
(8) For many people, education is a possibility to get a better understanding and a 

deeper knowledge of a particular subject and this in itself might be a great source of 
satisfaction. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2103) 

 
In these examples, the referent is realised as a postnominal clause. In example 
(7), the postnominal clause is a that-clause, and the whole noun phrase 
functions as subject in the sentence. In example (8), the postnominal clause is 
an infinitive clause, and the whole noun phrase functions as subject predicative 
in the sentence.  
 In other instances, the pattern consists of the DON itself, a linking verb, 
and a complement clause to which the DON refers. This is illustrated in 
examples (9)–(12).  
 

(9)  The fact is that society simply craves violence and capital punishment is one of the 
only legal means of achieving it. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
(10)  The fact remains, however, that they were and continue to be influential in how 

America reacts and responds to its women. (LOCNESS: USARG) 
 

(11)  An interesting and astonishing fact is that wormwood in Russian is called Chernobyl. 
(ICLE-SW: SWUL9029) 

 
(12)  A fact often disregarded in these contexts is that the planet Earth is inhabited by 

human beings, who have very much the same feelings and needs – the Native and 
Executive alike. (ICLE-SW: SWUL3002) 

 
In example (9), the structure is determiner + DON + be + that-clause. In 
example (10), the linking verb is remain rather than be, and a conjunctive adjunct 
(or linking adverbial) is inserted before the that-clause. In examples (11) and 
(12), the noun phrases in which the DONs appear are complex; that is, they 
contain a pre- or a post-modifier, respectively (interesting and astonishing; often 
disregarded in these contexts).  

Further, in examples (13) and (14), the referent functions as extraposed 
subject in the clause.  
 

(13)  It is an undeniable fact that the earth of today is in jeopardy. (ICLE-SW: 
SWUL1015) 
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(14)  It remains a fact that women generally have lower salaries than men holding the 

same offices. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2090) 
 
In example (13), there is also a pre-modifier (undeniable) of the DON. This is 
not the case in example (14), but here, the linking verb is remain rather than be. 
In both examples, the extraposed subject is a finite clause – or, to be exact, a 
that-clause – but non-finite clauses can also function as extraposed subjects. 
These examples, though not exhaustive, demonstrate that there is a 
considerable degree of variation within the basic pattern of cataphoric within-
sentence reference.  

4.2.4 Cataphoric across-sentence reference (CAR) 

Cataphoric across-sentence reference extends across sentence boundaries, and 
the DON refers to following discourse. The referent can take the form of a 
phrase or a clause, but also of a series of clauses forming a longer stretch of 
discourse, often with relatively fuzzy boundaries. The latter is illustrated in 
example (15).  
 

(15)  Let me briefly point out some arguments that speak in favour of the car, and some 
that don’t. To begin with the car enables us to move about more freely and to 
experience places and wonders which would otherwise have been impossible. [...] 
(ICLE-SW: SWUL7031) 

 
Here, the DON arguments, along with its determiner some and its post-modifier 
that speak in favour of the car, serves to introduce a number of points on which the 
writer then proceeds to elaborate in the following discourse (only part of which 
has been included here). In this type of structure, quantifiers such as some and 
ordinals such as first, second, etc. are commonly used together with the DON and 
contribute to the organisation of discourse, or to introduce new topics for 
discussion. In this respect, cataphoric across-sentence reference is affected by 
the same problems of fuzziness as anaphoric across-sentence reference: the 
span between the DON and its referent may be rather long, and the referent 
itself may be both lengthy and difficult to delimit.  
 Similar constructions with existential there were also counted as instances 
of cataphoric across-sentence reference. In example (16), for instance, we have 
a there-construction where the DON argument functions as the notional subject 
(Biber et al., 1999; Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech, & Svartvik, 1985).  
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(16)  There are also arguments against abolishing the Monarchy too. For example many 
people like the royal family or they are honest people not like the politisions that 
always lay. I think the royal family and Monarchy is a a tradition in UK and anywhere 
in the world, UK is known by its royal family, so I do not think it should be 
abolished. (LOCNESS: alevels8) 

 
In this example, the DON serves to introduce a topic on which the writer 
elaborates in the following clauses.  
 In the above, I have presented the four basic patterns in which DONs 
occur. In the interest of simplicity, however, I have not made any attempt to 
provide an exhaustive list of all possible variations of the basic patterns. 
Further, although the different kinds of cohesive relationship presented here 
have been described primarily in terms of structure, it should be remembered 
that structure alone is not sufficient to determine whether a noun can be 
classified as a DON: instead, whether or not a particular instance is classified as 
a DON depends on whether it meets the semantic and functional criteria for 
DONs. In a number of instances, the noun cannot be said to refer to a specific 
linguistic context, and in these instances, the noun has therefore been classified 
as a non-DON. Such delimitations and other problematic cases are discussed in 
Section 4.3.  

4.3 Delimitations and borderline cases 

As indicated above, a number of instances in the data failed to meet the 
semantic and functional identification criteria and were therefore classified as 
non-DONs and excluded from the study.57 Some such cases were 
unproblematic (e.g., nouns denoting physical entities and compound nouns, 
which were all excluded), while others were more difficult to classify. 
Furthermore, a number of cases, while clearly functioning as DONs, were 
problematic or noteworthy in other ways.  
 One interesting category consisted of words from other word classes 
than nouns which have a cohesive function similar to that of DONs. This was 
the case with a small number of words able to function as either nouns or 
verbs, for instance answer, claim, fear, and hope. In example (17), the verb claim can 
be said to refer to the following that-clause, much in the same way as a DON.  
 

(17)  Certainly the right to vote and control ones property are very important steps on the 
way to equal opportunities, but I would claim that it also has to do with attitudes and 
inherent values. (ICLE: SWUG2089) 

                                                 
57 Proportions of irrelevant cases have not been accounted for in the present study.  
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In terms of function, then, there is a considerable degree of similarity between 
discourse-organising verbs and discourse-organising nouns.58 The present study 
is restricted to discourse-organising nouns only; however, discourse-organising 
verbs (and other parts of speech) are both interesting and worthy of 
investigation in future studies.  
 Another delimitation relates to phoricity. Endophoric reference is the 
focus in this study. Exophoric reference, or reference to something outside the 
text (i.e., context of situation and extralinguistic, or background, knowledge), 
can also contribute to connectedness in the discourse, though it is not directly 
cohesive in the sense of creating a link, or semantic relation, between parts of 
the same text (see Halliday & Hasan, 1976:37). Exophoric reference is 
illustrated in example (18), in the use of the noun fact, and in example (19), in 
the use of the noun point.  
 

(18)  Hopefully we as adults can distinguish fiction from fact, but do children know how 
to? (ICLE-SW: SWUL2009) 

 
(19)  I would like to quote Thoreau at this point and say that Although they make money 

and succeed in making a position for themselves, they are not happy […]. (ICLE-SW: 
SWUL4023)  

 
The noun fact in example (18) cannot be said to contribute to textual 
organisation or cohesion, or to have a referent in the linguistic co-text, and is 
therefore beyond the scope of the present study. In contrast, the noun point in 
the next example can be said to contribute to textual organisation; however, as 
this noun does not have a referent in the linguistic co-text, it too is excluded 
from the study. A large number of instances have been excluded for similar 
reasons.59  
 A more difficult case is when the DON is not actually the head in the 
noun phrase in which it occurs, but part of a prepositional phrase modifying 
another noun or pronoun in a construction such as one of, kind of, and sort of. 
This is illustrated in example (20), a case of anaphoric across-sentence reference 
with the plural DON questions.  
 

(20)  How can we develop a “borrower’s” rather than a “consumer’s” mindset. That is 
probably one of the most complex questions ever asked. (ICLE-SW: SWUL3014) 

                                                 
58 Cf. Winter (1977, 1978), whose Vocabulary 3 covers more than just nouns.  
59 In this, the present study follows general practice in the field (see also, e.g., J. Flowerdew & 
Forest, 2015:7–8).  
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A strict grammatical evaluation of this sentence would suggest that it be 
excluded from the study. However, as the noun, not the pronoun, carries most 
of the semantic load here, this and other similar instances were nevertheless 
included in the study (see also, e.g., J. Flowerdew & Forest, 2015:61–64).  
 Another difficulty concerns the inclusion or exclusion of fixed phrases. 
Initially, the aim was for all fixed phrases to be excluded. This aim was later 
modified, first, because fixed phrases are notoriously difficult to define and 
delimit (see Section 4.1), and second, because some fixed phrases (e.g., in my 
opinion), nevertheless turned out to be interesting enough to include in the 
analysis. In the case of the fixed phrase in my opinion, the phrase was found to be 
frequently used by the L2 writer group as a self-orienting, metadiscoursal 
comment on the text content, a finding which is in line with previous research 
indicating that Swedish advanced students’ academic writing is characterised by 
overrepresentation of personal metadiscourse (e.g., Ädel, 2003, 2006).  
 Yet another interesting issue concerns the reiteration of the same DON 
a number of times in close succession (i.e., within the same paragraph), 
something which is fairly common in the student texts (on the clustering of 
metadiscourse in ICLE-SW, see Ädel, 2003, 2006). This is illustrated in 
examples (21) and (22).  
 

(21)  All the problems facing railways at the moment are financial and not geographic. 
There is not the widespread interest in rail travel which there once was. More and 
more people are opting to travel by car these days, and so there is not much 
economical input. Closure of lines due to under-usage is now quite common, the 
costs of maintenance and running costs exceed the income from users. There is a way 
around these problems, but it is very expensive. (LOCNESS: alevels1)  

 
(22)  The question is: how can we improve the situation? I believe that there is one 

answer to that question. Namely that we need to focus on the reason why we 
celebrate Christmas. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2065) 

 
In (21), the plural noun problems is used twice, both times referring across 
sentence boundaries to the same stretch of discourse, the first instance 
cataphorically and the second one anaphorically. In examples such as these, the 
type of cohesion formed can perhaps most appropriately be classified as 
repetition, in accordance with Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) typology of lexical 
cohesion categories. However, as both instances of the noun also function as 
discourse organisers, with a referent in the linguistic co-text, they are separately 
treated as such. An additional argument for counting both instances as DONs 
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is the aim of capturing the students’ actual usage of the nouns. Both instances 
are therefore accounted for in the study, and the fact that the second instance is 
also an instance of repetition is disregarded in the frequency count.60 Similarly, 
in example (22), both instances of the noun question refer to the same stretch of 
discourse, and despite the evident redundancy here, both instances are counted. 
The fact that reiteration is occasionally used in this manner is thus disregarded 
in the frequency count; however, in the qualitative analysis instances of 
repetition are duly analysed and discussed (Section 6.5).  
 A related situation can be illustrated by example (23).  
 

(23)  The theory that scientists should take responsibility for their work and its 
consequences is an interesting idea but there is one basic function of human 
psychology that makes this hypothesis invalid; when an individual scientist is 
working on research they are almost always working under sponsorship or directly 
working for a company. (LOCNESS: alevels8) 

 
Here, the lexical items theory, idea, and hypothesis all function as DONs, with a 
shared referent. In other words, the proposition expressed in the that-clause is 
variously labelled a theory, an idea, and a hypothesis. The general principle 
followed in cases like these is to treat each DON separately in the frequency 
count, but to deal with instances such as these in the qualitative analysis.  
 Examples (24) and (25) illustrate the problem of dealing with direct 
quotations in the material. The writers of the timed essays in ICLE-SW did not 
have access to secondary sources, so no direct quotations occur there; however, 
they do occur in the LOCNESS and ICE corpora.61 In (24), the partially 
deleted complement clause seems to be a that-clause containing a (deleted) 
direct quotation. In (25), the quotation has not been deleted but does not form 
part of the referent.  
 

(24)  When he returns, he has undergone a ‘realisation’ that [...]. (LOCNESS: BRSUR1) 
 

(25)  Welfare has been a hot issue in the United States lately. “Everyone agrees that the 
welfare system should be changed, but ‘how, is the big question” (Silverstein 14). 
(LOCNESS: USARG) 

 

                                                 
60 Cf. Francis (1986:31). Francis counts only the first in a series of identical items, arguing that the 
function of lexical repetition here is to re-label, rather than to label, a stretch of discourse.  
61 Direct quotations were sometimes omitted in the corpus compilation process, and sometimes not. 
Omitted quotations are signalled by the use of three dots inside square brackets. See Section 5.1 for 
a detailed description of the corpora used and the principles according to which they were compiled.  
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Deleted quotations in the corpus material cannot, of course, be analysed; nor 
are they considered relevant, as they are not part of the students’ “own” 
vocabulary. Although the use of vocabulary in quotations is interesting, the 
purpose of this study is to investigate student writing, and the inclusion of 
direct quotations would contaminate the data. Therefore, cases in which the 
noun itself, or (all or part of) its referent, is part of a direct quotation are 
excluded. This also applies to references to titles of books and articles, which 
are particularly frequent in the expert texts.  
 Finally, all items occurring in headings were discarded. In the expert 
texts, this meant excluding a large number of instances of items such as 
conclusion(s), method(s), and objective(s), but also less “obvious” candidates such as 
factor(s) and evidence. No such headings occurred in the student texts.  

4.4 Summary 

To recapitulate, a two-step selection process served to identify potential DONs 
to be investigated – simply put, a list of search words. A total of 93 items were 
identified. Four cohesive patterns were then identified: anaphoric within-
sentence reference (AWR), anaphoric across-sentence reference (AAR), 
cataphoric within-sentence reference (CWR), and cataphoric across-sentence 
reference (CAR). With regard to delimitations, the definition of DONs used in 
this study necessitated the exclusion of all instances in which the referent could 
not be identified – that is, all cases of exophoric reference – but not instances in 
which the DON was part of a post-modifier of another noun or pronoun. 
Other problematic cases discussed were instances of reiteration of the same 
DON several times in close succession, instances of more than one DON 
sharing the same referent, and the presence of DONs within direct quotations 
in the material; occurrences of the first two were included and individually 
accounted for in the analysis, while occurrences of the latter were excluded.  

This chapter has defined and delimited the object of study, namely 
DONs; reported on the selection of search words, or potential DONs, to be 
included in the study; and presented and discussed the different cohesive 
patterns according to which the data will be analysed in subsequent chapters. 
The next chapter presents the corpora used in the study, as well as search 
methods and statistical data analysis.  
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5  Methods: Material and statistical analysis 

The aim of this chapter is to present the design of the study in terms of 
material, search methods, and statistical analyses. Thus, the focus of the chapter 
is on choices relating to practical matters and considerations, rather than on 
theoretical choices and decisions. Section 5.1 presents the three corpora used in 
the study, with a focus on corpus design, size, topic, text type, writer variables, 
and purpose of writing. Section 5.2 gives an account of the search methods, as 
well as the software used and the principles of output storage. Section 5.3 
accounts for the statistical data analyses carried out. The chapter ends with a 
brief summary in Section 5.4.  

5.1 Description of corpora 

The study is based on material from three different, but related, corpora: the 
Swedish subsection of the International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE-SW), 
the Louvain Corpus of Native English Essays (LOCNESS), and the ‘learned’ or 
academic subsections of three national subcorpora belonging to the 
International Corpus of English (ICE) collection. These three corpora are 
referred to in the study as L2 student writing, L1 student writing, and expert writing, 
respectively. The two student corpora ICLE and LOCNESS are often used 
together in comparative studies on learner language (e.g., Ädel, 2003, 2006; 
Aijmer, 2002, 2005; Boström Aronsson, 2005; Mondor, 2008) and belong to the 
same family of corpora, the Louvain family, collected as part of a project led by 
Sylviane Granger at the Centre for English Corpus Linguistics (CECL), at the 
Université catholique de Louvain, from 1991 to 1995. The project first came 
about as ‘a sub-project’ of the International Corpus of English (ICE) project 
led by Sidney Greenbaum and, as explained by Greenbaum (1996a:5), was 
intended to complement ICE with learner material from non-institutionalised 
varieties of English (see also Granger, 1996b). The corpora will be described 
below, starting with the two corpora of student writing; this account is based on 
information reported in the ICLEv2 handbook (Granger et al., 2009) and the 
LOCNESS webpage.62  

                                                 
62 Website address: http://www.uclouvain.be/en-cecl-locness.html.  
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5.1.1 Student writing: ICLE-SW and LOCNESS 

The International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE) consists of academic 
essays written by advanced students of L2 English.63 The first edition, ICLEv1, 
was published in 2002, at that time containing 2.5 million words of written 
English. It was subdivided into 11 different national subcorpora, that is, 
subcorpora based on students’ L1 background. The size of each national 
subcorpus was roughly 200,000 words, with the Swedish subcorpus, ICLE-SW, 
containing a total of 200,033 words – all of which were included in the present 
study. The second edition, ICLEv2, was published in 2009. In this expanded 
edition, the total number of words is 4.5 million words, and the number of 
national subcorpora is now 16: Bulgarian, Chinese, Czech, Dutch, Finnish, 
French, German, Italian, Japanese, Norwegian, Polish, Russian, Spanish, 
Swedish, Turkish, and Tswana. Apart from its larger size, ICLEv2 also allows 
researchers to control for more background variables and to carry out a wider 
range of searches than before: in addition to simple lexical searches, more 
complex searches based on part-of-speech tagged data can now be carried out 
using the built-in concordancer (Granger et al., 2009:1–2). ICLEv2 is the 
edition used in the present study.  

The student writers whose essays are included in ICLE can be described 
as advanced learners of English as a Foreign Language, as defined by external 
criteria: they were undergraduate students with their major (or minor) in 
English. However, Granger et al. (2009:11) report that when internal criteria 
were applied to the collected texts, the proficiency level of the students was 
found to vary: applying the Common European Framework descriptors for writing 
to a random sample of 20 essays from each subcorpus, a professional rater 
found that only 60% of the sample essays could in fact be rated as advanced. 
The Swedish subcorpus stands out here as being the only national subcorpus in 
which 100% of the sample essays were rated as advanced according to these 
internal criteria. Another respect in which the Swedish subcorpus stands out is 
the average age of the students, which ranges from 20.06 in the Japanese 
subcorpus to 27.73 in the Swedish subcorpus. All texts included in ICLE-SW 
were written by second-year undergraduate students, that is, by students in their 
third and fourth semesters, at the Universities of Gothenburg, Lund, and 
Växjö.  

The national subcorpora included in ICLE are fairly well matched in 
terms of register and essay length. The essays belong to the rather broad 

                                                 
63 Website address: http://www.uclouvain.be/en-cecl-icle.html.  
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register of ‘academic writing’; more specifically, Granger et al. (2009:4–6) report 
that 91% of the texts are categorised as argumentative essays, and 9% as 
literary/cultural essays. In the Swedish subcorpus, 85% of the texts are classed 
as argumentative and 15% as literary/cultural essays. There are 355 essays in the 
Swedish subcorpus in total, averaging 564 words in length. This is somewhat 
less than the average essay length in the ICLE collection as a whole, which is 
617 words.  

As far as essay topics and task settings are concerned, there is a great 
deal of variation between the national subcorpora. The students contributing to 
the ICLE-SW subcorpus were able to choose between 4–6 topics. The list of 
possible topics provided in the ICLEv2 Handbook is not complete, but the 
SWICLE website gives more detailed information.64 A random selection of 
topics in the Swedish subcorpus is given in Table 5.1.65  
 
Table 5.1: Examples of topics in ICLE-SW 
Argumentative essays Literary/cultural essays 
Integration or assimilation?  A literary conflict 
The Swedish model The writer in society 
Europe 1994: Loss of sovereignty or  
birth of a nation?  

Thoughts on theatre 

German reunification The art of short fiction 
The effects of recession on today’s society Architectural amenities 
Regionalism Costumes and customs 
Quality assessment in education A good ending 
Equality of opportunity The spirit of place in [title] 
 

ICLE contains both timed and untimed essays. In the Swedish 
subcorpus, 34% of the essays are categorised as untimed, that is, as homework 
assignments, while 66% are categorised as timed, that is, as essays written under 
exam conditions. All literary/cultural essays and about 60% of the 
argumentative essays in ICLE-SW belong to the timed category. In ICLE as a 
whole, approximately 62% of the essays are categorised as untimed; ICLE-SW 
therefore stands out in comparison with the other national subcorpora in this 
respect. The high frequency of timed essays in ICLE-SW, as well as the absence 
of secondary sources, was found in a study by Ädel (2008) to impact the rate of 
involvement features, such as the use of first-person pronouns, disjuncts, and 
questions (see further Section 9.2).  

                                                 
64 Website address: http://www.sol.lu.se/engelska/corpus/corpus/swicle.html.  
65 For the sake of brevity, only the headings have been cited. Information about supplementary 
instructions is available on the SWICLE website.  
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The Louvain Corpus of Native English Essays (LOCNESS) consists of 
academic essays written by advanced students with British or American English 
as their L1.66 As is the case with its companion corpus ICLE, ‘advanced 
students’ is here defined by external criteria, as undergraduate or A-level 
students. LOCNESS consists of a total of 324,304 words, comprising 168,400 
words of American university students’ essays (232 essays), 95,695 words of 
British university students’ essays (114 essays), and 60,209 words of British A-
level pupils’ essays (90 essays). The entire corpus (436 texts in total) was 
included in the present study. Most of the undergraduate students were in their 
early twenties, but the corpus also includes material from mature students in 
their 30s or 40s.  

The LOCNESS student texts comprise both argumentative and literary 
essays, some of which are mixed, averaging around 500 words in length, and 
including both timed and untimed essays, though documentation regarding the 
exact proportions is incomplete. A random selection of topics is given in Table 
5.2.  
 
Table 5.2: Examples of topics in LOCNESS 
Argumentative essays Literary/mixed essays 
A single Europe: A loss of sovereignty for 
Britain 

What is an appropriate label for Voltaire’s 
Candide? 

The parliamentary system Who is Hamlet? 
Surrogate motherhood French intellectual tradition  
Prayer in schools An aspect of studying Ethnic American 

literature 
 
 In sum, ICLE and LOCNESS differ from each other on a number of 
points such as topic, task setting, and writer variables. However, they are 
generally considered sufficiently comparable in terms of corpus design and text 
type to be often used together in comparative studies on learner language.  

5.1.2 Expert writing: ICE-Ireland, ICE-New Zealand, and ICE-USA 

This section presents the ICE corpus project and the three national subcorpora 
used in the present study. The description below is based on Greenbaum (1988, 
1991, 2007, 1996b) and the official ICE website as well as the user’s guide for 
ICE-Ireland (Kallen & Kirk, 2008).67  

                                                 
66 Website address: http://www.uclouvain.be/en-cecl-locness.html.  
67 Website address: http://ice-corpora.net/ice.  
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 The ICE corpus project was first proposed in a brief note by Sidney 
Greenbaum (1988) in the journal World Englishes, the original idea reportedly 
stemming from discussions between him and Charles Meyer in January 1988 
regarding the possibility of compiling a corpus of spoken American English, as 
well as subsequent discussions with Braj Kachru regarding the inclusion of non-
institutionalised regional varieties of English in the project – that is, varieties of 
second-language English (Greenbaum, 1991, 2007). Greenbaum (1996a:3) 
describes the ‘principal aim’ of the project as that of ‘[providing] the resources 
for comparative studies of the English used in countries where it is either a 
majority first language (for example, Canada and Australia) or an official 
additional language (for example, India and Nigeria).’ In addition to having 
initiated the project, Greenbaum was also the project co-ordinator until 1996, a 
position which was then taken over by Charles Meyer (1996–2001) and Gerald 
Nelson (2001–present). The project eventually grew to become a collection of 
regional varieties of spoken and written English from first- and second-
language countries, that is, regions in which English is spoken as a first 
language and countries in which it is spoken as a second language.  

The corpus (as well as its regional subcorpora) was initially based on 
spoken and written material produced no earlier than 1990 and no later than 
1993, though later material has been used in subsequent collections. Each 
regional subcorpus contains 500 texts of about 2,000 words, further subdivided 
into different text categories. This means that the size of each regional 
subcorpus is around one million words, though the size of the text categories 
within each regional variety is, of course, smaller. In 1991, there were thirteen 
regional research teams involved in the project. At the moment of writing 
(March 2016), there are twenty-six such research teams: Australia, the Bahamas, 
Canada, East Africa (Kenya and Tanzania), Fiji, Ghana, Great Britain, Hong 
Kong, India, Ireland, Jamaica, Malaysia, Malta, Namibia, New Zealand, Nigeria 
(written production only), Pakistan, the Philippines, Puerto Rico, Singapore, 
South Africa, Sri Lanka (written production only), Trinidad and Tobago, 
Uganda, and the USA (written production only). The ICE corpora available at 
the start of the present study, in 2011, were Canada, East Africa (Kenya and 
Tanzania), Great Britain, Hong Kong, India, Ireland, Jamaica, New Zealand, 
the Philippines, Singapore, Sri Lanka, and the USA.  

The different regional corpora were compiled on the same principles to 
ensure comparability and contain material of the same size and from the same 
text categories to form a ‘core corpus’, though some national teams have 
extended the basic core corpus by the inclusion of additional text categories of 
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particular research interest for that specific region (Greenbaum, 1996a; Nelson, 
1996). The two major text categories included in the core corpus are spoken 
and written production. Spoken production has been further subdivided into 
dialogues (private and public) and monologues (unscripted and scripted). 
Written production has been further subdivided into non-printed (student 
writing and letters) and printed (academic writing, popular writing, reportage, 
instructional writing, persuasive writing, and creative writing). The text category 
of academic writing in each corpus consists of 40 texts of about 2,000 words 
each, that is, there are roughly 80,000 words of academic writing in each 
regional corpus; these texts are equally divided between the humanities, the 
social sciences, the natural sciences, and technology, and can be described as 
learned writing produced by specialists in the field and published in peer-
reviewed academic journals and books (Nelson, 1996). Extracts are taken from 
the beginning of the text and end at the end of a paragraph. Consequently, in 
comparison with the two student corpora, there are fewer texts, and fewer 
writers represented, in ICE. In addition, the texts are incomplete. The criteria 
for text collection are outlined by Nelson (1996), but circumstances vary from 
country to country.  

The texts cover a multitude of topics, each topic unique to one text. A 
random selection of topics from the academic subsection in ICE-Ireland is 
listed in Table 5.3.  
 
Table 5.3: Examples of topics from the academic subsection in ICE-IR 
Humanities Social sciences Natural sciences Technology 
Unionist myths 
1912–1985  

‘Doing the double’ in 
Belfast. The politics 
of sensitive research 

Parallel 
programming and 
Cray computers 

VIS interpretive 
control language 
(VISICL) 

A language policy for 
Irish schools 

Voting systems and 
political parties in 
Northern Ireland 

Anatomy and 
physiology of the 
lymphatics 

Towards the age of 
clean technology  

Sylvia Plath: The 
double in the woman 

Why devolution?  Origins of Irish 
lowland blanket bog 

Complexity of 
adaptation in real-
world case-based 
reasoning systems 

After Féinius 
Farsaidh: Aspects of 
translation in 
modern Ireland 

The social tasks of 
education 

Reproductive 
physiology in cattle 

Application of 
marine data 

 
ICE is based on ‘educated’ or ‘standard’ English, defined by external 

criteria: the speakers and writers included are described as educated adults, that 
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is, as adults who have completed a secondary-school education in English, 
though exceptions to the education criterion have been made where 
appropriate (Greenbaum, 1996a:6). This concept of ‘standard’ English is 
arguably open to interpretation, but this need not be considered a major 
disadvantage in the present study. As the project coordinators of the ICE-
Ireland national team point out, no material is ‘included or excluded on 
linguistic grounds,’ but it is nevertheless the case that ‘the social and contextual 
criteria for ICE corpora […] constrain the amount of variation that may be 
found within a corpus and in cross-corpus comparison’ (Kallen & Kirk, 
2008:99). Hence, the project team of at least the Irish national corpus takes 
standard English to be ‘a global concept defined by text type and basic 
characteristics of speaker background’ (Kallen & Kirk, 2008:101). This may be 
particularly true for the subsections of ‘learned’ writing used in the present 
study. In this section, all material comes from peer-reviewed, edited, and, in 
some instances, co-authored academic publications and can be assumed to 
display relatively few regional or stylistic variations.  

As stated above, the sections from ICE used in the present study are the 
‘learned’, or academic, subsections from three different national subcorpora: 
ICE-Ireland (84,913 words), ICE-New Zealand (82,980 words), and ICE-USA 
(85,840 words). The corpus of expert writing used in the present study, 
therefore, consists of 253,733 running words. The total number of text extracts 
is 120, with 40 from each national subcorpus. These national subcorpora were 
chosen from among those available at the start of the present study, in 2011. 
The subcorpora were chosen on the basis of a number of factors. First, they 
were chosen to represent a geographical spread. Second, they were chosen to 
represent countries where English is the dominant first language, the reason 
being that the variety of English spoken in these countries is likely to be the 
kind of English that learners have as a model for their own language 
acquisition. Finally, the British subcorpus was excluded on the grounds of being 
a treebanked corpus with difficult access to raw text.68  

A summary overview of the three corpora used in the study is given in 
Table 5.4, with information about the total number of words and texts, as well 
as the average length of texts in each corpus.  

 

                                                 
68 Treebanking is a system of annotation which involves labelling syntactic constituents using 
syntactic tree structures with mnemonic tags for each constituent (e.g., NP, PP, VP, and so on), 
yielded as bracketed text within the corpus. The high level of syntactic detail provided in ICE-GB 
makes the text difficult to read without a software programme such as the ICE Corpus Utility Program 
(ICECUP), developed by Quinn and Porter (1996), which can support the analysis by yielding the 
output in graphical displays (McEnery & Hardie, 2012:42).  
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Table 5.4: Summary overview of the three corpora 
 L2 student writing 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 student writing 

(LOCNESS) 
Expert writing 

(ICE) 
No. of words 200,033 324,304 253,733 
No. of texts 355 436 120 
Average text length 563 743 2,114 
 

5.2 Search methods 

Two different kinds of search procedure were considered: searching for specific 
structural patterns, as in Schmid (2000) (see Section 4.1), and searching for 
lexemes. In the present study, the latter approach was chosen: a separate search 
was carried out on each lexical item chosen, both in its singular and in its plural 
form (where applicable). As a result, all instances of each lexical item (lemma) 
were retrieved. This means that the study is not limited to types occurring in a 
set of predetermined patterns, but includes all instances, or tokens, of a 
particular type. This method has the advantage of casting a wider net (a high 
degree of recall), in terms of finding out how these lexical items are actually used 
in the corpora examined. It also has the advantage of largely avoiding being 
negatively affected by interference and systematic misses, as discussed in 
Schmid (2000:48ff).69 On the downside, this method also means that the rough 
total includes a large number of irrelevant hits (a low degree of precision), which 
had to be weeded out (see Section 4.3). Thus, this method is strong in terms of 
recall and weak in terms of precision.  

The software used in the processing of corpus data was WordSmith 
Tools version 6.0, created by Mike Scott (2012b). WordSmith Tools is defined 
by its creator as ‘an integrated suite of programs for looking at how words 
behave in texts’ (Scott, 2012a:2), and was originally developed from 
MicroConcord (Johns & Scott, 1993), a similar piece of software. WordSmith 
Tools consists of a number of programmes, or tools, for the systematisation 
and analysis of texts. The main ones are the Concord tool, which provides 
information about context and collocation; the WordList tool, which provides 
frequency-ranked and alphabetical word lists as well as information on corpus 
size; and the KeyWords tool, which provides information about key words in 
texts. In this study, search items were counted and analysed with the help of the 
Concord tool.  
                                                 
69 It should be noted that a certain amount of misses could not be avoided: instances in which the 
target item was misspelled (e.g., meathod for method) were systematically missed. Some such items 
were subsequently identified in the contextual analysis of other search items, but for the sake of 
consistency no additional items were added to the total number of hits documented.  
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An initial search for absolute frequencies of all search items was carried 
out in all three corpora, and each search was saved and stored separately for use 
in subsequent analyses. Tokens were then classified as either DONs or non-
DONs according to the criteria presented in Section 3.4, with a view to 
documenting the absolute frequencies of DONs in the three corpora. The 
DONs were further sub-categorised according to the reference pattern 
obtaining between the DON and its referent: anaphoric within-sentence 
reference (AWR), anaphoric across-sentence reference (AAR), cataphoric 
within-sentence reference (CWR), and cataphoric across-sentence reference 
(CAR). All instances of non-DONs were excluded from the count but not 
deleted from the files stored. The categories are described and the criteria for 
inclusion and exclusion are explained in Sections 4.2 and 4.3.  

The next step was to normalise the frequencies of DONs in all three 
corpora, thus compensating for the difference in size. I chose to normalise 
frequencies to a basis of 200,000 words, roughly the size of ICLE-SW, the 
smallest of the three corpora. The option of normalising frequencies to a 
different basis was also considered, but rejected on the grounds that some 
DONs occur only once in the corpus concerned, and normalising frequencies 
to a higher basis would have risked artificially inflating the counts for low-
frequency items (see discussion in Biber et al., 1998:263–264), while 
normalising to a lower basis, such as 100,000, would have resulted in a number 
of DONs occurring 0.5 times per 100,000 words. In the interest of clarity, 
therefore, frequencies were normalised to a basis of 200,000 words. The result 
was a list of relative frequencies of DONs. For practical reasons, singular and 
plural forms (where applicable) were treated as one lexical item in all 
calculations unless otherwise stated. These quantitative results were then 
analysed, with particular attention to similarities and differences in word 
frequencies across the three corpora. In the next step, a close analysis of 
individual DONs was carried out. This analysis was both quantitative and 
qualitative, focusing on similarities and differences among the three writer 
groups with regard to the frequency and function of individual DONs.  

5.3 Statistical data analysis 

Both descriptive and inferential statistical analyses were carried out in this 
study.70 With regard to descriptive statistics, the analyses conducted include 

                                                 
70 McEnery and Hardie (2012:49–53) define descriptive statistics as statistics that ‘simply describe 
the data in some way’ but ‘do not seek to test for significance,’ and inferential statistics as statistics 
that test ‘the significance of any differences observed.’  
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frequency counts and percentages. McEnery and Hardie (2012:51) point out 
that  
 

[n]ormalised frequencies abstract from, and simplify, the reality of “what’s 
there” in the corpus. For this reason, it is usually considered good practice to 
report both raw and normalised frequencies when writing up quantitative results 
from a corpus.  

 
This practice has been followed in the present study, as reported.71  
 With regard to inferential statistics, the analyses conducted were 
significance tests. A colleague with experience in the application of inferential 
statistics in corpus linguistic research was engaged to carry out the major part of 
the calculations, and was consulted continuously on points of interpretation and 
presentation. In most instances, a Chi-square (or χ2) test was conducted in 
order to test for asymmetry in relation to sample size. This test can be used 
with nominal scales, that is, scales in which the number of scale points is limited 
and the scale points function as labels for different categories (Lowie & Seton, 
2013:21, 72). In the present case, the (nominal) variables are L2 student writing, 
L1 student writing, and expert writing. When the frequencies tested are very 
low (specifically, when expected counts are <5 for 25% or more of the cells), 
Chi-square is considered unreliable; when this was the case, the Fisher exact test 
was used instead. Both tests yield a p-value, where p stands for probability, or, 
more specifically, the probability that the asymmetry is due to chance. A p-value 
of .05 means that there is a 5% chance that the asymmetry is due to chance, and 
a p-value of .09 means that there is a 9% chance. Conventionally, a p-value of 
below .05 is considered significant in research in the social sciences, and this 
convention was followed in the present study.72 Although a p-value must never 
be interpreted out of context, a significant result tells us something about the 
level of confidence we can have in the results. The Chi-square results reported 
include the following components: the Chi-square (χ2) value, the degrees of 
freedom (df), and the p-value. In addition, Cramér’s V (φc) test was conducted 
in order to measure effect size, or the magnitude of the asymmetry factoring 
out sample size (e.g., Gries, 2009:197). Whereas significance testing may tell us 
the probability that an observed difference is real rather than due to chance, the 
effect size tells us instead how large that difference is. A Chi-square test may 
yield a statistically significant result, but with a small effect size. Cramér’s V test 
                                                 
71 Since Chi-square, the significance test used here, is always performed on raw frequencies (e.g., 
Levon, 2010:78), an additional advantage of including raw frequencies when writing up results is that 
readers can easily double-check the calculations.  
72 Generally speaking, a larger data set would require a higher cut-off point for significance.  
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yields a value, reported variously as Vc and φc in the literature, which varies 
between 0 and 1, where 0 is no asymmetry and 1 is maximum asymmetry.73 The 
present study follows Cohen’s conventions for interpreting effect size (Aron, 
Aron, & Coups, 2005:192–193), whereby .2 = small, .5 = medium, and .8 = 
large effect size. However, these figures should be understood in the context of 
what is being measured. In the present study, many statistically significant 
differences were found across the corpora, but effect sizes were consistently 
small, as reported throughout Chapters 6–8. This is to be expected in a study 
investigating a relatively infrequent phenomenon in a large data set.74 The 
statistical calculations reported in Chapters 6–8 are to be understood in this 
light.  

5.4 Summary 

This chapter has presented a detailed account of the corpus material used in the 
study, as well as search methods and statistical analyses. The following three 
chapters present the findings of the study, followed by a discussion and 
concluding remarks.  
 

                                                 
73 To illustrate, the present study investigates the relative frequencies of DONs in the three corpora. 
Maximum asymmetry between two corpora would mean that one contains no DONs and the other 
consists entirely of DONs.  
74 The phenomenon of DONs accounts for about 1% of all words in all three corpora.  
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6  Analysis and results: Frequency and function 

The aim of this chapter is to give an account of the frequency and function of 
discourse-organising nouns in the three corpora. As stated in Section 3.4, the 
focus is on discourse-organising uses of nouns, rather than on the words 
themselves. Overall frequencies are presented in Section 6.1, along with an 
analysis of similarities and differences across the corpora. Section 6.2 presents 
the 20 most frequent types in each corpus. Section 6.3 provides a close analysis 
of a small number of high-frequency types, specifically, the eight most frequent 
types in the L2 student corpus and their frequency and function in all three 
corpora. Section 6.4 deals with high-frequency DONs from another 
perspective: types with a significantly higher frequency in one of the three 
corpora are identified and discussed. Findings on reiteration in the use of 
DONs are presented in Section 6.5, and finally, a summary of findings is given 
in Section 6.6.  

6.1 Overall frequencies of DONs in the three corpora 

The first step in the analysis was to conduct a frequency count, in order to find 
out to what extent the three corpora differ both in terms of the total number of 
DONs (i.e., tokens) and in terms of the number of different DONs (i.e., types).75 
Table 6.1 shows the figures for each corpus.76  
 
Table 6.1: Overall frequency of DONs 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

Absolute freq (tokens) 1,994 2,770 2,345 
Freq per 200,000 words 1,994 1,709 1,848 
No. of different DONs (types) 77 86 91 
 
As shown in Table 6.1, the L2 student corpus contains more DONs per 
200,000 words than either the L1 student corpus or the expert corpus. 
However, although the difference between the corpora is statistically significant 
(χ2 28.41, df 2, p .000), it is so small as to be almost negligible (φc .006).77 Table 

                                                 
75 Token can be defined as ‘[a]n instance of a unit’ and type as ‘the unit that is instanced’ (Matthews, 
2007:409). The term type is used here to encompass both the singular and the plural form of each 
DON. To illustrate, thing and things are treated as one type.  
76 The complete frequency tables are listed in Tables 1 and 2 in the Appendix. Where stated, 
frequencies are normalised to 200,000 words (roughly the size of the smallest corpus) in order to 
facilitate comparison across the corpora. All other frequencies are absolute.  
77 The Chi-square test was run on the absolute number of DONs in proportion to total absolute word 
count in each corpus. See also Section 5.3 for an account of the statistical data analyses carried out.  
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6.1 also shows significantly fewer different DONs in the L2 student writing 
than is the case in the other two corpora; out of the 93 types included in the 
study, 16 are never used as discourse organisers in the L2 student corpus, 
compared with seven in the L1 student corpus and two in the expert corpus (χ2 
13.27, df 2, p .001, φc .218). The finding that the L2 student writing contains 
fewer types than the other two corpora is noteworthy, particularly in view of 
the fact that the types included in the study are partly drawn from the L2 
student corpus. In sum, the corpus of L2 student writing differs from the 
corpus of expert writing and, to a lesser extent, from the corpus of L1 student 
writing, in terms of variation of DON usage, but it differs very little in terms of 
overall frequency of DON usage.  
 These results are particularly interesting in the light of previous findings 
by J. Flowerdew (2010) and J. Flowerdew and Forest (2015), discussed in 
Section 3.2. First, the latter study (2015) investigated signalling noun usage 
across different academic genres and found signalling nouns to be more 
frequent in journals than in textbooks and lectures. Signalling nouns, or DONs 
in my terminology, therefore seem to be more characteristic of formal academic 
writing than of less formal written and spoken modes. The high frequencies of 
DONs in the L2 and L1 student writing of the present study are good news in 
the light of this finding. Second, the former study (2010) investigated signalling 
noun usage in L2 and L1 writing, and found that the frequency of signalling 
noun usage was lower in the corpus of L2 writing, and that there were also fewer 
types in the L2 writing. As stated, the differences between writer groups in the 
present study in terms of overall usage are very slight, but if anything, the 
student writing has a higher frequency of this type of noun in comparison with 
the expert writing; the L2 and L1 students can therefore be said to approximate 
the expert writing in this respect. However, the findings of the present study 
corroborate those of J. Flowerdew (2010) in terms of the lower number of types 
in the L2 student writing.  
 A related finding in the present study is that the L2 student writing 
contains more tokens of high-frequency DONs than the other corpora, where 
high-frequency DONs are defined as the 20 most frequent types in each corpus 
(see Table 6.3). Altogether, 1,502 instances of high-frequency DONs were 
identified in the L2 student corpus, compared to 1,229 in the L1 student corpus 
and 1,064 in the expert corpus (in normalised frequencies). In other words, 
75% of all instances of DONs in the L2 student corpus are among the 20 most 
frequent types. The corresponding figure for the L1 student corpus is 72%, and 
for the expert corpus it is 58%. Figure 6.1 illustrates these differences.  
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Fig 6.1: Frequency per 200,000 words of the 20 most frequent DONs 
 
Accordingly, the L2 student corpus stands out as containing the most instances 
of high-frequency types and the expert corpus the least, with the L1 student 
corpus somewhere in between. Specifically, the top-5 types in the L2 student 
corpus (thing, problem, fact, question, and reason) are nearly one and a half times as 
frequent as the top-5 in the L1 student corpus (problem, fact, idea, issue, and 
argument) and more than twice as frequent as the top-5 in the expert corpus 
(problem, result, process, approach, and factor). This is shown in Table 6.2.  
 
Table 6.2: Frequency of the 5 most frequent DONs 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 Abs freq Freq per 
200,000 

Abs freq Freq per 
200,000 

Abs freq Freq per 
200,000 

Most frequent 236 236 278 171 132 104 
Second most frequent  229 229 215 133 123 96 
Third most frequent 165 165 190 117 109 86 
Fourth most frequent 145 145 164 101 81 64 
Fifth most frequent 120 120 155 96 81 64 
TOTAL 895 895 1,002 618 526 414 
 
There is a significant difference between the corpora in terms of the total 
absolute frequency of the top-5 DONs (χ2 250.66, df 2, p .000, φc .188), with 
the skew of the distribution most pronounced between the L2 student writing 
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and the expert writing.78 In sum, what makes the L2 students and, to a lesser 
extent, the L1 students, stand out in terms of frequency of DON usage is not 
that they use all DONs, or even most DONs, more frequently than is the case 
in the expert corpus. Rather, the difference is that they use a small number of 
DONs very often, and other DONs not at all.  

6.2 Most frequent DONs overall 

There is a certain degree of overlap between the writer groups in terms of 
which DONs are most widely used (for a similar finding, see J. Flowerdew, 
2010). Table 6.3 shows the 20 most frequent DONs in all three corpora. Nouns 
in boldface occur in all three lists and italicised nouns occur in two lists. 
Unmarked typeface indicates occurrence in one list only.  
 
Table 6.3: The 20 most frequent DONs in all three corpora 

 L2 students  
(ICLE-SW) 

L1 students  
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing  
(ICE) 

 DON Freq per 
200,000 

DON Freq per 
200,000 

DON Freq per 
200,000 

#1 thing 236 problem 171 problem 104 
#2 problem 229 fact 133 result 96 
#3 fact 165 idea 117 process 86 
#4 question 145 issue 101 approach 64 
#5 reason 120 argument 96 factor 64 
#6 opinion 66 reason 93 method 59 
#7 issue 51 question 77 issue 58 
#8 situation 51 thing 56 fact 52 
#9 idea 49 result 43 concept 51 
#10 possibility 49 point 42 need 51 
#11 need 48 situation 36 reason 49 
#12 result 46 need 36 question 48 
#13 solution 44 factor 31 change 46 
#14 change 41 opinion 31 sense 42 
#15 matter 37 view 31 attempt 41 
#16 approach 30 solution 29 argument 32 
#17 dream 24 theme 28 possibility 32 
#18 factor 24 statement 27 view 32 
#19 task 24 theory 27 finding 29 
#20 feeling 23 concept 24 idea 28 
 TOTAL 1,502 TOTAL 1,229 TOTAL 1,064 
 

                                                 
78 The Chi-square test was run on the absolute frequency of the top-5 DONs in proportion to the 
absolute frequency of all DONs across the corpora.  
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Three nouns – fact, issue, and problem – are among the ten most frequently used 
DONs in all three corpora, and six more – factor, idea, need, question, reason, and 
result – are among the twenty most frequently used DONs in all three corpora. 
In other words, nine nouns occur in all three top-20 lists.  
 Despite this similarity, there is also a great deal of variation between the 
corpora. Several nouns occur in two of the three lists: opinion, situation, solution, 
and thing are among the twenty most frequently used DONs in the two student 
corpora but not in the expert corpus; argument, concept, and view are among the 
most frequent DONs in the L1 student corpus and in the expert corpus; and 
approach, change, and possibility are among the most frequent DONs in the L2 
student corpus and in the expert corpus. Moreover, four nouns (dream, feeling, 
matter, and task) are unique to the L2 student writers, four nouns (point, statement, 
theme, and theory) are unique to the L1 student writers, and five nouns (attempt, 
finding, method, process, and sense) are unique to the expert writers.  
 Thus, the L2 students stand out, not only in terms of the relatively low 
number of types used, but also in terms of which types are used more (or less) 
often in comparison with the other writer groups. The close analysis in Section 
6.3 aims to explore some of these differences, both in terms of relative 
frequency of use and in terms of function.  

6.3 Close analysis of individual high-frequency DONs 

The combined quantitative and qualitative analysis in this section focuses on 
the frequency and function of a small selection of high-frequency DONs.79 As 
my main interest is L2 student writing, the DONs selected for analysis are those 
which occur most frequently in the L2 corpus. Eight such DONs are analysed, 
a cut-off point motivated in part by space considerations and in part by the fact 
that these eight DONs are all used above 50 times in the L2 student corpus. 
The DONs are thing, problem, fact, question, reason, opinion, issue, and situation. All 
DONs are discussed in descending order of frequency as they appear in the L2 
student corpus, except the seventh DON (issue), which is discussed in 
conjunction with question. The first DON to be discussed is thing.  

6.3.1 Thing  

The noun thing stands out as by far the most frequent DON in the L2 student 
corpus, with 236 occurrences per 200,000 words. This is considerably more 

                                                 
79 For each DON, the choice of focal points is based on information from secondary sources as well 
as aspects that stood out in the material. The features discussed for each DON will therefore vary.  
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than in either the L1 student corpus or the expert corpus, as shown in Table 
6.4.  
 
Table 6.4: Frequency of thing  
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

Absolute freq 236 91 30 
Freq per 200,000 words 236 56 24 
 
There is a significant difference across the corpora (χ2 280.47, df 2, p .000, φc 
.199), with the skew of the distribution most pronounced between the L2 
student corpus and the corpus of expert writing.80 Thing is over four times more 
frequent in the L2 student corpus than in the L1 student corpus where it is the 
eighth most frequent DON, and almost ten times more frequent than in the 
expert corpus where it is the thirtieth most frequent DON. The difference 
between the L1 and the expert corpus is smaller; L1 students use thing slightly 
more than twice as often as it is used in the expert corpus.  
 One possible explanation for the frequent use of thing in the L2 student 
writing is that the L2 student writers – and, to a lesser extent, the L1 student 
writers – use thing in lieu of more specific nouns: thing is arguably the least 
specific and the most neutral of all the DONs included in the present study. It 
is one of the nouns discussed by Schmid (2000) in his large-scale investigation 
of shell noun usage in native-speaker language production (see Section 3.3). In 
his study, Schmid (2000:92) classifies thing as belonging to the ‘neutral’ 
subgroup of ‘factual shell nouns’, that is, nouns shelling ‘“abstract” states of 
affairs and facts.’81 In view of the fact that foreign language learners – even 
fairly advanced ones – often have a significantly smaller vocabulary than 
educated native speakers (e.g., Nation, 2001:8–9), a greater reliance on basic 
vocabulary is not surprising.82 Such an interpretation would also be congruent 
with Hasselgren’s (1994) research on ‘lexical teddy bears’ in the writing of 
Norwegian advanced learners, that is, the finding that words that are general in 
meaning and that the learners feel safe with may be overused at the expense of 
more specific vocabulary items, even among fairly advanced learners. This 
interpretation is also congruent with previous work by Ringbom (1998b). In his 
study, Ringbom (1998b:49) performs a quantitative analysis of high-frequency 
                                                 
80 The Chi-square test was run on the absolute frequency of thing in proportion to the absolute 
frequency of all DONs across the corpora. The same principle was followed for all DONs.  
81 Schmid (2000:96) softens this claim by observing that the noun is probably ‘semantically less 
neutral in actual usage as a shell noun than its decontextualized schematic meaning suggests.’  
82 On the vocabulary size of educated native speakers, see D’Anna, Zechmeister, and Hall (1991), 
Goulden, Nation, and Read (1990), and Zechmeister, Chronis, Cull, D’Anna, and Healy (1995).  
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words in ICLE and LOCNESS and concludes that there is ‘concrete support 
for the labelling of advanced learner language as “vague”.’ Specifically, 
Ringbom singles out the two particularly vague nouns people and things as being 
much overrepresented in the seven learner categories included in his study (as 
represented in the Dutch, Finland-Swedish, Finnish, French, German, Spanish, 
and Swedish subcorpora of ICLE v1). In addition, a study by J. Flowerdew and 
Forest (2015) on signalling noun usage in different modes, genres, and 
disciplines found the frequency of thing to be affected by genre and mode (i.e., 
thing is significantly more frequent in the spoken than in the written mode) but 
not by discipline (i.e., thing is frequent in both the natural and the social 
sciences), a finding which indicates that thing is more frequent in less formal 
language use. The frequent use of thing in the L2 student writing in the present 
study is congruent with these earlier findings in that it contributes to a 
discourse which may be characterised as vague and spoken-like.  
 Nevertheless, the L2 student writers’ use of thing is often appropriate and 
idiomatic. One central function of thing in all three corpora is that of being used 
mainly as a peg on which to hang a determiner or a modifier with an 
interpersonal, ideational, or textual function (cf. Francis, 1986, 1994). That is, 
the function of the determiner or modifier is to express attitude towards, to 
specify, or to organise the stretch of discourse to which thing refers, as shown in 
examples (1)–(3), respectively.83  
 

(1) I like my subject and that is probably the most important thing when choosing a topic; 
it has to be a subject which interests you. (ICLE-SW: SWUL8027)  

 
(2) This vicious circle is a common thing in most countries where different cultures meet 

and try to live together. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2011)  
 

(3) Another thing that has made people less creative and more passive is the revolution of 
the computer. (ICLE-SW: SWUL3020)  

 
The italicised modifiers in examples (1) and (2) and the determiner in example 
(3) thus contribute to the expression of attitude (in example 1), to specification 
(in example 2), and to organisation (in example 3) of the stretch of discourse to 
which the DON refers in each case. Determiners used together with thing 
include some, this, and these as well as quantifiers such as a few, a lot of, most, and 
some. Modifiers used include bad, best, difficult, easy, final, first, good, important, last, 

                                                 
83 DONs have been marked in boldface and their referents have been underscored in all examples. 
Modifiers have been italicised. No amendments have been made to spelling or grammar.  
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main, next, one, problematic, right, same, sensible, two, unfortunate, and worst. In these 
combinations, the modifier carries a greater functional load than the noun, and 
often points to surrounding discourse – that is, the writer often goes on to 
explain why the ‘thing’ referred to is described as good, bad, essential, and so 
on.  
 The expression of attitude may be a particularly important motivation 
for using thing, at least in the L2 and L1 student writing. The frequencies of 
attitudinal modification of thing are shown in Table 6.5, both as absolute figures 
and as percentages of the total.  
 
Table 6.5: Frequency of attitudinal modification of thing  
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

Absolute freq 128 36 8 
% of tot 54 53 27 
 
The figures show that the proportion of thing occurring in conjunction with an 
attitudinal modifier is almost the same in the L2 and L1 student corpora, but 
significantly lower in the corpus of expert writing (χ2 11.74, df 2, p .003, φc 
.181).84 Thus, the overrepresentation of thing in the student writing in part 
reflects a greater tendency on the part of the students to use this noun to 
support an attitudinal stance. The use of attitudinal modification is further 
illustrated in examples (4) and (5), in the use of the modifiers most essential and 
bad, respectively.  
 

(4) To assimilate doesn’t have to mean to transform foreigners completely and it dosen’t 
have to mean something negative. I think the most essential thing is that immigrants 
learn Swedish fluently. It is very important so they can communicate with Swedes and 
function in our society. (ICLE-SW: SWUL1007)  

 
(5) It is my firm belief that all interacting between individuals our countries takes place at 

tha cost of the identity of someone. The stronger will eventually usurp the weaker and 
impose its will on them. This is not necessarily a bad thing. With our enhanced 
awareness trough the media we can react and tell our leaders what we want. (ICLE-
SW: SWUL9004)  

 
In example (4), the modifier signals the relative importance of the proposition 
to which the DON refers; that is, the proposition that immigrants learn Swedish 
fluently is labelled as the most essential aspect of assimilation. In example (5), the 
                                                 
84 The Chi-square test was run on the absolute frequency of thing preposed by an evaluative modifier 
in proportion to the absolute frequency of all occurrences of thing as a DON across the corpora.  
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modifier signals the writer’s evaluation of the proposition to which the DON 
refers. In both cases, the writer goes on to elaborate on this information in the 
following discourse, explaining why it is essential that immigrants learn Swedish 
and why it is not necessarily bad that the stronger impose their will on the 
weaker; thus, the modification points forward in the text, creating a cataphoric 
link to what comes next. The DONs in these examples are both formally and 
semantically redundant in that the same message could easily be conveyed 
without a noun head (it is essential that, this is not necessarily bad); however, the use 
of thing as noun head and of attitudinal modification is both idiomatic and 
appropriate in terms of discourse function. In addition, I would suggest that the 
presence of a noun head fulfils a certain pragmatic function in that it adds 
(slightly) to the force of the utterance. It may also be surmised that the more 
frequent use of semantically vague DONs such as thing as head words in the L2 
students’ writing, as compared to the other corpora, is at least in part a result of 
what Gellerstam (1986:88) terms translationese, that is, a ‘systematic influence on 
the target language (TL) from source language (SL), or at least generalizations 
of some kind based on such influence.’ For instance, Swedish students’ choice 
of a very ‘general’ noun such as thing as head in phrases such as the most important 
thing may be due to the lack of head in corresponding phrases in L1 Swedish 
(cf. det viktigaste ‘the most important’).  
 Examples (6) and (7) illustrate the use of attitudinal modification in the 
L1 student and expert corpora, respectively.  
 

(6) Scientists today are more concerned with advancing their knowledge, and I consider 
this a good thing, because how else would technology be updated. (LOCNESS: 
alevels8)  

 
(7) While women generally leave paid employment younger than men, most women 

never retire at all because their major responsibility for housework is never-ending. 
Ironically, this may be a good thing for women – it continues giving them a sense of 
purpose while their male partners often face a life made meaningless without paid 
work. (ICE-NZ: W2A008)  

 
In both examples, an attitudinal modifier – the adjective good – signals the 
writer’s evaluation of the proposition, and in both cases the modification 
creates a cataphoric link to the following discourse, explaining and expanding 
on the modifier good. The use of attitudinal modification in conjunction with 
thing is therefore qualitatively similar in the three corpora, though it is 
overrepresented in the student writing and thus indicative of a tendency to 
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(over)use thing to support writer stance (see further Chapter 8 on DON 
modification).  
 One structure that occurs in the student writing, but not in the expert 
writing, is the use of thing together with the determiner another to signal a topic-
transitional place in the text. Another is the third most frequently used 
determiner together with thing in the L2 student corpus (15 instances), following 
the definite article (83 instances) and the indefinite article (40 instances). It is 
used five times in the L1 student corpus, and not at all in the corpus of expert 
writing. The absolute numbers are small and the differences across corpora are 
non-significant (χ2 2.04, df 2, p .361, φc .076).85 However, the use of another thing 
in the student writing is nevertheless noteworthy. Examples (8) and (9) illustrate 
usage in the L2 student corpus.  
 

(8) Another thing is trends like eco-tourism. Wellorganized it supports environment 
protection and economic development, and tourists gain a better insight into the 
situation of the country they are visiting. (ICLE-SW: SWUL5003)  

 
(9) Another thing is to teach the pupils self-respect and self-conscience, to believe in 

themselves. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2031)  
 
Example (8) is taken from an L2 essay in which the student discusses ways in 
which humanity can ‘develop a “borrower’s” rather than a “consumer’s” 
mindset’; here, [a]nother thing is used to introduce eco-tourism as one way in 
which this goal might be reached. Example (9) is similar; here, too, [a]nother thing 
is used to introduce an aspect of the topic under discussion – in this case 
education. A similar usage in the L1 student writing is illustrated in example 
(10).  
 

(10)  Another thing about women in present society are their attitudes and what is 
appropriate to society. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
In these examples and many others, the function of [a]nother thing is to 
introduce, but not to label, a topic occurring within a sequence of related 
topics. In that sense, the DONs fulfil their function as discourse organisers. 
Nevertheless, the choice of DON in these examples is somewhat infelicitous. 
This is because, in terms of semantic content, thing is uninformative and, to use 
Ringbom’s (1998b:49) term, ‘vague’. Thus, there is no semantic justification for 
the use of thing in examples (8)–(10).  
                                                 
85 The Chi-square test was run on the absolute frequency of another thing in proportion to the 
absolute frequency of all occurrences of thing across the corpora.  
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 Another example of the infelicitous use of thing in the L2 student corpus 
is illustrated in example (11). The DON thing is used here in a noun phrase 
together with the indefinite article and the modifier global. The whole noun 
phrase is coordinated with the noun phrase a shared responsibility.  
 

(11)  Environmental protection is a global thing and a shared responsibility. The fact that 
Sweden is a member of the EU makes it possible for us to take part in decisions 
concerning our environment. (ICLE-SW: SWUV3002)  

 
In this example, the function of the DON – in fact, the function of the entire 
(coordinated) noun phrase a global thing and a shared responsibility of which the 
DON is part – is to label the referent ([e]nvironmental protection). As such, the 
function of the DON in example (11) is very different from that of examples 
(8) and (9), which was to introduce and to sequence, but not to label, an aspect 
of the topic under discussion. The choice of DON in example (11) is 
unproblematic in terms of formal correctness; however, in terms of semantic 
content, it would have been preferable to choose a more specific noun such as 
concern.  
 In conclusion, there is a great deal of similarity but there are also 
differences across the three corpora in the use of thing. The L2 student writers’ 
use of thing as a discourse organiser is largely idiomatic and in that respect 
similar to that of the other two writer groups. However, the L2 student writing 
also displays colloquial and non-academic usage of the DON thing. There is a 
tendency on the part of the L2 and L1 student writers, not found in the expert 
writing, to use thing in contexts where it is semantically infelicitous and vague. 
The overrepresentation of thing in the L2 and L1 student writing, in comparison 
with the expert writing, may contribute to the impression of student writing as 
vague and imprecise, an impression which is compounded by the frequency 
with which the student writers use the semantically unspecific thing, in 
combination with evaluative modifiers, as a stance marker.  

6.3.2 Problem 

Problem is by far the most frequently used DON overall; it is the second most 
frequent DON in the L2 student corpus and the most frequent DON in both 
the L1 student corpus and the expert corpus. Despite the high frequency of this 
noun overall, the difference across the corpora is significant (χ2 51.25, df 2, p 
.000, φc .085). Absolute and relative frequencies are shown in Table 6.6.  
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Table 6.6: Frequency of problem  
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

Absolute freq 229 278 132 
Freq per 200,000 words 229 171 104 
 
One striking difference between thing and problem is that problem ranks among 
the most frequent DONs in all three corpora, not just among the L2 students 
(cf. J. Flowerdew, 2010, with similar findings). Problem also differs from thing in 
that it is more semantically specific, and less neutral. It is classified by Schmid 
(2000:92) as belonging to the ‘attitudinal’ subgroup of ‘factual shell nouns’. More 
specifically, problem is negatively attitudinal, and its referent is often a stretch of 
discourse with a similarly negative meaning. Schmid (2000:124) observes that 
one common use of problem is the phrase the/this/that problem, anaphorically co-
referent with a preceding clause or series of clauses including ‘linguistic 
elements with negative meanings or connotations.’  
 Examples of such usage from the L2 student corpus, the L1 student 
corpus, and the expert corpus, respectively, are illustrated in (12)–(14).  
 

(12)  These moves would lead to a lowering of standard, and that is, I believe, the second 
problem. (ICLE-SW: SWUL3023)  

 
(13)  Too many students fight alcoholism in high school and college environment. This 

problem could easily be curtailed by lowering the drinking age from twenty-one to 
eighteen. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
(14)  My theory is that it is this desire for a safe place from change, that can quickly throw 

up the cultural dogmas and fundamentalism that are also very much part of these 
times. But that’s always the problem with refuges. The mobile electric fences that 
graze the edges of our identities can quickly turn into brick walls. (ICE-NZ: W2A019)  

 
These examples illustrate both the anaphorically referring pattern discussed by 
Schmid (2000:124), and what he calls a ‘semantic match’ between shell noun 
(i.e., the DON, in my terminology) and shell content (i.e., the referent) in terms 
of negative meanings or connotations. Such a semantic match can be discerned 
in the reference to a lowering of standards in (12), to the prevalence of 
alcoholism among high school and college students in (13), and to 
fundamentalism in (14).  
 However, reference to entire clauses does not stand out as being typical 
of the use of problem in the present material. In fact, in the student corpora 
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especially, problem was often found to refer to phrases, rather than clauses – 
often strongly negative ones such as acid rain, drug abuse, environmental pollution, 
starvation, and the lack of money (from ICLE-SW), as well as adolescent suicide, 
homelessness, stripjoints, and water pollution (from LOCNESS), many of which are 
topic-related referents (i.e., negative referents often reflect essay prompts). The 
use of negative referents in the form of phrases is illustrated in examples (15)–
(17).  
 

(15)  Another problem is the deforestation of the rain forests. (ICLE-SW: SWUV3002)  
 

(16)  When examining the problem of homelessness it is better to examine it from a 
micro-level point of view. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
(17)  If culture is assumed to be a spiritual essence or force which, like the Holy Spirit 

(Wairua Tapu in Maori), might flow through a collectivity, then the solution to the 
problem of institutional discrimination and monoculturalism takes on a religious or 
missionary aspect. (ICE-NZ: W2A012)  

 
In the expert corpus, such uses are rarer; more typical referents are clauses (as 
found by Schmid, 2000:124) or longer stretches of text and complex concepts, 
not easily delimited.  
 In all three corpora, modifiers are used that express the magnitude (or 
lack thereof) of the problem referred to. Major is the most frequently used 
modifier overall, with 12 instances in the L2 student corpus, 9 in the L1 student 
corpus, and 7 in the expert corpus. Other modifiers relating to magnitude are 
bigger, enormous, great, growing, important, little, minor, serious, slight, and vital.  
 In sum, there is a great deal of similarity across the three corpora in 
terms of how problem is used. Aside from the quantitative difference, L2 and L1 
student usage differs from expert usage mainly in terms of a greater reliance on 
DONs with phrasal referents.  

6.3.3 Fact 

Fact is relatively high on the frequency lists of all three corpora. It is the third 
most frequent DON in the L2 student corpus, the second most frequent DON 
in the L1 student corpus, and the eighth most frequent DON in the expert 
corpus. However, its relative frequency of use in terms of occurrences per 
200,000 words is higher in the L2 student corpus than in either of the other 
corpora, as shown in Table 6.7.  
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Table 6.7: Frequency of fact 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

Absolute freq 165 215 66 
Freq per 200,000 words 165 133 52 
 
The difference across the three corpora is small but significant (χ2 71.73, df 2, p 
.000, φc .100). In comparison with the expert corpus, fact is overrepresented in 
the two student corpora, though more so in the L2 than in the L1 student 
corpus. Like thing, this noun is classified by Schmid (2000:92) as belonging to 
the ‘neutral’ subgroup of ‘factual shell nouns’.  
 As a DON, fact was found to occur in a number of syntactic structures, 
including a fact is that, it is a fact that, the fact that, this fact, that fact, and that is a fact. 
Most instances of fact occurred in the structure the fact that, where that introduces 
an appositional that-clause. The frequency of this structure is shown in Table 
6.8, as absolute and normalised frequencies, and as percentages of the total 
number of occurrences of fact in each corpus.  
 
Table 6.8: Frequency of the fact that 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

Absolute freq 123 168 52 
Freq per 200,000 words 123 103 41 
% of tot 75 78 77 
 
The similarity across the writer groups is striking: fact is used in the structure the 
fact that in roughly three cases out of four in all three corpora. The difference 
across the corpora is both small and non-significant (χ2 0.83, df 2, p .660, φc 
.043).86 The greater absolute frequency of this structure in the student writing 
can be explained by the higher frequency of fact overall. Other studies have also 
found the fact that to be frequent. For instance, Schmid (2000:97) found that 
‘[w]ith an absolute frequency of over 26,000 occurrences in the 225 million-
word corpus the combination fact + that-clause is the most frequent single 
collocation out of those considered in [the] data.’ Another relevant study is 
Hasselgård’s (2012) investigation of ‘recurrent word combinations’ containing 
the shell nouns fact, idea, issue, problem, and question in ICLE (the Norwegian, 
French, and German subcorpora) and LOCNESS. Hasselgård investigated six 
recurrent word combinations containing the noun fact (namely, the fact that, in 

                                                 
86 The Chi-square test was run on the absolute frequency of the fact that in proportion to the absolute 
frequency of all instances of fact across the corpora.  
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fact, it is (it’s) a fact, matter of fact, the fact is, and this fact), and found the fact that to 
be the most frequent recurrent combination in all four corpora. Thus, the large 
proportion of the fact that in the present study is in line with findings from 
previous research of a wide range of writer types (i.e., native and non-native, 
novice and experienced writers). The L2 student writers turn out to be fairly 
typical language users in this respect.  
 The construction the fact that was also analysed in terms of syntactic and 
semantic function. Both are discussed here, starting with the syntactic function. 
It is well-recognised that fact does have such a syntactic function; for instance, 
Quirk et al. (1985:1001–1002) classify the fact that as a marginal subordinator, 
though their discussion is limited to what they label ‘stylistically clumsy’ uses 
that ‘can be replaced more concisely by a simple conjunction,’ such as due to the 
fact that (‘because’) and in spite of the fact that (‘although’). In my own data, a 
number of instances of fact were of this type: 10% of all instances of fact in 
ICLE-SW, 14% of all instances in LOCNESS, and 12% of all instances in ICE. 
Thus, I found no evidence that student writers use such allegedly ‘stylistically 
clumsy’ subordinators more frequently than do expert writers. However, I did 
find a difference between the student corpora, on the one hand, and the expert 
corpus, on the other, with respect to which subordinators are used. The results 
are shown in Table 6.9, both as absolute frequencies and as percentages of the 
total.  
 
Table 6.9: Frequency of complex subordinators containing fact 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 N % N % N % 
Because of the fact that 2 12 2 6 0 0 
Due to the fact that 11 65 21 68 0 0 
Despite (of) the fact that 3 18 7 23 5 63 
In spite of the fact that 1 6 1 3 3 38 
TOTAL 17 101 31 100 8 101 
 
As the figures in Table 6.9 indicate, the two student corpora contain the 
complex subordinators because of the fact that, due to the fact that, despite (of) the fact 
that, and in spite of the fact that.87 With 11 (out of 17) instances in the L2 student 
corpus and 21 (out of 31) instances in the L1 student corpus, due to the fact that 
was found to be the single most frequent subordinator of this type in the 
student writing. The expert corpus, in contrast, contains no instances of due to 

                                                 
87 The ungrammatical despite of the fact that was only used in the L2 student corpus.  
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the fact that. A Chi-square test on the frequency of because of the fact that + due to 
the fact that in proportion to despite (of) the fact that + in spite of the fact that revealed 
a significant difference across the three corpora (χ2 16.82, df 2, p .000, φc 
.548).88 With zero instances of the first pair, the corpus of expert writing differs 
markedly from the two corpora of student writing. Example (18) illustrates the 
use of due to the fact that in the L2 student corpus.  
 

(18)  Due to the fact that everything in the family appears to be focused on Heather’s live, 
Rachel is more or less forced into a relationship. (ICLE-SW: SWUL8045)  

 
Particularly in sentence-initial position, as here, this construction may be 
regarded as clumsy; a less cumbersome formulation might be since, because, or as.  
 Another relevant study is Granath’s (2001) investigation of the use of fact 
in native-speaker data. In this study, Granath (2001) investigated the various 
syntactic functions of the construction the fact that. She found that it is most 
commonly used as a device to link clauses to prepositional phrases, but also, for 
instance, as subject, object, and subject complement in a clause – a finding 
mirrored in all three corpora of the present study. Granath concludes that the 
use of the fact that must be understood in terms of a synthesis of syntactic 
function, semantic meaning, and pragmatic force. Schmid (2000) has also 
commented on the syntactic function of this construction. He notes that, like 
other high-frequency linguistic constructions, the fact that has undergone a 
process of semantic bleaching or grammaticalisation, during which it has ‘lost a 
considerable part of its “original” meaning and come to be used as the general-
purpose shelling device’ (emphasis in original), often because it is ‘handy’ rather 
than because it ‘represents a fact’ (2000:99–100). These considerations – the 
syntactic function and semantic bleaching of the fact that – may partly explain the 
frequency of this construction in the three corpora of the present study and in 
previous research. Semantic bleaching may also partly explain the 
overrepresentation of fact overall in the student writing.  
 This brings us to the semantic function of fact, and it is here that a 
marked difference can be discerned between the three corpora. Schmid 
(2000:97–98) makes a distinction between factive and factual uses of fact. By 
factive uses, he means Kiparsky and Kiparsky’s (1970) somewhat restricted 
notion of factivity, according to which a predicate can be said to be factive 
when its complement is presupposed to be true by the speaker (as in It is odd that it 
is raining) and as non-factive when its complement is asserted to be true by the 
                                                 
88 Expected values are too low for the Chi-square test, and the table is too large for the Fisher exact 
test. However, the Chi-square test can be applied if the variables are dichotomised, as reported.  
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speaker (as in It is likely that it is raining). By factual uses, Schmid means the less 
restricted notion that fact in general, and the combination of fact and an 
appositional that-clause in particular, has an epistemic use. That is, fact ‘is used 
by speakers to construe states of affairs not just as being the case, but as being 
real and “true”’ (2000:97). It is this latter and less restricted notion of factuality 
that was explored in the present study. More specifically, I analysed the use of 
fact in the light of Schmid’s claim that one consequence of the epistemic nature 
of the fact that is that fact colligates with certain kinds of postnominal clauses but 
not with others:  
 

Unlike linguistic and mental shell nouns, the noun fact is hardly ever accompanied by 
that-clauses with hypothetical verb forms. Past and present tenses clearly predominate 
in these clauses, whereas subjunctive, future and modal forms are extremely rare. The 
reason for this tendency is that one cannot make predictions about future facts and 
therefore speakers tend to use other, typically mental or modal shell nouns when they 
want to shell these types of experiences. (Schmid, 2000:97–98)  

 
In order to test Schmid’s claim against the three corpora of the present study, 
an investigation was carried out of the frequency with which hypothetical verb 
forms (i.e., subjunctive, future, and modal verb forms) are used in appositional 
that-clauses after the fact. The results are shown in Table 6.10.  
 
Table 6.10: Frequency of hypothetical verb forms 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

Absolute freq 20 19 1 
% of total no. of the fact that 16 11 2 
 
The three corpora differ significantly in the frequency with which such verb 
forms are used, with the L2 student corpus containing the largest number and 
the expert corpus by far the smallest (χ2 7.33, df 2, p .026, φc .146).89 
Specifically, the L2 students use the modal verbs can, could, may, might, must, 
should, will, and would to indicate futurity and modality, the L1 students use be 
going to, can, may, should, will, and would, while the only instance of a hypothetical 
verb form in this position in the expert corpus is would. Thus, a wider range of 
modal meanings is expressed in these constructions in the student writing, 
compared to the expert writing.  

                                                 
89 The Chi-square test was run on the absolute frequency of hypothetical verb forms in proportion to 
non-hypothetical verb forms in appositional that-clauses after the fact across the corpora.  
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 Examples (19)–(21) illustrate the use of fact together with an appositional 
that-clause without a hypothetical verb form – the canonical usage according to 
Schmid’s (2000) findings. The verb form of the appositional clause has been 
italicised. The examples are from the L2 student corpus, the L1 student corpus, 
and the expert corpus, respectively.  
 

(19)  The fact that Sweden is a member of the EU makes it possible for us to take part in 
decisions concerning our environment. (ICLE-SW: SWUV3002) 

 
(20)  This form of unification will affect Britain especially, since Britain’s position in 

Europe has always been made slightly different by the fact that it is an island. 
(LOCNESS: BRSUR3) 

 
(21)  The fact that all of them occur in one of the works is not important in the statistical 

analysis. (ICE-US: W2A031) 
 
This is the predominant use of the structure the fact that in all three corpora, as 
well as in Schmid’s (2000) data. In contrast, examples (22)–(24) illustrate the use 
of fact together with an appositional that-clause with a hypothetical verb form – 
the non-canonical usage according to Schmid’s (2000) findings. The 
hypothetical verb form of the appositional clause has been italicised. As before, 
the examples are from the L2 student corpus, the L1 student corpus, and the 
expert corpus, respectively.  
 

(22)  Admittedly, there is a risk that our modern society becomes too concentrated on the 
fact that we should be efficient and deal with our duties at a rapid pace. (ICLE-SW: 
SWUL3013)  

 
(23)  Even though I do not totally agree with abortion, I do agree with the fact that if the 

woman objects or does not consent to sex, she should have the option of abortion 
open. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
(24)  But despite the fact that all the girls would benefit from a non-sexist society, the 

commonality of their interests is limited by economic class. (ICE-US: W2A031)  
 
The type of modality expressed by the modal verbs here differs: obligation 
(should) in the two student corpora, and prediction (would) in the expert corpus. 
Example (24) represents the only instance in the expert corpus in which a 
hypothetical verb form is used in this construction; thus, no other type of 
modality was expressed. In all three examples, the construction the fact that 
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functions syntactically as a prepositional complement; in (24), it also functions 
as what Quirk et al. (1985:1001–1002) label a marginal subordinator.  
 Thus, the analysis revealed a greater use of hypothetical verb forms in 
the student writing as opposed to the expert writing, along with a wider range 
of modal meanings expressed. This difference may reflect a greater tendency on 
the part of the student writers to express attitude and involvement in their 
writing, manifested in the interpersonal metafunction and its system of 
modality, of which modal auxiliaries form part. The difference may also reflect 
a greater tendency on the part of the students to use fact in reference to non-
factual abstract entities, such as arguments, claims, ideas, and opinions, that is, 
entities in which fact does not label a true state of affairs. One reason for this 
use, I would suggest, is that fact fulfils a certain rhetorical purpose in 
strengthening the force of the argument (see Granath, 2001, for a similar claim). 
That is, fact is used as a device to add emphasis and credibility to an argument; 
as Schmid (2000:99) points out, ‘more significance is attributed to facts in our 
culture than to ideas.’ That this rhetorical use of the fact that was more common 
in the student writing, particularly the L2 corpus, may suggest a greater, though 
possibly unintentional, tendency on the part of the student writers to use 
emphatic devices.  
 In sum, the overrepresentation of fact in the two student corpora, 
particularly in the L2 student corpus, can be partly explained by a tendency to 
use fact for rhetorical purposes. Another explanation for the very frequent use 
of fact may lie in the familiarity and easy accessibility of fact as opposed to other, 
more specialised, words. The process of semantic bleaching that the fact that has 
undergone (Schmid, 2000:99–100) indicates that this structure is indeed easily 
accessible as a general-purpose discourse organiser and subordinator. At the 
same time, it should also be noted that the L2 student writers’ use of the 
structure the fact that was remarkably similar to that of the other two writer 
groups both in terms of the proportion of the fact that in relation to other 
structures with fact, and in terms of the syntactic function of this structure. In 
so far as expert writing can be considered a model for novice writers in the 
academic register to aim for, the L2 learners are good users of the target 
language and the target register of academic writing in English in this respect.  

6.3.4 Question and issue 

As question and issue are often used in a similar sense, the two nouns are 
discussed together in this section. The discussion starts with question. Like 
problem and fact, question is among the 20 most frequent DONs in all three 
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corpora: it is the fourth most frequent DON in the L2 student corpus, the 
seventh most frequent DON in the L1 student corpus, and the twelfth most 
frequent DON in the expert corpus. Frequencies are shown in Table 6.11.  
 
Table 6.11: Frequency of question 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

Absolute freq 145 125 61 
Freq per 200,000 words 145 77 48 
 
There is a significant difference across the corpora in terms of frequency, with 
the skew of the distribution most pronounced between the L2 student writing 
and the corpus of expert writing (χ2 53.16, df 2, p .000, φc .087). Specifically, the 
relative frequency of this noun in the L2 student corpus is almost twice as high 
as in the L1 student corpus, and three times higher than in the expert corpus. 
The difference between the L1 student corpus and the expert corpus is also 
notable, though less marked.  
 In all three corpora, question is used in two main functions: it is used 
synonymously with issue or topic (the referential use), and it is used to refer to an 
actual, direct or indirect, question or information-gap in the surrounding 
discourse (the metadiscursive use) (cf. Granath, 2009). These uses correspond 
roughly to the following definitions of question from the Oxford English 
Dictionary:90  
 

I. That which is enquired about, discussed, or debated.  
 [Referential meaning] 

 
II. That which is asked.  
 [Metadiscursive meaning]  

 
It has been noted by previous researchers that the distinction between these 
two uses, or meanings, is far from clear-cut; for instance, in a corpus study on 
the use of good question in spoken American news discourse, Granath (2009:51) 
concluded that, due to the number of unclear cases, the attempt to classify 
instances of question in the corpus material as either referential or metadiscursive 
was futile. An attempt to make such a distinction has nevertheless been made in 
the present study, using as classification criteria the dictionary definitions cited 
here.  

                                                 
90 Website address: http://www.oed.com.  
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 Examples (25)–(27) illustrate the referential use of question in the three 
corpora.91  
 

(25)  Equality between the sexes is a question which has been discussed quite a lot in the 
last few years. In Sweden we consider ourselves very aware of the issue of equality, 
and some people would say that there are no differences in how men and women are 
being treated – which is of course completely wrong. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2095)  

 
(26)  Thus we can see that Voltaire tackles the question of philosophical optimism by 

ridiculing it, notably through the character of Pangloss and by illustrating its shortfalls 
through the events and characters which appear during Candide’s journey, where he 
seems to reject optimism. (LOCNESS: BRSUR2)  

 
(27)  The continuing change in the skills required raises the question of early 

specialization. Retaining will be required within industry as the requisite technological 
skills change. This has implications for the training in skills within the formal 
educational system. (ICE-IR: W2A016)  

 
As indicated, the function of the noun question here is to refer to and to label a 
stretch of discourse as an issue or topic rather than an information-gap. In (25) 
and (27), the noun also serves to introduce the topic. In developing the topic, 
the L2 student writer in (25) goes on to use issue in the following sentence to 
refer to the same semantic content – namely, equality between the sexes.  
 Examples (28)–(30) illustrate the metadiscursive use of question, that is, 
the use of question to label the referent as a question or information-gap.  
 

(28)  What can we do with rapid economic growth if we do not have fresh air to breathe? 
This question has made many people start thinking about what they can do to be 
more friendly to the environment. (ICLE-SW: SWUL2003)  

 
(29)  The main question about this issue is: Should abortion be legal? This is a question 

that should be addressed because it deals with the lives of humans. (LOCNESS: 
USARG)  

 
(30)  As such, the core research question is: What are the critical elements that shape the 

organizational changes associated with the adoption and use of CASE tools? (ICE-
US: W2A037)  

 

                                                 
91 Example (26) is one of 14 instances in LOCNESS in which question is used in the phrase the 
question of philosophical optimism or a variant of this phrase, all occurring in essays about Voltaire’s 
Candide – one of the topics that the students could choose to write about.  
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In (28), the question is rhetorical and could possibly be classified as an instance 
of the referential use of question, signalling that this is the topic for discussion; 
this example illustrates the difficulty of making a sharp distinction between 
referential and metadiscursive uses. The same difficulty can be seen in (29) and 
(30), where, again, the use of question is not obviously exclusively metadiscursive 
although, in (30), the question clearly signals the presence of an actual 
information-gap to be filled in the course of a scientific study. Thus, in all three 
examples, question serves the dual function of signalling that there is an 
information-gap and of introducing that information-gap as the topic to be 
addressed. This is the predominant use of question in all three corpora.  
 Table 6.12 shows the frequencies with which question is used in the two 
senses discussed. The figures show the frequencies as absolute numbers and as 
percentages of the total.  
 
Table 6.12: Frequency of referential and metadiscursive uses of question  
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 N % N % N % 
Freq referential use 47  32   37  30 18  29 
Freq metadiscursive use  98  68 88  70       43 71 
TOTAL 145 100 125 100 61 100 
 
The figures show a very small and non-significant difference between the 
corpora (χ2 0.31, df 2, p .856, φc .031). That is, the three writer groups are 
similar in terms of the relative proportion of referential as opposed to 
metadiscursive uses of question.  
 With regard to metadiscursive uses, a further distinction was made 
between constructions in which the referent of the DON question is realised as 
an actual direct question (i.e., a question that takes the form of an interrogative 
clause) and constructions in which it is realised as an indirect question (i.e., a 
question that takes the form of a declarative clause). The former is illustrated in 
example (31) and the latter in example (32), both from the expert corpus.  
 

(31)  The question is, of course, how is this happening in the classroom right now? (ICE-
NZ: W2A013)  

 
(32)  Thus a rather pertinent question, given a century of universal literacy attained 

through a school system which is culturally Pakeha, is why Maori fertility did not 
decline earlier. (ICE-NZ: W2A007)  
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The distinction between direct and indirect questions was made because the use 
of direct questions may be an indicator of informal style and was therefore 
hypothesised to be less frequent than the use of indirect questions in academic 
discourse – a hypothesis which was not supported by the data, except in the 
case of L1 student writers. Table 6.13 shows the frequencies in the three 
corpora, as absolute numbers and as percentages of the total.92  
 
Table 6.13: Frequency of direct and indirect metadiscursive uses of question  
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 N % N % N % 
Freq direct questions  65  66 38  43       23 53 
Freq indirect questions  33  34 50  57 20  47 
TOTAL 98 100 88 100 43 100 
 
The figures show a significant difference between the corpora (χ2 10.09, df 2, p 
.006, φc .210). That is, the three corpora differ in terms of the relative 
proportion of direct as opposed to indirect questions. The difference lies mainly 
in the L2 students’ greater, and the L1 students’ lower, reliance on the former. 
In the expert corpus, direct questions are often research questions to be 
addressed (that is, the information-gap is genuine), as in (30), while in the L2 
students’ corpus they more often have a rhetorical function (that is, the 
information-gap is not genuine), as in (28) and (33).  
 

(33)  The industrial civilization is spoilt, and has been brought up to consume things, and 
to take advantage of modern technology. But do we really need all the things it brings 
us? The answer to that question is no. (ICLE-SW: SWUL5010)  

 
 These findings have a number of implications for our understanding of 
L2 student writing. First, there is a greater use of direct questions as a rhetorical 
flourish in the L2 student writing, something which is more common in 
informal style. Second, and related to the first point, the higher frequency of 
direct questions in the L2 student writing indicates a greater tendency on the 
part of the student writers to express attitude and involvement in their writing. 
This is because direct questions are markers of the interrogative mood, the 
frequent use of which is a manifestation of the interpersonal metafunction and 
its system of modality (cf. the discussion of modality and modal auxiliaries in 

                                                 
92 It should be noted that not all actual questions posed in the texts are explicitly labelled question. 
The figures represented in Table 6.13 therefore give only a partial picture of the use of questions in 
the three corpora.  
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the students’ use of fact). And third, the more frequent use of direct questions 
places student writing farther from prototypical academic writing on Biber’s 
(1988) textual dimension of informational versus involved production: direct 
questions are characteristic of involved production, and while academic prose 
rates close to the informational end of this continuum, less formal genres of 
writing and spontaneous speech rate closer to the involved end (see also 
Jonsson, 2013 on direct questions in conversational writing). The expert data 
also contains more direct than indirect questions, but these are often research 
questions and thus neither markers of informal style nor of involved 
production. The L1 student writing stands out here as being the only corpus 
with more indirect than direct questions, thus lacking both the informal and 
involved character of the L2 student writing and the higher incidence of formal 
research questions characteristic of expert writing.  
 These results corroborate the findings of previous research. One 
example here is Ädel’s (2003) study on metadiscourse in L2 and L1 student 
writing, in which she found the frequent use of questions in the construction of 
mock dialogues between writer and reader in the L2 material to contribute to 
‘the dialogic character of many of the learner essays’ (2003:181). Another 
relevant study is that of Virtanen (1998), which found direct questions to be 
significantly more frequent in L2 student writing (as represented by the Finnish 
and the Finland-Swedish subcomponents of ICLE) than in L1 student writing 
(as represented by LOCNESS). Moreover, a study by Paquot, Hasselgård, and 
Ebeling (2013) investigated the use of direct questions and other writer/reader 
visibility features in argumentative and discipline-specific writing by two groups 
of L2 students (i.e., the French and Norwegian subcomponents of ICLE and 
VESPA, respectively) as well as L1 students (i.e., LOCNESS and BAWE, 
respectively).93 The study found that the two L2 student groups use 
significantly more direct questions than the L1 students, and that L2 and L1 
students alike use more direct questions in argumentative writing (i.e., ICLE 
and LOCNESS) than in discipline-specific writing (i.e., VESPA and BAWE). 
The authors conclude that the overuse of direct questions and other visibility 
features in the L2 corpora indicates a more involved and interactive writing 
style than the L1 writing, but they also point out that the differences found 
between the argumentative and discipline-specific corpora indicate that the L2 

                                                 
93 Unlike the present study, which investigates the frequencies with which the referent of the DON 
question is realised as a direct or indirect question, the studies by Ädel (2003), Virtanen (1998), and 
Paquot et al. (2013) investigated all and only direct questions as represented by the number of 
question marks found in the corpora.  
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students, when required, adapt to some extent to the academic register of 
discipline-specific writing.  
 As shown in Table 6.12 above, there is a negligible difference across the 
three corpora in terms of the relative proportion of referential uses of question 
(roughly synonymous with issue) as opposed to metadiscursive uses. In 
comparison, the use of the DON issue, also frequent in all three corpora, does 
differ: issue is more frequent in the L1 student corpus than in either the L2 
student corpus or the expert corpus. The difference in the use of issue in the 
three data sets is shown in Table 6.14.  
 
Table 6.14: Frequency of issue 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

Absolute freq 51 164 74 
Freq per 200,000 words 51 101 58 
 
There is a significant difference across the corpora (χ2 41.04, df 2, p .000, φc 
.076), with the skew of the distribution most pronounced between the L1 
students and the other two groups. As can be seen in Table 6.14, the L2 student 
corpus contains fewer instances of issue than either of the other corpora, both 
in absolute numbers and in terms of relative frequency. This finding is 
consistent with a study by Hasselgård (2012), in which an underrepresentation 
of issue was found among Norwegian advanced learners in ICLE-NO. On the 
other hand, the difference between the L2 student corpus and the expert 
corpus in terms of the frequency of issue is slight. Instead, the writer group that 
stands out is the L1 students, with almost twice as many instances of issue in 
normalised frequencies as the other writer groups. In this instance, therefore, 
the L2 students’ writing is considerably more congruent with expert writing 
than with the L1 students’ writing. In view of the fact that the L1 students can 
also be regarded as novice writers in the register of academic writing, this 
difference between the L2 and the L1 student writing is difficult to explain. It 
does not seem to be a question of text-type differences: both L2 and L1 student 
texts are argumentative in nature and arguably address more general “issues” 
than the research-oriented writing in the expert corpus. The L1 students’ 
frequent use of issue and other DONs pertaining to the domain of debate and 
argumentation is further analysed in Section 6.4.2.  
 In sum, the use of question across the three corpora differs in terms of 
both quantity and quality of use; that is, the L2 student writers use the DON 
question more frequently than the other writer groups, they use it more 
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frequently in reference to direct than indirect questions, and the questions 
asked often function as rhetorical flourishes or as expressions of attitude and 
involvement. In contrast, none of the writer groups stands out from the others 
in terms of the relative proportion of referential as opposed to metadiscursive 
uses of question. With regard to issue, the L2 students are close to the expert 
writing in terms of frequency of use, while the L1 students use this noun more 
frequently than is the case in the corpus of expert writing.  

6.3.5 Reason 

Reason is relatively frequent in all three corpora; it is the fifth most frequent 
DON in the L2 student corpus, the sixth most frequent DON in the L1 
student corpus, and the eleventh most frequent DON in the expert corpus. The 
absolute and relative frequencies of reason in the three corpora are shown in 
Table 6.15.  
 
Table 6.15: Frequency of reason  
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

Absolute freq 120 151 62 
Freq per 200,000 words 120 93 49 
 
There is a small but significant difference across the corpora (χ2 33.46, df 2, p 
.000, φc .069). The biggest difference is that between the L2 student writing and 
the expert writing.  

The noun reason is classified by Schmid (2000:102) as belonging to the 
‘causal’ subgroup of factual shell nouns, with a two-sided semantic frame of 
causality which can be understood as ‘a relation between two events or facts, in 
which one entity, the CAUSE, is conceived by a human conceptualizer as being 
prior to, contributing to and/or being responsible for the occurrence or 
existence of another, called EFFECT.’ As pointed out by Schmid, the noun 
highlights the cause element of this relationship. What this means in relation to 
my own data is that it is the cause, not the effect, which is present in the co-text 
of the DON as its referent. However, the effect is also often specified, or at least 
implied, in the co-text, as illustrated in examples (34)–(37), all from the L2 
student corpus. Effects have been italicized.  
 

(34)  I believe that the reason why the UN describes the family and not the individual as the natural 
and fundamental unit of society is that the individual is too weak. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2061)  
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(35)  The reason that the government recently has put both interest and money in this issue is that it 
wants so few as possible to be unemployed. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2099)  

 
(36)  So, as a last reason to defend integration, it would be unconstitutional to advocate 

assimilation. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2061)  
 

(37)  The reason for this could be traced back to the impact of modern technology. (ICLE-
SW: SWUL2011)  

 
In these examples, the effect is realised as a WH-clause (34), a that-clause (35), a 
to-infinitive (36), and a prepositional phrase (37), respectively. The cause, or 
referent, is realised as a that-clause (34 and 35), a main clause (36), and a 
prepositional phrase (37), respectively. In other frequently used constructions, 
either the cause or the effect is realised in a preceding or following sentence, 
sometimes but not always signalled by markers such as this reason or another 
reason. In all three corpora, the effect was most commonly realised as a 
prepositional phrase using for, while the second most commonly used 
realisation was a why-clause. The figures are shown in Table 6.16, in absolute 
numbers and as percentages of the total.  
 
Table 6.16: Frequency of reason for and reason why  
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 N % N % N % 
Freq of reason for 33 28 33 22 18 29 
Freq of reason why 12 10 14 9 7 11 
 
There is no significant difference across the corpora (χ2 .11, df 2, p .947, φc 
.031). Instead, there is a great deal of similarity in terms of what structures are 
most frequently used to realise effect. Where L2 student writers stand out 
somewhat is in their use of less felicitous or indeterminate constructions, both 
in the realisation of effect and in the realisation of cause. Less felicitous 
realisations in the L2 student corpus are illustrated in examples (38) and (39), 
respectively.  
 

(38)  The reason to this is most likely that for some people censorship means that there is a 
severe limitation of the right of free speech. (ICLE-SW: SWUL9014)  

 
(39)  The main reason that people nowadays choose to have a longer education is probably because 

people want to have a job. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2099)  
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In example (38), the effect is realised as a prepositional phrase with an 
erroneous choice of preposition, and in (39) the cause is realised as the non-
standard, but relatively widespread, construction introduced by because. As 
exemplified in (40), the latter construction is also used in the L1 student corpus.  
 

(40)  Football has turned into a sport where hate has taken over and the main reason is because of 
the money. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
The non-standard because-construction illustrated in (39) and (40) is not used in 
the expert corpus. The erroneous construction exemplified in (38) is not used 
in either the L1 student corpus or the expert corpus, but other similar instances 
in the L2 student corpus are the reason to writing, a reason to land-exploitation, and 
[t]he reason to why. The relative prevalence of the construction reason + to in the 
Swedish students’ writing is likely due to L1 transfer, the construction 
anledningen till (lit. the reason to) being standard Swedish for the reason for.  
 In sum, reason is used in similar ways in the three corpora, though the L2 
student corpus contains instances of infelicitous usage not found in the other 
corpora. The main difference across corpora is in frequency of use: although 
reason is among the 20 most commonly used DONs in all three corpora, it is 
significantly more frequent in the student writing than in the expert writing.  

6.3.6 Opinion 

Another frequently used noun in the student writing is opinion. This noun is 
among the 20 most frequent DONs in both student corpora, occupying place 
number 6 in the frequency ranking of the L2 student corpus and number 14 in 
the L1 student corpus. In contrast, at number 62 in the frequency ranking, the 
noun is relatively infrequent in the expert corpus. Table 6.17 shows the absolute 
and relative frequencies of opinion in the three corpora.  
 
Table 6.17: Frequency of opinion 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

Absolute freq 66 51 9 
Freq per 200,000 words 66 31 7 
 
There is a significant difference across the corpora, with the skew of the 
distribution most pronounced between the L2 student writing and the corpus 
of expert writing (χ2 53.12, df 2, p .000, φc .086). Although the absolute 
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numbers are low, opinion is used more than twice as often in the L2 student 
corpus as in the L1 student corpus, and more than nine times as often as in the 
expert corpus. The noun is used more than four times as often in the L1 
student corpus as in the expert corpus.  
 The difference between the two student corpora, on the one hand, and 
the expert corpus, on the other, is therefore noteworthy. This is not surprising: 
words expressing subjective evaluation can be expected to be more frequently 
used in academic writing by novice writers than by experienced academics, 
especially in the type of argumentative writing represented in the student 
corpora. The higher incidence of opinion in the L2 student corpus can also in 
large part be explained by a tendency among Swedish student writers to use 
expressions of self-reference, as shown by Ädel (2003, 2006), for instance. Self-
reference is defined in the present study as reference to the writer’s own opinion, 
in expressions such as according to my opinion, in my opinion, my personal opinion is 
that, that is my strong opinion, and I have this opinion.94 In contrast, other-reference is 
defined as reference to someone else’s opinion or to a general, widely held 
opinion, in expressions such as a common opinion is that, an enduring public opinion, 
an ever increasing body of opinion, his opinion was that, in her opinion, and the widely held 
opinion that. Table 6.18 shows the difference between the three writer groups in 
terms of self-referring and other-referring uses of opinion. The figures represent 
absolute frequencies and percentages of the total.  
 
Table 6.18: Frequency of self-referring vs other-referring uses of opinion  
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 N % N % N % 
Freq of self-referring uses 45 68 35 69 1 14 
Freq of other-referring uses 21 32 16 31 8 86 
 
There is a significant difference across the corpora (χ2 11.94, df 2, p .003, φc 
.308). The skew of the distribution is most pronounced between the expert 
writing, on the one hand, and the two corpora of student writing, on the other. 
As shown, a large majority of the occurrences of opinion in the L1 and L2 
student corpora are self-referring uses. In the expert corpus, by contrast, such 
usage is almost non-existent. Conversely, the two student corpora have 
proportionately fewer occurrences of other-reference, while this is the 
predominant use of the noun in the expert corpus.  
                                                 
94 It should be noted here that I have counted all instances of opinion with a discourse-organising 
function, even when the noun occurs in the stance-marking chunk in my opinion. Frequencies of this 
chunk are given in Table 6.20.  
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 This difference may be partly task-related: the student writers of ICLE 
and LOCNESS are often asked directly about their opinions in the essay 
prompts, as the following examples from ICLE demonstrate (Granger et al., 
2009:213):  
 

Europe: loss of sovereignty or birth of a nation?  
 

In the 19th century, Victor Hugo said: ‘How sad it is to think that nature is calling out 
but humanity refuses to pay heed.’ Do you think it is still true nowadays?  

 
Some people say that in our modern world, dominated by science technology and 
industrialisation, there is no longer a place for dreaming and imagination. What is 
your opinion?  

 
I would suggest that essay prompts such as these are likely to give rise to a 
greater proportion of self-reference on the part of the student writers, 
particularly as the ICLE students were not allowed to refer to secondary 
sources. However, it should be noted that, in fact, both self-referring and other-
referring uses of opinion are more frequent in the L2 and L1 student corpora in 
comparison to the expert corpus. Moreover, previous research suggests that the 
influence of genre on learner writing may be limited. For instance, a study by 
Paquot et al. (2013) on the use of writer/reader visibility features in EFL learner 
writing and native speakers’ writing in different genres (specifically, 
argumentative writing and discipline-specific writing by two groups of L2 
writers and one group of L1 writers) found that the L2 writers’ more involved 
style and more frequent use of visibility features can only partly be explained by 
task, text type and genre.  
 Examples (41) and (42) illustrate the use of opinion with self-reference in 
the L2 student corpus, and example (43) illustrates other-reference.  
 

(41)  Some people think that it is impossible to combine technology and imagination and 
that we have to choose between these two elements. Why? Is it necessary? Do we 
really have to choose? No, I don’t think so. I think we must see them, not as one, but 
side by side helping each other. In this essay I will try to explain why I have this 
opinion. (ICLE-SW: SWUL5004)  

 
(42)  In my opinion, it would be more correct to use the term xenophobia when referring 

to racism and to use it in the same manner as was done in ancient times. Because 
mankind has not changed much – if we have changed at all – when it comes to 
matters of tolerance and open-mindedness towards different ideas, cultures and looks 
than one’s own. (ICLE-SW: SWUL7007)  
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(43)  A common opinion is that it does not matter if the tiny little individual does 

something. That is wrong. It is at the individual stage that changes take place first, so 
it is important that everybody know that they can help with the problem. (ICLE-SW: 
SWUL3024) 

 
In examples (41) and (42), the noun opinion refers to and introduces the writer’s 
own opinion, in the expressions I have this opinion and [i]n my opinion, respectively. 
In both cases, the writer goes on to elaborate on the stated opinion in the 
following discourse. In (41), self-reference is further signalled by means of 
other expressions (I don’t think, I think, and I will try), and the involved and 
informal character of the discourse is further enhanced through the use of 
direct questions. In contrast, the opinion introduced in example (43) is not the 
writer’s own but that of an imagined opponent, which the writer then goes on 
to refute ([t]hat is wrong).  
 The function of opinion in the L1 student corpus is similar. Examples 
(44) and (45) illustrate self-referring and other-referring uses of opinion in the L1 
student corpus.  
 

(44)  The authors of these two articles and the Civil Liberties group give detailed and 
unbiased reasoning against prayer in schools although they could give solutions to the 
problem. Although the second articles gave stronger reasoning than the first, their 
ideas did not appeal to me. In my opinion, a third option which is discussed in the 
article by Anthony Lewis titles, “Jefferson Still Lives” is the best solution. 
(LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
(45)  Some would argue that if a person is smart enough or lucky enough to earn money 

for an early retirement (or for their children’s inheritance) he or she is entitled to it. A 
rather hard view would be that if someone who works on a menial or physically 
taxing job does not make a fair or moderate salary then it is his or her own fault (or 
bad luck). These opinions are based on a rather faulty American premise that all 
people are given an equal chance in life and what they make of it is their own 
responsibility. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
Again, the self-referring use, in (44), serves to introduce and label the writer’s 
argument, while the other-referring use, in (45), introduces and labels the 
arguments and opinions of some imagined opponent(s), which the writer aims 
to refute. As in (41), there is additional signalling of self-reference in (44): their 
ideas did not appeal to me.  
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 In contrast, as stated above, explicit self-reference is almost non-existent 
in the expert corpus. Examples (46) and (47) illustrate self-referring and other-
referring uses of opinion in the expert corpus.  
 

(46)  In fact I’d offer the opinion that it is unlikely that many Pakeha people in this 
country can define themselves without the First People appearing in the wings of that 
definition somewhere. Not that I think there’s anything wrong with that. There’s 
many a time I’ve sat on the marae and heard an orator define his Maoritanga in terms 
of how it differed from Pakeha New Zealanders. There’s an essential truth in there 
somewhere. (ICE-NZ: W2A019)  

 
(47)  My contribution to this publication first challenges the widely held opinion that 

Sylvia Plath was concerned only with self-destruction in her work. It proposes the 
notion that the driving force in her poetry and prose is an affirmative, recreative one 
which overcomes male dominance in life and literature. (ICE-IR: W2A007) 

 
Example (46) is the only self-referring use of opinion in the expert corpus. As the 
immediate linguistic context in this example indicates, the text from which it is 
quoted is atypical of formal academic writing not only in the use of self-
reference but also in the use of other markers of informality such as 
contractions and sentence fragments. Furthermore, the use of hedges ([i]n fact 
and the contracted modal auxiliary would) to frame the statement signals 
tentativeness and involvement. In example (47), the function of the noun 
opinion is to introduce, label, and refute an argument; in this way, it is very 
similar to the function of opinion in examples (43) and (45). The writer then goes 
on to introduce his or her own contrasting view, not as an ‘opinion’ but as a 
‘notion’.  
 The examples given also illustrate the use of determiners and modifiers 
together with opinion. As was mentioned in the discussion of thing, central 
functions of determiners and modifiers are to sequence, describe and evaluate. 
In addition, both determiners and modifiers can be used to label an instance of 
opinion as self-referring or as other-referring. Examples of modifiers used 
include alternative, common, general, narrow-minded, opposite, personal, public, similar, 
and widely held. Determiners used are a/an, her, his, my, our, the, their, these, and this. 
The use of determiners signalling self-reference is particularly frequent in the 
two student corpora, as shown in Table 6.19.  
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Table 6.19: Frequency of determiners signalling self-reference (e.g., my, our) or other-
reference (e.g., her, his) 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

Signalling self-reference 44 32 0 
Signalling other-reference  5 3 1 
Other determiners 16 11 3 
TOTAL 65 46 4 
 
Table 6.19 shows a great deal of similarity between the two corpora of student 
writing (p .999, φc .025).95 Though the numbers are too low to say with certainty 
that the corpus of expert writing differs significantly from the two student 
corpora, determiners signalling self-reference seem to be overrepresented in the 
student corpora in comparison with the expert corpus. The high frequency of 
determiners signalling self-reference in the student writing can be partly 
explained by the frequent occurrence of the stance-marking chunk in my opinion 
to introduce and frame the writer’s argument, as in examples (42) and (44) from 
the two student corpora. A large proportion of the occurrences in the student 
texts were of this type, while no such occurrences were found in the expert 
texts. The figures are shown in Table 6.20.  
 
Table 6.20: Frequency of the chunk in my opinion  
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

Absolute freq 30 29 0 
Freq per 200,000 words 30 18 0 
 
There is a significant difference across the corpora (χ2 10.04, df 2, p .007, φc 
.282).96 Here, the corpus of expert writing stands out from the two student 
corpora, with zero instances of the chunk in my opinion. In contrast, this chunk 
accounts for slightly fewer than 50% of all instances of opinion in the L2 
students’ writing and slightly more than 50% in the L1 students’ writing. These 
figures are interesting for two reasons, both of which relate to the interpersonal 
metafunction. First, the chunk in my opinion functions as a stance-marker 
signalling personal involvement in the student writing. Second, as part of the 
                                                 
95 It was not possible to carry out a significance test on the whole table, since expected values are 
too low for the Chi-square test, and the table is too large for the Fisher exact test if all variables are 
included. However, the Fisher exact test can be applied on the figures for the two student corpora, as 
reported.  
96 The Chi-square test was run on the absolute frequency of in my opinion in proportion to the 
absolute frequency of all instances of opinion across the corpora. A note of caution: the Chi-square 
test is not normally used when 25% or more of the cells have expected values of under 5. In this 
case, two (out of six) cells had values of 4.2 and 4.8, respectively.  



124 
 

interpersonal metafunction and its system of modality, the frequent use of first-
person references (such as the determiner my) in the student writing also 
characterises a writing style marked by personal involvement, and thus a high 
degree of informality (cf. the discussion of fact and question).  
 In sum, the initial analysis revealed a difference across the three corpora 
in terms of frequency of use of the DON opinion. Closer analysis indicated that 
the higher frequency in the two student corpora can be largely explained by the 
student writers’ preference for self-referring uses of opinion, a tendency which 
may be partly task-related and partly related to the fact that the students are 
novice writers in the register of academic writing. The most common self-
referring expression used in the student writing is the chunk in my opinion, 
marking involvement and informality.  

6.3.7 Situation 

The last noun to be analysed is situation. This DON is fairly frequent in the 
material overall; it occupies place number 8 in the frequency ranking of the L2 
student corpus, number 11 in the L1 student corpus, and number 21 in the 
corpus of expert writing, (though in fact situation has the same frequency as idea, 
the item ranked as number 20). Absolute and relative frequencies of the noun 
are shown in Table 6.21.  
 
Table 6.21: Frequency of situation 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

Absolute freq 51 59 36 
Freq per 200,000 words 51 36 28 
 
The difference across the corpora is small and, though near-significant, does 
not quite reach the cut-off-point for statistical significance used in the present 
study (χ2 5.73, df 2, p .057, φc .028). That is, situation as a discourse-organiser is 
relatively evenly spread throughout the material, though it is most frequently 
used in the L2 student writing and least frequently in the expert writing.  
 One aspect of usage that stands out in the material is the distribution of 
situation across of the four reference patterns outlined in Chapter 4, that is, 
anaphoric within-sentence reference (pattern AWR), anaphoric across-sentence 
reference (pattern AAR), cataphoric within-sentence reference (pattern CWR), 
and cataphoric across-sentence reference (pattern CAR). Specifically, what 
stands out is the high frequency with which the DON situation is used in an 
anaphoric reference relation across sentence boundaries (pattern AAR). This is 
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noteworthy, particularly in view of the fact that cataphoric reference within 
sentence boundaries (pattern CWR) is by far the most common reference 
pattern overall (as reported in Sections 7.1 and 7.4). Figures are shown in Table 
6.22.  
 
Table 6.22: Distribution of situation across the four reference patterns 
 L2 students  

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students  
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing  
(ICE) 

 N % N % N % 
AWR 3 6 11 19 1 3 
AAR 34 67 39 66 15 42 
CWR 5 10 8 14 14 39 
CAR 9 18 1 2 6 17 
TOTAL 51 101 59 101 36 101 
 
The figures displayed in Table 6.22 show that anaphoric across-sentence 
reference (AAR) is the most common of the four reference patterns. However, 
there is a significant difference between the two student corpora, on the one 
hand, and the corpus of expert writing, on the other, in the proportion of items 
with anaphoric across-sentence reference (χ2 6.91, df 2, p .032, φc .218).97 That 
is, the L2 and L1 student writers use situation more frequently in this pattern, in 
comparison with the expert writing.  
 Another striking aspect of student usage of the DON situation is its 
semantic prosody in the material. Following Louw (1993:abstract), semantic 
prosody is here understood as ‘[a] consistent aura of meaning with which a form 
is imbued by its collocates.’ In the present material, the DON situation 
frequently collocates to the left with a negative item, thus creating a negative 
‘aura of meaning’. Examples from the material include bad economic situation 
(from the L2 student writing), potentially life-threatening situation (from the L1 
student writing), and calamitous situation (from the corpus of expert writing). 
However, the ‘aura of meaning’ to which Louw (1993:abstract) refers often 
depends on the wider linguistic context. This is the also often the case in the 
present material, as shown in Table 6.23. The table displays an extract of 10 
consecutive concordance lines randomly selected from the L2 student corpus.  
 

                                                 
97 The Chi-square test was run on the absolute frequency of anaphoric across-sentence items versus 
the absolute frequency of items in all other reference patterns.  
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Table 6.23: Concordance lines of situation from the L2 student corpus (ICLE-SW) 
1 time for all of them. This is a tragic situation, especially on the primary 
2 level both at home and abroad. This situation has had an unwanted effect 
3 of crisis. To use violence in such a situation would be like hurting your 
4 us everything he knew. Not an easy situation for the teacher and definitely 
5 the teacher and definitely not an easy situation for the students. Of course I 
6 education are more obvious. In the situation described above of young and 
7 History has shown before that such a situation could be dangerous. What 
8 and loans. This is an unsolvable situation if every part involved, western 
9 and insignificant. It felt like a hopeless situation because changing other 

10 often as the mother do. Not until this situation is taken for granted will men 
   
An analysis of the concordance lines reproduced in Table 6.23 shows that the 
negative ‘aura of meaning’ is often easily identifiable in the linguistic context to 
the left or right of the node word situation. In line 2, for instance, this effect is 
created through reference to the ‘unwanted effect’ of a particular ‘situation’, and 
in line 7 the effect is created through reference to the potentially ‘dangerous’ 
nature of the ‘situation’ in question. In other cases, more context is needed in 
order to determine whether or not situation patterns negatively.  
 Examples (48)–(50) illustrate the use of situation in the three corpora.  
 

(48)  It is only natural that bad times and depression in a country makes the people 
mistrust the government and look for new solutions. In such a situation parties of 
discontent are springing up like mushrooms. (ICLE-SW: SWUL4005)  

 
(49)  Homelessness is a constant thorn in the sides of all Americans. The-problem will not 

disappear and cannot be hidden. There must be immense time and effort placed into 
the situation for it to be adequately solved. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
(50)  Evidence of this is amassed daily in the Race Relations Conciliator’s office; and 

researchers, posing as qualified Pacific Islands job applicants, have documented some 
Auckland employers’ discrimination against them on the basis of race. Clearly, this 
situation is not in the interests of the Pacific Islands girls in 5 Mason. (ICE-NZ: 
W2A013)  

 
Each instance refers to information in a preceding sentence, and in each 
instance the information carries negative meaning: ‘bad times and depression’ in 
example (48), ‘[h]omelessness’ in example (49), and ‘discrimination’ in example 
(50). In contrast, example (51), from the corpus of expert writing, illustrates 
neutral usage – the predominant usage in the expert writing (see Table 6.24 
below).  
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(51)  In the simplest situations, for example diagnosis, this adaptation may be trivial and 
the base case may apply without modification. (ICE-IR: W2A039)  

 
In this example, the noun situation and its referent diagnosis carry neither 
markedly positive nor markedly negative prosody. The classification ‘neutral 
usage’ also encompasses examples such as (52), from the corpus of expert 
writing, wherein positive and negative connotations cancel each other out.  
 

(52)  Quite simply, New Zealand has bred more potential travellers. The economic 
situation is also crucial. New Zealanders leave home when the economy slumps, and 
return in droves when it […] picks up. (ICE-NZ: W2A008)  

 
Here, the ‘economic situation’ referred to encompasses the whole of the 
economic boom and bust cycle.  
 Each occurrence of this noun in the three corpora was analysed in 
context and classified as negative, positive or neutral. Classification is rarely clear-
cut in functional analyses although, as indicated above, many instances were 
used in contexts which were unambiguously negative (e.g., collocating with 
depression, homelessness, and discrimination). In the absence of such unequivocally 
negative or positive contexts, the default classification was neutral. Table 6.24 
shows the frequencies in absolute numbers and as percentages of the total.  
 
Table 6.24: Frequency of situation with negative, positive, or neutral semantic prosody 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 N % N % N % 
Negative  38 75 43 73 14 39 
Positive  3 6 0 0 1 3 
Neutral  10 20 14 27 21 58 
TOTAL 51 101 59 100 36 100 
 
As can be seen in Table 6.24, positive semantic prosody is rare throughout the 
material and non-existent in the L1 student writing. Negative semantic prosody 
predominates in the L2 and L1 student writing, while the category ‘neutral’ 
predominates in the corpus of expert writing. A significant difference was 
found between the two corpora of student writing, on the one hand, and the 
corpus of expert writing, on the other, in terms of the proportion of instances 
with a negative prosody (χ2 15.69, df 2, p .000, φc .330).98 That is, the student 

                                                 
98 The Chi-square test was run on the absolute frequency of tokens with a negative prosody versus 
the absolute frequency of tokens with a positive or neutral prosody.  
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writing is characterised by more frequent use of situation with a negative 
prosody, in comparison with the expert writing. These results are interesting. 
Louw (1993:173; see also Rühlemann, 2012:291) suggests that semantic 
prosodies may well be ‘less accessible through human intuition than most other 
phenomena to do with language.’ If this is so, the similarity between the L2 and 
L1 student groups indicates that the L2 student usage is highly idiomatic, and 
that the L2 student writers are successful language users in that they pick up on 
an aspect of idiomaticity that is difficult to access introspectively.99 
Nevertheless, the L2 and L1 students’ more frequent use of negative instances 
in comparison with the expert writing remains to be explained. One possible 
explanation may lie in Rühlemann’s (2012:291) observation that ‘semantic 
prosodies carry evaluative meaning,’ as well as the consistent observations made 
throughout the present study to the effect that the L2 and L1 student writing is 
characterised by attitude and involvement to a greater extent than the expert 
writing in the use of discourse-organising nouns. In sum, the student texts may 
display idiomatic but colloquial and non-academic usage of the DON situation.  

6.4 Overrepresentation of DONs in the three corpora 

The present section gives an account of DONs which have a higher frequency 
in one of the corpora than in the other two. The aim is for this analysis to 
provide an overall impression of the kinds of DONs used in each corpus.  

6.4.1 DONs overrepresented in the L2 students’ writing 

In order to determine which types, if any, are overrepresented in one of the 
three corpora as compared to the others, the Chi-square and Cramer’s V tests 
were used to test for the absolute frequency with which each type is instantiated 
in proportion to the total number of DONs in each corpus. In the L2 student 
corpus, fourteen DONs were identified as being significantly more frequent 
than in the other corpora, with the cut-off point for statistical significance set at 
p < .05. These DONs are answer, dream, fact, matter, necessity, opinion, possibility, 
problem, question, reason, solution, thing, truth, and wish. Of these, the DONs fact, 
opinion, problem, reason, question, and thing have already been discussed at length in 
Section 6.3. In addition to the fourteen DONs, another thirteen DONs were 
identified as being more frequent in the L2 student corpus than in the other 
two, but not significantly so. These DONs are conclusion, conviction, danger, doubt, 
fear, hope, impression, meaning, message, reality, situation, suggestion, and topic. Of these, 

                                                 
99 The prosody of the Swedish noun situation has not been investigated in this study but may have a 
bearing on the Swedish students’ use of the English equivalent.  
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the DON situation has been discussed in Section 6.3. The frequencies are shown 
in Table 6.25.100 The DONs are listed in alphabetical order, with the level of 
statistical significance marked with one or two asterisks; a single asterisk stands 
for statistical significance at the .05 level and a double asterisk stands for 
statistical significance at the .01 level. Significance testing was not performed 
when two or more expected values were below 5.  
 
Table 6.25: DONs overrepresented in the L2 student writing 
DON L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 

Abs 
freq 

Freq 
per 

200k 

Abs 
freq 

Freq 
per 

200k 

Abs 
freq 

Freq 
per 

200k 

p101  
 

φc  

answer* 18 18 11 7 10 8 .041 .030 
conclusion 22 22 30 19 14 11 .124 .024 
conviction 3 3 1 1 3 2   
danger 14 14 9 6 9 7 .134 .024 
doubt 2 2 0 0 1 1   
dream** 24 24 1 1 0 0 .000 .090 
fact** 165 165 215 133 66 52 .000 .100 
fear 15 15 12 7 8 6 .133 .024 
hope 11 11 11 7 5 4 .192 .022 
impression 9 9 1 1 2 2   
matter* 37 37 26 16 30 24 .023 .033 
meaning 8 8 2 1 4 3   
message 8 8 8 5 6 5 .670 .011 
necessity** 13 13 2 1 3 2 .000 .050 
opinion** 66 66 51 31 9 7 .000 .086 
possibility** 49 49 18 11 40 32 .000 .061 
problem** 229 229 278 171 132 104 .000 .085 
question** 145 145 125 77 61 48 .000 .093 
reality 7 7 4 2 4 3   
reason** 120 120 151 93 62 49 .000 .069 
situation 51 51 59 36 36 28 .057 .028 
solution** 44 44 47 29 16 13 .000 .050 
suggestion 10 10 7 4 5 4 .185 .022 
thing** 236 236 91 56 30 24 .000 .199 
topic 20 20 30 19 14 11 .158 .023 
truth* 12 12 17 10 3 2 .017 .034 
wish** 16 16 1 1 7 6 .000 .054 
 

                                                 
100 Figures for all DONs are given in the Appendix.  
101 Chi-square test, df 2.  
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A number of observations can be made about the findings displayed in Table 
6.25. First, the L2 student writing contains a higher proportion of DONs 
expressing attitude and involvement in comparison with the other two corpora. 
The DONs danger, doubt, dream, fear, hope, necessity, opinion, and wish are all more 
frequent in the L2 student writing. Although the difference in frequency across 
the three corpora is not statistically significant for all of these nouns, the 
aggregated impression is nevertheless one of writing which is emotive and 
personal. This is illustrated in example (53), from the L2 student corpus.  
 

(53)  My hope is of course that the future development of Eastern Europe will be 
peaceful and that the thaw between the Superpowers will continue. (ICLE-SW: 
SWUL7007)  

 
In this example, the DON hope expresses emotive meaning and is used together 
with the first-person possessive determiner [m]y and the modal auxiliary will, 
both manifestations of the interpersonal metafunction.  

Second, the L2 student writing contains a relatively high number of 
instances of the DONs answer and question. These DONs are often used by the 
L2 student writers together with each other and/or together with direct 
questions, as illustrated in example (54).  
 

(54)  Being all alone at Christmas is not generally accepted in our society. The question is: 
how can we improve the situation? I believe that there is one answer to that 
question. Namely that we need to focus on the reason why we celebrate Christmas. 
(ICLE-SW: SWUG2065)  

 
This example illustrates typical use of the question–answer pairing in the L2 
student writing: the student writer poses a direct question to the imagined 
reader and then provides the answer, often, but not always, explicitly labelling 
both question and answer as such throughout the sequence. Often, as here, the 
DONs are used together with first-person references activating the 
interpersonal metafunction. This finding corroborates Ädel’s (2003:175) 
observations concerning the higher frequency with which questions function as 
‘markers of a dialogic style’ in the ICLE-SW material as compared to the 
LOCNESS material.102 In the L1 student writing and in the expert writing, the 
question–answer pairing is less frequent and the DONs are used somewhat 
differently; in these latter corpora, answer is often synonymous with solution and 
                                                 
102 It should be noted that Ädel’s study investigated all and only direct questions as represented by 
the number of question marks, rather than particular uses of the lexical item question, as is the case 
in the present study (2003:178–184).  
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relates to some problem being addressed. This is the case in examples (55) and 
(56), from the L1 student corpus and the expert corpus, respectively.  
 

(55)  Since there is so much crime, especially murder, in our world today, something needs 
to be done about it. Education may be the best answer to our problem, but some 
people feel that the death penalty can stop increased crime. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
(56)  MMP may not be the answer, but the pressure for proportional representation in 

some form seems likely to increase as time goes on. (ICE-NZ: W2A011)  
 
 Third, the L2 student writing makes more frequent use of DONs 
expressing uncertainty. Specifically, the DONs impression, possibility, and suggestion 
are more frequently used in the L2 student corpus, though only possibility is 
significantly more frequent. Examples (57)–(59) illustrate the use of possibility in 
the three corpora.  
 

(57)  Today, if somebody asked me about my impression of the world I would probably 
say that it is more of a hell than a paradise; although I would add that perhaps there is 
a possibility, small as it might seem, for humanity to turn it into a paradise some day. 
(ICLE-SW: SWUL8007)  

 
(58)  Exactly how far the negotiations on a single monetary union will go is still debatable 

but it must be seen as a real possibility. (LOCNESS: BRSUR3)  
 

(59)  The possibility that her husband may be injured or killed not only places an extra 
stress on the military wife but can also be used by her husband and the military as a 
form of emotional blackmail. (ICE-NZ: W2A017)  

 
In all three examples, uncertainty is expressed in the use of the DON possibility, 
but this use is more frequent in the L2 student writing than in the other 
corpora.  
 The L2 student writing also contains a significantly larger proportion of 
semantically vague DONs (i.e., fact and thing). These DONs were discussed in 
detail in Section 6.3. In conclusion, the L2 student writing can be said to be 
characterised by vagueness and by attitude and involvement in its use of 
DONs.  

6.4.2 DONs overrepresented in the L1 students’ writing 

In the L1 student corpus, thirteen DONs were identified as being significantly 
more frequent than in the other two corpora, namely argument, attitude, belief, 
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claim, debate, discovery, idea, issue, point, reasoning, statement, theme, and theory. Of 
these, issue was discussed in Section 6.3.4, as it is also one of the eight most 
frequent DONs in the L2 student writing. Another five DONs were identified 
as being more frequent than in the other two corpora, but not significantly so. 
These DONs are dilemma, illusion, obstacle, option, and realisation/realization. The 
figures are shown in Table 6.26.  
 
Table 6.26: DONs overrepresented in the L1 student writing 
DON L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
 

L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 

Abs 
freq 

Freq 
per 

200k 

Abs 
freq 

Freq 
per 

200k 

Abs 
freq 

Freq 
per 

200k 

p103  
 

φc  

argument** 18 18 155 96 40 32 .000 .123 
attitude** 10 10 27 17 3 2 .000 .048 
belief* 17 17 37 23 13 10 .014 .035 
claim** 4 4 31 19 11 9 .000 .049 
debate* 2 2 13 8 3 2 .015 .034 
dilemma 5 5 12 7 2 2 .055 .029 
discovery** 0 0 22 14 0 0 .000 .070 
idea** 49 49 190 117 36 28 .000 .125 
illusion 1 1 3 2 1 1   
issue** 51 51 164 101 74 58 .000 .076 
obstacle 4 4 8 5 4 3 .651 .011 
option 11 11 32 20 24 19 .092 .026 
point** 20 20 68 42 33 26 .000 .048 
realisation/ 
realization 

1 1 8 5 4 3   

reasoning* 2 2 17 10 4 3 .003 .041 
statement** 16 16 44 27 14 11 .001 .044 
theme* 13 13 46 28 23 18 .004 .040 
theory** 7 7 44 27 17 13 .000 .054 
 
Many of these DONs pertain to the domain of debate and argumentation. 
Specifically, the DONs argument, claim, debate, idea, issue, point, reasoning, statement, 
and theory can be classified as such. In the case of each, the difference across 
corpora is small but significant.  
 The prototypical usage of these debate nouns in all three corpora is that 
of labelling and evaluating one’s own standpoint or that of a real or imagined 
opponent. This is a classic rhetorical essay-writing device in argumentative 
                                                 
103 Chi-square test, df 2.  
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writing. Examples (60) and (61) illustrate the use of argument and claim in the L1 
student corpus.  
 

(60)  The primary argument for keeping infected people out of the work force is that they 
are believed to present a health risk to other employees, or customers. One can clearly 
conclude from the evidence that this is not true. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
(61)  The claim that the death penalty is a superior deterrent is simply weak and 

unsupported. The fact is that society simply craves violence and capital punishment is 
one of the only legal means of achieving it. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
In each of the two examples cited here, the DON is used to label someone 
else’s standpoint, before refuting it and substituting the writer’s own alternative 
standpoint. In each example, the writer cites lack of supporting evidence for the 
argument or claim as the reason for its being refuted. In (61), the standpoint of 
the imagined opponent is labelled a claim, while the writer’s own counter-claim 
is labelled a fact. The contrast between the implied truth-values of the nouns 
used here is striking. Similar usage can be found in the L2 student writing and 
in the expert writing, as illustrated by examples (62) and (63), respectively.  
 

(62)  For example, attitudes towards homosexuality in Society have improved since the 
Bible’s claim that homosexuality was a cardinal sin. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2064)  

 
(63)  […] I shall later argue that this last claim is false, or at best trivial or misleading. 

(ICE-US: W2A010)  
 
In the two examples, the label claim is attached to a standpoint which the writer 
clearly refutes.  
 It is by no means the case that these debate nouns are only used to 
denote standpoints other than the writer’s own, nor that the evaluation is 
always negative. However, the more frequent use of these so-called debate 
nouns in the L1 student writing indicates a greater tendency on the part of 
these writers to identify and evaluate standpoints in a (real or imagined) debate, 
a rhetorical style which is characteristic of argumentative writing. The L1 
student essays are therefore clearly argumentative, not only in terms of the set 
writing task but also in terms of which DONs are found to be overrepresented 
in the L1 student corpus in comparison with the other corpora. This is a topic 
worthy of further study.  
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6.4.3 DONs overrepresented in the expert writing 

In the expert corpus, 30 DONs were identified as being significantly more 
frequent than in the other two corpora: account, approach, assumption, attempt, 
change, concept, concern, decision, difference, evidence, factor, feeling, finding, goal, hypothesis, 
implication, method, objective, observation, principle, probability, process, proposal, 
requirement, result, risk, sense, step, tendency, and view. An additional 17 DONs are 
also more frequent in the expert corpus, but the difference is not statistically 
significant. These DONs are assertion, contention, desire, expectation, ground, 
likelihood, manner, need, notion, perception, prediction, premise, proposition, provision, 
reality, recognition, and task. The figures for the 30 DONs shown to be 
significantly more frequent in the expert writing are shown in Table 6.27.104  
 

                                                 
104 Due to limitations of space, the 17 DONs not shown to be significantly more frequent are not 
included in this table. Figures for all DONs are given in Tables 1 and 2 in the Appendix.  
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Table 6.27: DONs overrepresented in the expert writing 
DON L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
 

L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 

Abs 
freq 

Freq 
per 

200k 

Abs 
freq 

Freq 
per 

200k 

Abs 
freq 

Freq 
per 

200k 

p105  
 

φc  

account* 4 4 2 1 10 8 .028 .032 
approach** 30 30 21 13 81 64 .000 .086 
assumption** 6 6 6 4 32 25 .000 .067 
attempt** 14 14 25 15 52 41 .000 .059 
change** 41 41 23 14 58 46 .000 .056 
concept** 16 16 39 24 65 51 .000 .062 
concern** 4 4 16 10 27 21 .001 .046 
decision** 3 3 26 16 27 21 .001 .046 
difference* 17 17 19 12 35 28 .011 .036 
evidence** 0 0 0 0 33 26 .000 .097 
factor** 24 24 51 31 81 64 .000 .063 
feeling* 23 23 15 9 30 24 .015 .034 
finding** 0 0 1 1 37 29 .000 .100 
goal** 0 0 0 0 27 21 .000 .088 
hypothesis** 0 0 1 1 20 16 .000 .072 
implication** 1 1 5 3 17 13 .000 .051 
method** 14 14 27 17 75 59 .000 .087 
objective** 0 0 8 5 19 15 .000 .053 
observation** 0 0 3 2 21 17 .000 .068 
principle** 2 2 10 6 35 28 .000 .073 
probability** 0 0 1 1 16 13 .000 .064 
process** 21 21 39 24 109 86 .000 .105 
proposal* 2 2 12 7 20 16 .002 .043 
requirement** 1 1 0 0 20 16 .000 .072 
result** 46 46 70 43 123 96 .000 .074 
risk* 9 9 12 7 27 21 .003 .041 
sense** 3 3 10 6 53 42 .000 .098 
step** 0 0 0 0 23 18 .000 .081 
tendency* 14 14 13 8 25 20 .044 .030 
view* 16 16 51 31 41 32 .008 .037 
 
 A number of observations can be made on the basis of these figures. 
First, the high number of types overrepresented in the expert corpus 
corroborates the finding that the variety of DONs is higher in the expert 
writing than in the L2 and L1 student writing (Section 6.1). It is worth noting 

                                                 
105 Chi-square test, df 2.  
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here that ICE contains fewer texts than either of the student corpora, but 
unlike the student corpora each text in ICE is on a separate topic. However, as 
DONs are semantically flexible and rarely topic-specific, this greater variety in 
topic in ICE cannot explain the greater variety in DON usage. Second, a 
number of these DONs pertain to the domain of research, in that they are 
DONs frequently used about research-related concepts such as goals, methods, 
and results. The following DONs were identified as potentially research-
oriented: evidence, finding, goal, hypothesis, method, objective, observation, premise, process, 
proposal, result, and step. Explicitly research-oriented words would not be 
expected to be very frequent in the student corpora; however, research-oriented 
DONs also have a more general use and the small but significant skew in the 
distribution of many of these DONs is therefore noteworthy.106  
 One of the DONs on this list which is also relatively frequent in the two 
student corpora is result; however, in the student corpora this noun was used in 
a wider sense than as a word referring to the findings of scientific research. To 
illustrate this difference, (64)–(66) exemplify the use of result in the L2 and L1 
student corpus and in the expert corpus, respectively.  
 

(64)  One result of the economic crisis is the transfer of responsibility for education from 
the governmental level to the local authorities, which has brought about several 
negative implications. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2046) 

 
(65)  After an examination, he family doctor told her that her ovaries had been damaged 

and it appeared to be the result of an abortion gone bad. (LOCNESS: USARG) 
 

(66)  In Thailand, the results of that study showed some of the same contradictions found 
among Maori but not Pakeha, between the large families of older generations, and the 
small family normative structures of younger couples […]. (ICE-NZ: W2A007) 

 
While (66) illustrates the predominant use of result in the expert corpus – that is, 
referring to one’s own or others’ research findings, (64) and (65) typify its use in 
the two student corpora, that is, referring to the outcome of events in a more 
general sense. Only one instance of result referring to the results of a study was 
found in the L2 student corpus (example 67), and only three instances were 
found in the L1 student corpus.  

                                                 
106 Throughout the study, only DONs that were part of the running text were counted. DONs which 
appeared in subheadings were excluded from the total count, as only the expert texts made use of 
subheadings. DONs frequently appearing in the form of subheadings in the expert texts include 
typical research words such as findings, goals, methods, and results. The figures given in Table 6.27 
therefore represent a conservative estimate of the greater frequency with which research-oriented 
DONs were used as discourse-organising signposts throughout the expert texts.  
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(67)  Results from research show that learning is more rapid with CAI than with other 

training methods. (ICLE-SW: SWUL3013) 
 
 These differences are not surprising, but they do have a bearing on the 
question of comparability between the three corpora in the present study. 
Unlike the two student corpora, the expert corpus consists of reports on 
original research, to which terms and concepts to do with the design and 
findings of research projects are central. In this particular respect, therefore, a 
comparison between the expert corpus, on the one hand, and the two student 
corpora, on the other, may be considered problematic. However, this objection 
applies specifically to this restricted set of research-oriented nouns (i.e., evidence, 
finding, goal, hypothesis, method, objective, observation, premise, process, proposal, result, and 
step), rather than to the use of discourse-organising nouns in general, particularly 
high-frequency, general-purpose nouns.  

6.4.4 Summary 

On the basis of the findings reported in Sections 6.4.1–6.4.3, an attempt can be 
made at stating the profile of each corpus. As mentioned above, the L2 student 
writing is characterised by higher frequencies of semantically vague items (such 
as thing and fact) and by items expressing attitude and involvement (such as 
opinion and question). These tendencies cannot be explained by reference to task 
or topic; dream is the only DON which is clearly linked to an essay question 
(Whatever happened to the European dream?). In contrast, the L1 student writing is 
characterised by higher frequencies of debate-oriented items (such as argument 
and issue), and the expert writing by more variety in the use of DONs as well as 
by higher frequencies of research-oriented DONs (such as evidence and finding). 
In terms of the three metafunctions, the L2 student writers stand out as the 
ones most frequently activating the interpersonal metafunction in their use of 
DONs. In this sense, the L2 student writers are the farthest from prototypical 
academic writing.  
 The findings reported here also have a bearing on how we conceptualise 
the semantic unspecificity of these nouns. As stated in Chapter 3, discourse-
organising nouns are semantically flexible, with part of their semantic content 
lying elsewhere in the linguistic co-text. However, a comparison of usage in 
different corpora, such as the one presented here, supports the view that they 
are not semantically empty; they are not shells.  
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6.5 Reiteration 

One central finding that has been reported in this chapter is the relatively high 
frequency of a small number of DONs in the student writing. Specifically, a 
small number of DONs are used much more frequently in the student writing 
than in the expert writing. This tendency has been addressed in relation to 
individual DONs throughout this chapter, and possible explanations have been 
considered. In addition, the high frequency of certain DONs in the student 
writing may also be the result of simple reiteration (or clustering) of the same 
item more than once in close succession, something which has been shown to 
be a common phenomenon in ICLE-SW (see, e.g., Ädel, 2003, 2006).  
 Reiteration is illustrated in example (68), from the L2 student corpus.107  
 

(68)  The question is: how can we improve the situation? I believe that there is one 
answer to that question. Namely that we need to focus on the reason why we 
celebrate Christmas. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2065)  

 
In (68), the first instance of question refers cataphorically to an actual, direct 
question posed by the writer, whereas the second instance refers back 
(anaphorically) to the same referent. Thus, the first instance introduces and 
labels the referent, while the second instance re-activates it. The two DONs, 
therefore, do not have identical functions. There are also examples such as (25), 
in which the student writer forms cohesive ties and chains by using synonyms 
and near-synonyms (question–issue) rather than simple reiteration (question–
question); however, simple reiteration is quite common in the L2 student corpus. 
The kind of reiteration exemplified here is neither erroneous nor infelicitous, 
nor is it unique to the student writers; however, it may contribute to inflating 
the frequency count for highly frequent DONs in the student writing.  
 Less felicitous use of simple reiteration is exemplified in (69) and (70), 
from the L2 and L1 student corpora, respectively.  
 

(69)  Their program is well under way, but they have run into a slight problem. The 
problem is the fact that poor people in the Eastern States want these old 
refridgerators/fridges, because they can not afford to buy the new, improved ones. 
(ICLE-SW: SWUL3011)  

 
(70)  There is a problem though, the problem is that one can see why the statement this 

essay is commenting on exists. (LOCNESS: USARG)  
 
                                                 
107 The example has been previously cited as (54) in the present chapter.  
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In the two examples, both occurrences of the DON problem refer cataphorically 
to the same referent, introducing and labelling it. The occurrence of two DONs 
with identical function in close succession is clearly redundant and possibly the 
result of insufficient training or editing, particularly as many of the student texts 
were written as timed essays. The kind of reiteration exemplified here was only 
found in the student writing.  
 What these examples show is that, although simple reiteration of the 
same lexical item may indeed contribute to creating a cohesive effect in the text 
as a whole, frequency alone is not an indicator of quality, and reiteration of the 
same lexical item may actually be a sign of weak writing. Previous studies have 
come to similar conclusions. For instance, as reported in Chapter 2, a study by 
Witte and Faigley (1981) on cohesion in L1 student writing found that the 
writers of low-rated student essays relied more heavily on simple reiteration of 
lexical items than on the use of collocation and synonymy, whereas for the 
writers of high-rated essays it was the other way round. Moreover, a study by 
Connor (1984) on cohesion in L1 and L2 student writing found that the L2 
students relied more heavily on lexical reiteration than the L1 students. The 
authors of both studies concluded that the more skilled writers were better at 
using collocation and synonymy to develop and extend the concepts discussed, 
while the less skilled more often simply used reiteration to re-state the same 
point.  Simple reiteration of this kind may be due to a restricted academic 
vocabulary among student writers as well as to lack of editing and the time-
constraints of the writing situation. It may also be due to the spoken-like nature 
of student writing (see discussion in Chapter 1), as the use of simple reiteration 
as a means of topic development and topic structuring is characteristic of 
spoken language (Kress, 1994; Myhill, 2010) (see Chapter 2). Thus, inflated 
frequencies of certain DONs in the student writing may be due at least partly to 
characteristics of student writing to do with insufficient vocabulary, training, 
and register appropriacy, as well as with the nature of the writing task.  

6.6 Summary 

This chapter has focused on the frequency and function of discourse-organising 
nouns in the three corpora. There are many similarities across the corpora, and 
the L2 student writers’ use of discourse-organising nouns was found to be 
idiomatic and efficient in many ways, though often colloquial, emotive, and 
non-academic. One remarkable similarity between the three corpora is the 
frequency and syntactic function of the structure the fact that. However, the L2 
student writers were also found to differ from the other two writer groups in 
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several respects. Overall, the L2 student writers more often use a few high-
frequency DONs, at the same time as they use fewer different DONs. They rely 
on a few semantically flexible high-frequency nouns such as thing and fact to a 
higher degree than the other two writer groups. Moreover, they use several 
DONs differently from how they are used in the expert corpus and, to a lesser 
extent, in the L1 student corpus, creating the effect of discourse that may be 
classified as vague and subjective, as well as involved and informal. This effect 
is manifested specifically in the interpersonal metafunction and its system of 
modality, that is, in the use of modal auxiliaries, mood, personal pronouns, and 
possessive determiners.  
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7  Analysis and results: Reference patterns 

The aim of this chapter is to give an account of the use of DONs in the four 
reference patterns identified in Section 4.2. Section 7.1 presents an overview of 
the four patterns and their frequencies in the three corpora. The following four 
sections (7.2–7.5) present the results for each category, focusing on prototypical 
uses of each reference pattern and on similarities and differences across the 
three corpora. For each pattern, the choice of focal points is based on 
information from secondary sources as well as aspects that stood out in the 
material. The features discussed for each pattern will therefore be different. The 
main findings are summarised in Section 7.6.  

7.1 The four reference patterns: Overall frequencies 

Four reference patterns were identified in Section 4.2: anaphoric within-
sentence reference (AWR), anaphoric across-sentence reference (AAR), 
cataphoric within-sentence reference (CWR), and cataphoric across-sentence 
reference (CAR). Within-sentence reference is defined as a reference 
relationship existing within sentence boundaries, and across-sentence reference 
as a reference relationship existing across sentence boundaries (see Section 4.3). 
Anaphoric reference can be defined as a relationship in which the referent 
precedes the DON, and cataphoric reference as a relationship in which the 
referent follows the DON. The four types of reference are illustrated in 
examples (1)–(4), respectively: within-sentence anaphora is illustrated in (1), 
across-sentence anaphora in (2), within-sentence cataphora in (3), and across-
sentence cataphora in (4). All examples are from the L2 student corpus.  
 

(1) On the other hand integration instead of assimilation would not solve the problem. It 
would probably mean a development towards ghettos, as has been and still is the 
situation in the USA, creating severe social, economic and racial problems. (ICLE-
SW: SWUL2010)  

 
(2) Immediate effects can be seen even nowadays: there are more pupils in the classes so, 

the teachers do not have enough time for all of them. This is a tragic situation, 
especially on the primary school level. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2057)  

 
(3) The situation in Sweden right now is that they are allowed to practice their own 

religion whatever it is. (ICLE-SW: SWUL4030)  
 

(4) A small per cent of those get to stay in Sweden which has created quite an interesting 
situation here. We now have people with an ethnic background from almost every 
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part of the world and they are all Swedes. The problem is that they do not feel 
Swedish and most ethnic Swedes do not see them as Swedish either. Most ethnic 
minorities in this country see themselves as immigrants and that is also how they are 
seen by ethnic Swedes. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2015)  

 
In (1), the referent is a simple noun phrase; in (2) and (3) a clause, and in (4), a 
relatively long stretch of text spanning across several sentences. As illustrated 
here, one way in which across-sentence reference differs from within-sentence 
reference is that it has the potential to span longer stretches of text, though it 
does not necessarily do so; the referent may be realised as clearly delimited 
simple phrases or clauses as well as lengthy stretches of text with fuzzy 
boundaries.  
 The overall frequencies with which DONs occur in the four reference 
patterns in the three corpora are presented in Table 7.1.108 The frequencies are 
shown both as absolute frequencies and as percentages of the total number of 
instances in each corpus.  
 
Table 7.1: Frequency of the four reference patterns 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 N % N % N % 
AWR 300 15 435 16 260 11 
AAR 534 27 796 29 667 28 
CWR 985 49 1,327 48 1,168 50 
CAR 175 9 212 8 250 11 
TOTAL 1,994 100 2,770 101 2,345 100 
 
The difference across the corpora, in terms of the distribution of the reference 
patterns, is significant (χ2 37.22, df 6, p .000) but very small (φc .051). The 
difference is most pronounced between patterns AWR and CAR: pattern AWR 
is less frequent in the expert writing compared to the other two corpora, and 
pattern CAR is more frequent in the expert writing. Overall, by far the most 
common pattern is cataphoric within-sentence reference (CWR), with almost 
half of all instances, followed by anaphoric across-sentence reference (AAR), 
anaphoric within-sentence reference (AWR), and cataphoric across-sentence 
reference (CAR). In the two student corpora, CAR is clearly the least frequent 
pattern, while in the expert writing, AWR and CAR are equally (in)frequent.  
 In view of these findings, the present study can be said to corroborate 
the observations of previous scholars, but also to present a broader picture. A 
                                                 
108 See Table 3 in the Appendix for a complete frequency table with figures for each individual DON.  
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number of studies have found that anaphora is much more common than 
cataphora (e.g., Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004:552; Thompson, 2004:181); 
however, what these scholars have analysed is reference relationships across, 
not within, clause or sentence boundaries. The present study corroborates the 
observations of these earlier scholars in that anaphoric across-sentence 
reference (AAR) was found to be roughly three times as frequent as cataphoric 
across-sentence reference (CAR) in all three corpora. However, the present 
study broadens the picture in that it also includes within-sentence reference; 
when all four patterns are considered, what stands out is the high incidence of 
within-sentence cataphora (CWR) in all three corpora (but see J. Flowerdew & 
Forest, 2015 for a different finding). It is also striking that the difference across 
the writer groups, though statistically significant, is very small. That is, the 
pattern preferences vary little between student and expert writing.  
 A close analysis revealed a difference between individual DONs in terms 
of their preferred reference patterns; that is, the DONs were found to vary in 
terms of which pattern is most/least frequent for that specific DON. The 
analysis showed that 29 DONs occur most frequently in pattern CWR in all 
three corpora. These are assumption, attempt, belief, conclusion, conviction, danger, fact, 
fear, hope, idea, need, notion, opinion, possibility, premise, principle, proposal, question, 
realisation/realization, reason, sense, task, tendency, thing, and truth. There are 11 
DONs that occur most frequently in pattern AAR in all three corpora. These 
are approach, attitude, change, decision, method, perception, process, provision, reasoning, 
situation, and topic. And finally, one DON (implication) occurs most frequently in 
pattern CAR in all three corpora. Anaphoric within-sentence reference differs 
from the other patterns in that no DON was found for which this is the most 
frequently occurring pattern in all three corpora. In other words, different 
DONs colligate with different patterns, but the colligational preferences are not 
always the same in the three corpora. The strength of colligation ranges from 
being quite substantial to being very slight. To illustrate, Table 7.2 shows the 
figures for two DONs: fact and reasoning. These DONs were chosen to represent 
two extremes: very strong and very weak preference for a particular pattern. 
The figures show absolute frequencies.  
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Table 7.2: Frequency of fact and reasoning  in the four reference patterns 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 fact reasoning fact reasoning fact reasoning 
AWR 4 - 4 - 3 - 
AAR 10 2 18 8 3 3 
CWR 151 - 190 3 58 - 
CAR - - 3 6 2 1 
 
Table 7.2 shows that fact is used frequently, and that its preference for pattern 
CWR is marked in all three corpora. In the L2 student writing, 92% of all 
instances of fact occur in pattern CWR. In the L1 student writing, as well as in 
the expert writing, the corresponding figure is 88%. In contrast, reasoning is 
rarely used as a DON, and its preference for pattern AAR in the three corpora 
is therefore so slight as to be practically meaningless. Most DONs are too 
infrequent to show a strong preference for one pattern. For this reason no 
further analyses of the pattern preferences of individual DONs were made.109  

7.2 Anaphoric within-sentence reference (AWR) 

Anaphoric within-sentence reference is relatively infrequent in all three corpora. 
It is the third most frequent pattern in the two student corpora: as shown in 
Table 7.1, 15% of all instances of DON usage in the L2 student corpus and 
16% in the L1 student corpus are classified as within-sentence anaphora. In the 
expert corpus, anaphoric within-sentence reference is as (in)frequent as 
cataphoric across-sentence reference (CAR): 11% of all instances are classified 
as belonging to pattern AWR. This section presents the use of anaphoric 
within-sentence reference (AWR) in the three corpora, with specific focus on 
the realisation of referents and information structure.  

7.2.1 Realisation of referents 

As stated, anaphoric within-sentence reference is a reference relationship 
existing within sentence boundaries, in which the referent precedes the DON. 
In this pattern, referents are almost exclusively realised as either noun phrases 
or clauses, as illustrated in examples (5)–(7), all from the corpus of expert 
writing.  
 

                                                 
109 But see Schmid (2007) for a discussion of the tendency of certain lexico-grammatical patterns to 
attract certain nouns, and the tendency of certain nouns to rely on certain patterns. 
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(5) Reproduction, particularly in the female where it involves pregnancy followed by 
lactation, is an energy-consuming process to which Nature assigns a relatively low 
priority for the prepubertal animal. (ICE-IR: W2A030)  

 
(6) The interviewing proved to be a very time-consuming process. (ICE-IR: W2A011)  

 
(7) From then until 1985 interest in Northern devolution waned. The emphasis was 

placed instead on Anglo-Irish intergovernmental structures, a process begun by 
Haughey and continued by Garret FitzGerald when he was Taoiseach. (ICE-IR: 
W2A015)  

 
The DON process is used in all three examples. In (5) and (6), the referent of 
process is realised as a noun phrase (a nominalised verb in (6)) and functions as 
subject. In (7), the referent is realised as a main clause.  
 Table 7.3 shows the frequencies with which referents in pattern AWR 
are realised as noun phrases and as clauses, respectively.110  
 
Table 7.3: Realisations of referents in pattern AWR 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

N % N % N % 
NP 178 59 288 66 176 68 
Clause 118 39 146 34 80 31 
Other 4 1 1 <1 4 2 
TOTAL 300 99 435 100 260 101 
 
It is clear from Table 7.3 that referents are more frequently realised as noun 
phrases than as clauses throughout the material: overall, 65% of all referents 
(642 out of 995) are realised as noun phrases. The preference for noun phrase 
realisation can thus be found in all three corpora, though it is somewhat 
stronger in the L1 student writing than in the L2 student writing, and strongest 
in the corpus of expert writing. The figures suggest that the L2 student writers 
may be underusing nominalisation as a marker of formality to a small extent (φc 
.071), but the difference is not large enough in the dataset to reach the .05 
significance threshold (χ2 5.02, df 2, p .081). The result follows a general 
tendency found throughout the material, in that the L2 student writing differs 
to some extent from the other two writer groups, and that it differs more from 
the expert writing than from the L1 student writing; however, the lack of 

                                                 
110 In a handful of cases, a referent is realised as a coordinated noun phrase and clause or as an 
adjective phrase. These cases are listed as ‘Other’ in Table 7.3 and excluded from the significance 
test. Complete frequencies for all DONs are listed in Table 4 in the Appendix.  
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statistical significance in this case means that the differences shown in Table 7.3 
may be due to chance. Previous studies have found nominal density to be a 
marker of formality in written academic discourse (e.g., Halliday & Martin, 
1993), and the relatively high frequency of noun phrase realisations in all three 
groups may therefore be an indicator of (the academic) register. The present 
study shows relatively high nominal density to be a feature of academic writing 
in the system of phoricity specifically, in all three corpora. However, it should 
also be noted that the noun phrase realisations which predominate in the 
material are simple phrases functioning syntactically as subjects, as in example 
(5). The predominance of noun phrase realisations overall is therefore not 
surprising: sentences tend to start off with simple, rather than complex, 
constituents (Biber et al., 1999:898), and subjects are typically realised as noun 
phrases (e.g., Biber et al., 1999:98). Additional examples of simple noun phrase 
realisations of referents from the L2 student corpus are astrology, regionalism, 
technology, and unemployment. Additional examples from the L1 student corpus are 
audience, conformity, frustration, and safety, and additional examples from the expert 
corpus are altitude, biculturalism, class, and salvation.  
 The material also contains noun phrase realisations which are complex. 
This is illustrated in examples (8)–(10) from the three corpora.  
 

(8) But if this had to do with the policy of the regime, or if the general recovery of 
Europe wsa the main contributing factor, cannot be finally concluded. (ICLE-SW: 
SWUL9028)  

 
(9) One’s attitude about money is the deciding factor that determines what influence 

money has. (LOCNESS: USARG)  
 

(10)  Other considerations making it difficult for unions to shift to an organisational 
model appropriate to New Times are factors central to New Times itself. (ICE-NZ: 
W2A010)  

 
In each example, the referent is realised as a complex noun phrase where the 
complexity lies in the presence of pre- and post-modification. Further examples 
include [t]he quality of water, both for drinking and bathing from the L2 student 
writing, the discovery and harness of atom and its energy and the corresponding invention of 
nuclear weapons from the L1 student writing, and criteria derived from census 
information from the corpus of expert writing. However, the relative frequency 
of simple and complex noun phrase realisations across the corpora was not 
investigated.  



 147 

 Thus, referents are realised in a variety of ways in the material. In many 
cases, referents are realised as noun phrases where a clause would also have 
been possible. These referents are often realised as complex phrases. Example 
(11) illustrates such nominalisation in the expert writing.  
 

(11)  In the numerous commentaries on the Sentences and in later discussions of the 
powers of the soul, a philosophic definition of the concept of synderesis evolved until 
both its existence and central importance become familiar assumptions in the 
philosophy of the Middle Ages. (ICE-US: W2A004)  

 
In this example, the semantic content of both the DON and its referent is 
expressed in noun phrases (its existence, [its] central importance, assumptions) as 
opposed to clauses (that it exists, that it is centrally important, it is assumed). As 
stated, such nominalisation of semantic content marks formality. A similar use 
can be seen in example (12), from the L1 student corpus.  
 

(12)  Thus, Spencer would argue that welfare recipients are not fit to survive and therefore 
should not be helped regardless of their financial situation. If welfare recipients 
cannot fend for themselves, then perhaps society should allow their extinction, a 
process that occurs in the animal kingdom whenever certain species lack the traits 
necessary for survival. However, most liberals and supporters of welfare reform, not 
abolition, disagree with Spencer’s theory of Social Darwinism. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
As in the example from the expert writing, the semantic content of the referent 
is expressed in a noun phrase (their extinction), where a clause would also have 
been possible, though less formal (them to become extinct). As stated, 
nominalisation as a marker of formality is somewhat less frequent in the L2 
student writing – though not significantly so.  

7.2.2 Information structure 

Anaphoric within-sentence reference was also analysed in terms of information 
structure, a central concept in systemic-functional linguistics, which can be 
broadly defined as the structure of discourse as given and new information, 
where given information is information which the reader/hearer already knows, 
or which can be deduced from the context, and new information is information 
which the reader/hearer encounters for the first time (Halliday & Matthiessen, 
2004:87ff). In the prototypical declarative clause, given information is placed 
clause-initially (i.e., in the theme), while new information is placed clause-finally 
(i.e., in the rheme).  
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 An analysis of anaphoric within-sentence reference in terms of 
information structure revealed a great deal of similarity across the corpora. 
DONs used in the anaphoric within-sentence pattern are necessarily used in 
clause-final position in the clause, the prototypical locus of new information. At 
the same time, anaphoric reference by definition denotes given information. This 
point has been made by Francis (1986:31–33), who observes that anaphoric 
reference is used both to summarise a topic before moving on to the next, and 
to introduce a new topic to be discussed.111 Anaphoric reference, she claims, is 
also used to indicate writer stance towards the topic, by ‘expressing a particular 
attitude towards it’ and by ‘[referring] to a preceding stretch of discourse as if 
synonymous with it,’ a synonymity which may be ‘both partial and illusory’ 
(Francis, 1986:31; see also Francis, 1994:93). In other words, anaphoric or 
retrospective reference items may be chosen for rhetorical purposes and thus 
serve as evaluative labels (Francis, 1994:93). Such rhetorical use was also found in 
the present study and is illustrated in examples (13)–(15), from the L2 student 
corpus, the L1 student corpus, and the expert corpus, respectively.  
 

(13)  For Sweden, the issue of how to deal with immigrants has become an acute 
dilemma in the last couple of years. As recession and unemployment shakes the 
country the financial means for taking care of immigrants have decreased. (ICLE-SW: 
SWUG2008)  

 
(14)  Exactly how far the negotiations on a single monetary union will go is still debatable 

but it must be seen as a real possibility. (LOCNESS: BRSUR3)  
 

(15)  Although it has been argued that this indicates that self reports of wellbeing are 
therefore exaggerated and untrustworthy, there is no additional evidence to support 
this point of view. (ICE-NZ: W2A020)  

 
In example (13), the integration of immigrants is labelled a dilemma. Although 
the DON is placed clause-finally, it denotes given information in that it is 
purportedly synonymous with the referent. In addition, the DON introduces 
new information, that is, information about writer stance: along with its 
modifier (acute), the DON is clearly indicative of negative stance towards the 
issue of integration, presenting it as both problematic and urgent. In example 
(14), a European monetary union is labelled a possibility. As in the previous 
example, the DON is placed clause-finally where it denotes given information 
but also introduces new information about writer stance: along with its modifier 
                                                 
111 Francis’ study concerns across-clause anaphora, but her observations can also be applied to 
reference relationships within clause or sentence boundaries.  
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(real), the DON signals likelihood. And in example (15), the argument 
reportedly made by other scholars that self-reports of well-being are 
exaggerated and untrustworthy is labelled a point of view. The DON is placed 
clause-finally and denotes given information while introducing new information 
about writer stance: point of view signals a distancing from the argument under 
discussion by presenting it as subjective. This wording lends more force to the 
refutation of the argument. Thus, point of view functions here as what Francis 
(1994:94) calls ‘a distancing device, enabling the writer to convey scepticism as 
to its validity.’ Thus, in all three examples, DONs are used both to reactivate 
given information and to introduce new information about writer stance. 
Therefore, although the nouns are all anaphoric, they are also prospective in that 
they serve to carry the discourse forward (see further J. Flowerdew & Forest, 
2015:48–49 on the prospective functions of anaphoric nouns). In this way, the 
L2 and the L1 student writing was found to be similar to that of the expert 
corpus.  
 In conclusion, there are similarities across the three writer groups in 
their use of anaphoric within-sentence reference. With regard to the realisation 
of referents, it was found that referents are most often realised as noun phrases 
in all three corpora, and that the difference across corpora is not large enough 
to reach the .05 significance threshold: although the L2 student writers use 
proportionately fewer referents realised as noun phrases in comparison with the 
other two writer groups, with the effect that L2 student writing has lower 
nominal density in this respect, the difference is not statistically significant and 
should be interpreted with considerable caution. Nominal density can be 
regarded as a marker of formality in written academic discourse, and all three 
writer groups can be said to produce formal academic writing in this respect. 
That is, relatively high nominal density was found to be a feature of academic 
writing in the system of phoricity specifically, in all three corpora. However, it 
should be stressed that most such noun phrase referents throughout the 
material are simple phrases functioning syntactically as subjects. The 
predominance of noun phrase realisations across all three corpora is therefore 
not surprising. With regard to information structure, anaphoric within-sentence 
reference in all three corpora was found to create connections both to given 
information about the subject matter and to new information about writer 
stance.  
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7.3 Anaphoric across-sentence reference (AAR)  

Anaphoric across-sentence reference is the second most frequent reference 
pattern overall. Of all uses of DONs in the L2 student corpus, 27% are 
classified as instances of across-sentence anaphora. The corresponding figure in 
the L1 corpus is 29%, and in the expert corpus it is 28% (see Table 7.1). The 
ratios in the three corpora are therefore almost the same. As stated, previous 
research has shown anaphora to be much more common than cataphora when 
only across-sentence relationships are considered (e.g., Halliday & Matthiessen, 
2004:552; Thompson, 2004:181), and the present study corroborates these 
previous findings in that anaphoric across-sentence reference was found to be 
roughly three times as frequent as cataphoric across-sentence reference (CAR). 
This section focuses specifically on the function of DONs as anaphoric pro-
forms, remote and fuzzy referents, and topic-transitional signalling.  

7.3.1 DONs as pro-forms 

The category of anaphoric across-sentence reference is close to what Francis 
(1994) talks about as retrospective labels in that DONs referring anaphorically 
across sentence boundaries function very much like pro-forms and are 
presented as given information.112 As pro-forms, both labels and DONs 
colligate with pronouns and determiners such as the, this, that, these, those, and 
such, the majority of which perform a deictic function in that they point to the 
given information. According to Francis’ (1994:85) findings, it is almost always 
the case that such colligation occurs, and it was found to be the case in the 
present study also. Examples (16)–(18) illustrate the use of determiners in 
conjunction with the DONs opinions and argument(s) in pattern AAR in the three 
corpora. The parenthetical ellipses represent the referent, too lengthy to be 
included here.  
 

(16)  […] These are the common opinions and arguments when green consumers 
describe their difficult situation and they explain why well-meaning people sometimes 
fail to fulfil their obligations as green consumers. (ICLE-SW: SWUL2003)  

 
(17)  […] The arguments I have presented are all part of my true beliefs on the issue of 

abortion. (LOCNESS: USARG)  
 

                                                 
112 One major difference between Francis’ study and my own is that Francis’ labels form reference 
relationships with propositions only, while DONs have been defined as forming reference 
relationships with both propositions and noun phrases (see Section 4.1).  
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(18)  A more powerful line of attack is to observe that the ‘ethnicity as culture’ approach 
mistakenly equates ethnic boundaries with cultural ones. This second line of 
argument has also been advanced by Pearson and Spoonley, and it has been less 
directly pursued by Nash. (ICE-NZ: W2A012)  

 
In these three examples, opinions and argument(s) function as pro-forms for a 
preceding stretch of discourse. This is typical of anaphoric across-sentence 
reference in all three corpora: the DON reactivates given information, specified 
in the antecedent. In each example, the DON is used in conjunction with a 
pronoun or a determiner, with or without a clear deictic function: these in (16), 
the in (17), and this in (18). These are among the most frequent pronouns and 
determiners used in reference pattern AAR, but certainly not the only ones. 
Table 7.4 shows the various pronouns and determiners used and the 
frequencies with which they are used with problem in pattern AAR.113 The 
numbers show absolute frequencies and percentages of the total.  
 
Table 7.4: Pronouns and determiners used in conjunction with problem 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 N % N % N % 
possessive 3 3 4 5 0 0 
such 0 0 2 2 2 5 
that 2 2 1 1 1 2 
the 52 50 38 43 13 32 
these 10 10 15 17 11 27 
this 37 36 28 31 14 34 
those 0 0 1 1 0 0 
TOTAL 104 101 89 100 41 100 
 
The figures indicate that roughly the same items are used by all three writer 
groups, with a marked preference for the, these, and this in all three groups. A 
cross-tabulation of the three most frequent items the, these, and this in terms of 
absolute frequencies revealed no significant difference across the three corpora 
(χ2 8.27, df 4, p .082, φc .138).114 Of the three most frequent items, these and this, 
but not the, perform a deictic function.  

                                                 
113 Problem was chosen because of its high frequency in all three corpora.  
114 It was not possible to carry out a significance test on the whole table, since expected values are 
too low for the Chi-square test, and the table is too large for the Fisher exact test if all items are 
included. However, the Chi-square test can be applied on the figures for the three most frequent 
determiners the, these, and this, as reported.  
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7.3.2 Remote and fuzzy referents 

One major way in which anaphoric across-sentence reference differs from 
anaphoric within-sentence reference is in the characteristics of the referent. By 
definition, the referent in within-sentence reference relationships is contained 
within the same sentence. In contrast, the referent in across-sentence reference 
relationships has the potential to span longer stretches of text, with the effect 
that the reference connection is sometimes vague, or the referent remote, with 
fuzzy boundaries, or otherwise difficult to pinpoint. Such a situation is 
illustrated in examples (19) and (20), from the two corpora of student writing.  
 

(19)  How can we develop a “borrower’s” rather than a “consumer’s” mindset? This is a 
very much debated question, especially in these days when the thickness of the 
ozonlayer is rapidly decreasing. We all agree that we, the people of the world, have to 
do something about the mess we have got ourselves into. Now the only thing we 
have to do is to solve the problem, and the question is “How?”. (ICLE-SW: 
SWUL3011)  

 
(20)  The idea that millions of low-income Americans can readily be moved from the relief 

rolls to the work rolls is the grand illusion of welfare reform. Rather, the problem can 
be solved only by providing more training and retraining of low-skilled workers for 
the kinds of jobs demanded by our advancing technology. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
In both examples, the ‘problem’ referred to is difficult to delimit. In (19), the 
referent seems to denote a range of issues such as climate change and ozone 
depletion, and possibly also our alleged ‘“consumer’s” mindset’ and ‘the mess 
we have got ourselves into.’ In (20), the referent seems to denote the issue of 
large numbers of Americans on welfare. In (19), the referent is also spatially 
remote from the DON, in that an entire sentence is interposed between them. 
The fuzziness illustrated in these examples is rare in the expert corpus but 
example (21) shows an instance in which the referent cannot be readily 
delimited.  
 

(21)  […] While many of the problems discussed in this paper are receiving attention at 
present, it is essential that GIS techniques are applied with the rigour required of 
other quantitative procedures and that analyses are designed to operate within the 
assumptions of the underlying data models. (ICE-NZ: W2A031)  

 
Here, occurring at the very end of an article, the DON problem reactivates a 
number of issues relating to GIS techniques discussed throughout the paper, 
but without specifying which ones. This kind of fuzziness or vagueness is not 
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necessarily problematic, but may result in a lack of clarity, as in the two 
examples from the student writing (19 and 20).  

7.3.3 Topic-transitional signalling 

Topic-transitional signalling in the three corpora was also analysed in the 
present study, as previous research has suggested that one characteristic 
function of anaphoric reference across clause or sentence boundaries is its 
potential to occur at topic-transitional places in the text (e.g., Francis, 1994). 
Francis (1994:86) observes, in connection with her discussion of labels in 
anaphoric reference, that  
 

labels have a clear topic-shifting and topic-linking function: they introduce changes of 
topic, or a shift within a topic, while preserving continuity by placing new information 
within a given framework.  

 
An example of such topic-transition from the expert corpus of the present 
study is illustrated in example (22). The DON here is approach, and it refers 
anaphorically to a referent in the preceding sentence.  
 

(22)  Often incinerators are used to try to destroy toxins. The problems with this 
approach is that many of the synthetic substances cannot be destroyed, only 
redistributed or diluted. (ICE-IR: W2A037)  

 
In this example, givenness is constructed in three ways: through the anaphoric 
link with preceding discourse, the clause-initial position (the conventional locus 
of given information), and the use of a determiner with a deictic function (this). 
Two DONs are used, in this example, with a clear topic-shifting and topic-
linking function: approach and problems (the plural form would seem to be a 
typographical error; the intended form is most likely singular problem). The 
DON approach creates an anaphoric link with a preceding proposition ([o]ften 
incinerators are used to try to destroy toxins), reactivates it, labels it, and presents it as 
given information. The DON problems creates a cataphoric link with a following 
proposition (that many of the synthetic substances cannot be destroyed, only redistributed or 
diluted), introduces it, labels it, and presents it as new information, to be pursued 
in the following. A similar effect is achieved in examples (23) and (24), from the 
L2 and L1 student corpora.  
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(23)  To assimilate a person or a group of people is to force them to abandon their own 
culture and habits altogether and to start behaving like true Swedes. This approach 
certainly has its benefits. (ICLE-SW: SWUL3010)  

 
(24)  The writers for the journal give the readers a complete report. They include statistics 

on all sides of the issue and do not just look at those who binge drink. In contrast to 
this type of approach to reporting on this issue, Newsweek only looks at the negative 
side. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
In these examples, the DON approach creates an anaphoric link with a preceding 
proposition, summarising it and presenting it as given information, while benefits 
in example (23) and the negative side in example (24) introduce the new topics to 
be pursued, presenting them as new information.  
 In conclusion, anaphoric across-sentence reference can be used to 
reactivate given information at topic-transitional places in the text. This is the 
case in all three corpora. The L2 and L1 student writing differs from the corpus 
of expert writing in that antecedents are often remote from the DON (that is, 
one sentence or more is interposed between antecedent and DON), have fuzzy 
boundaries, or are otherwise difficult to identify.  

7.4 Cataphoric within-sentence reference (CWR)  

Cataphoric within-sentence reference is by far the most frequent reference 
pattern in all three corpora (see Table 7.1). Of all uses of DONs in the L2 
student corpus, 50% are classified as instances of within-sentence cataphora. 
The corresponding figure in the L1 student corpus is 48%, and in the expert 
corpus it is 49%. In other words, there is virtually no difference between the 
three corpora in terms of frequency of use of this pattern. However, the 
corpora differ with regard to how the pattern is used. This section focuses 
specifically on three central aspects of within-sentence cataphora, namely 
structural cataphora, head nouns whose referents are realised as that-
complement clauses, and information structure.  

7.4.1 Structural cataphora 

The high incidence of within-sentence cataphora in the material is partly due to 
the frequency of structural cataphora, defined by Halliday and Matthiessen 
(2004:552) as a reference relationship which is contained ‘within the same 
nominal group.’ This includes usages such as the [DON] + appositional that-
clause (e.g., the fact that), or the [DON] + post-modifying of-phrase (e.g., the 
question of). Structural cataphora is further illustrated in examples (25)–(26), from 



 155 

the two student corpora. In the two examples, the DON and its referent are 
contained within the same (complex) nominal group. That is, much of the 
information is embedded at the level of the phrase.  
 

(25)  A major problem in Swedish education as well as in Society in all over-all context 
today, is the relative attitude; the belief that there should not be any – and there exist 
in our enlightened society no – prevailing values. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2074)  

 
(26)  He introduced the concept of orientation and observation, whereby a pupil could be 

directed towards the school mostly suited to his needs (the prestigious lycée and the 
College d’Enseignement Général), whilst trying to bring the two schools closer 
together. (LOCNESS: BRSUR1)  

 
In contrast, within-sentence cataphora that is not classified as structural is 
illustrated in examples (27) and (28), both from the L2 student corpus.  
 

(27)  It is a common belief in Sweden that we have reached equality between the sexes. 
However much I wish this was true, it is not. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2090)  

 
(28)  My personal belief is that whenever the human race has enjoyed a new technique, 

sages have felt that this was the limit. Luckily, there has always been dreamers and 
visionaries. (ICLE-SW: SWUL3006)  

 
In the two examples, the referent is located outside the nominal group. In (27), 
it is realised as a that-clause functioning as extraposed subject and in (28) it is 
realised as a that-clause functioning as subject predicative. In the latter two 
examples, the information is embedded at the level of the clause, rather than at 
the level of the phrase.  
 The frequencies of structural cataphora and other within-sentence 
cataphora in the three corpora are shown in Table 7.5, both as absolute 
frequencies and as percentages of the total number of cataphoric within-
sentence references in each corpus.115  
 
Table 7.5: Frequency of structural cataphora and other within-sentence cataphora 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

N % N % N % 
Structural 496 50 814 61 841 72 
Other 489 50 514 39 327 28 
TOTAL 985 100 1,328 100 1,168 100 
 
                                                 
115 See Table 5 in the Appendix for a complete frequency table with figures for each individual DON.  
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As shown in Table 7.5, the use of structural cataphora is frequent in all three 
corpora. However, it is not equally frequent in the three corpora: while half of 
all within-clause cataphora in the L2 student corpus can be classified as 
structural according to Halliday and Matthiessen’s (2004:552) definition, the use 
of structural cataphora is even more frequent in the L1 student corpus, and 
most frequent among the expert writers. The difference across corpora is 
significant (χ2 106.29, df 2, p .000, φc .175), and the skew of the distribution is 
most pronounced between the L2 student writing and the expert writing. Thus, 
the two groups of student writers use this structure less frequently than what is 
the case in the expert writing, and the L2 student writers use the structure least. 
This finding may be due to a greater tendency among more expert academic 
writers to use simple main clauses in which much of the information is 
embedded in complex noun phrases. Thus, L1 and L2 students alike produce 
discourse that is less typical of the register of academic writing in this respect, 
compared to the expert writing. In so far as the expert writing can be said to 
constitute a model of register appropriacy for student writers to emulate, both 
L1 and L2 students can be said to fall short of that model.  
 These findings are particularly interesting in the light of previous 
research. In terms of the overall frequency of structural cataphora, the present 
study corroborates the findings of Halliday and Matthiessen (2004:552), who 
point out that the use of structural cataphora is common, as well as the findings 
of Halliday and Martin (1993), who point out that academic writing is typically 
characterised by simple main clauses containing a relatively large number of 
complex noun phrases. The high frequency of structural cataphora found in the 
present study also corroborates the observations of previous scholars (e.g., 
Quirk et al., 1985:1260–1261) that noun complementation often co-occurs with 
abstract nouns (see also Bowen, 2005:227). In terms of relative frequency of 
usage by different writer groups, the present study corroborates the findings of 
Hasselgård (2012) in a study on the use of recurrent word combinations in the 
writing of Norwegian L2 students (ICLE-NO) and native-speaker students 
(LOCNESS). Hasselgård (2012) found that the L2 students underused the 
pattern the NOUN of/that, preferring instead to use less syntactically complex 
phrases such as the NOUN is and this NOUN. This underuse may be due to 
different levels of language proficiency in the two writer groups, but Hasselgård 
(2012) also suggested that writing experience (as represented in, for instance, a 
corpus of expert writing) may affect the use of abstract nouns in the patterns 
she investigates, and calls for further research to investigate this possibility. The 
present study can therefore be said to corroborate extant research but also to 
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broaden the picture considerably in that it gives information about the use of 
structural cataphora with a large number of abstract nouns in three different 
writer groups including both novice and expert academic writers.  

7.4.2 Head nouns taking that-complement clauses 

One pattern of structural cataphora that is generally regarded as typical of 
academic writing is that of head nouns taking that-complement clauses (e.g., 
Biber et al., 1999:648). This pattern is illustrated in examples (29)–(31), from 
the L2 student corpus, the L1 student corpus, and the expert corpus, 
respectively.  
 

(29)  However, there is no point in denying that there were also other intentions with the 
project as to establish economic and political development and the arguments that 
this huge “European project” has survived because of internal or external threats may 
not be of importance in this discussion at least when it comes to war-terms. (ICLE-
SW: SWUV3001)  

 
(30)  Resistance to joining from inside Britain and from inside the Community itself was 

centred around the argument that Britain was already enjoying favourable trading 
conditions with the U.S.A. and with the countries of the Commonwealth. 
(LOCNESS: BRSUR3)  

 
(31)  He bolstered his argument that science had sustained materialism by calling upon 

the testimony of Darwinian biology, the conservation of energy, and the physiological 
basis of the nervous system. (ICE-IR: W2A003)  

 
In all three examples, the DON argument(s) functions as head noun with its 
referent realised as a complement that-clause.  
 This pattern has been investigated by Biber et al. (1999:649), who list 19 
nouns occurring in the pattern ‘head noun + that-complement clause’ more 
than five times per million words in academic prose. The nouns are assumption, 
belief, claim, conclusion, doubt, fact, ground(s), hope, hypothesis, idea, impression, notion, 
observation, possibility, report, sense, sign, suggestion, and view. The present study 
includes 17 of these nouns.116 Table 7.6 shows the frequency with which these 
17 nouns occur in the pattern ‘head noun + that-complement clause’ in the 
present study, in comparison with other occurrences of structural cataphora.  
 

                                                 
116 Not included are sign and report (see Section 4.1).  
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Table 7.6: Frequency of the pattern ‘head noun + that-complement clause’ and other 
structural cataphora 
DON L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

ICE 
(Expert writing) 

N + that-
clause 

Other N + that-
clause 

Other N + that-
clause 

Other 

assumption 4 0 4 0 5 3 
belief 6 1 23 0 8 5 
claim 1 1 9 1 2 2 
conclusion 2 1 6 0 2 0 
doubt 0 0 0 0 0 0 
fact117 123 6 168 7 52 2 
ground 0 0 2 0 2 3 
hope 2 2 7 1 4 1 
hypothesis 0 0 0 0 2 2 
idea 5 21 27 90 2 18 
impression 3 0 1 0 1 0 
notion 8 0 5 5 7 12 
observation 0 0 1 0 1 0 
possibility 2 38 3 10 7 12 
sense 3 0 5 5 2 38 
suggestion 0 1 0 1 4 0 
view 0 3 10 0 8 8 
TOTAL 159 74 271 120 109 106 
 
The figures show that the investigated pattern ‘head noun + that-complement 
clause’ is common in all three corpora, but not equally so. The difference across 
corpora is highly significant (χ2 23.16, df 2, p .000, φc .166). In the L2 student 
corpus, 68% of all instances of structural cataphora are of the type ‘head noun 
+ that-complement clause’ (159 out of a total of 233). The corresponding figure 
in the L1 student corpus is 69% (271 out of 391) and in the expert corpus it is 
51% (109 out of 215). Thus, the two student groups use this pattern with a 
similar degree of frequency while the corpus that stands out is that of expert 
writing, with just over half of all instances being of this type. In comparison 
with expert writing, then, the two groups of student writers use this pattern 
more frequently for the nouns investigated here. It stands to reason that the 
student writers may therefore use other patterns less frequently in comparison 
with the expert writing. It is also noteworthy that there are colligational 
differences between individual DONs: for instance, the head nouns idea and 
possibility are frequently used in conjunction with a prepositional phrase. The 
                                                 
117 As Table 7.6 shows, fact is frequently used in the pattern discussed. See further Section 6.3.3 for 
a detailed analysis of how fact is used in the three corpora.  
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noun possibility is particularly versatile, existing in all three corpora in the 
patterns possibility + for-phrase, possibility + of-phrase, and possibility + that-clause. 
It is also used once in the expert writing and 22 times in the L2 student writing 
in the pattern possibility + to-infinitive, and once in the L2 student writing in the 
erroneous pattern possibility + to, where to is a preposition.  
 It is not possible to state with certainty why the student writers use the 
pattern ‘head noun + that-complement clause’ more often than is the case in 
expert academic writing; however, one reason may be its potential to express 
stance. In analysing the pattern ‘head noun + that-complement clause’, Biber et 
al. (1999:648) remark that the use of this pattern is ‘one of the primary devices 
used to mark stance in academic prose,’ with the complement clause reporting a 
proposition and the head noun reporting the writer’s stance towards it, either as 
‘an assessment of the certainty of the proposition in the that-clause,’ or as ‘an 
indication of the source of the knowledge expressed in the that-clause.’ These 
two functions can also be discerned in the three corpora included in the present 
study. The two functions are exemplified in (32)–(34), from the L2 and L1 
student corpus and the expert corpus, respectively.  
 

(32)  The fearful possibility that the money we contribute in this case might end up in the 
pockets of the Somali clan militias and armed groups must not be neglected. The re-
establishment of law and order, I believe, should be the major goal after having 
provided the Somalis with food and supplies. (ICLE-SW: SWUL9018)  

 
(33)  Although he himself does not believe he falls into that category, his belief that some 

others do, is an indication of his imperfect conceptions regarding human freedom. 
(LOCNESS: BRSUR1)  

 
(34)  It has been noted that resort to part-time workers was generally a response to a 

shortage of available labour, particularly when it coincided with periods of economic 
boom. However the view that part-timers would be engaged at times of economic 
upturn and be among the first categories of workers to be let go at periods of 
recession has not been upheld during the last decade. It is now recognised that part-
time working is no temporary practice. (ICE-IR: W2A019)  

 
Example (32) expresses uncertainty ([t]he fearful possibility), an effect further 
enhanced in the postnominal that-clause through the use of a modal auxiliary 
verb (might). Example (33) (his belief) indicates that the source of the proposition 
expressed in the that-clause is not the writer him/herself. And finally, the view in 
example (34) has both these functions, indicating that the proposition 
contained in the that-clause represents an opinion, rather than a fact, held by 
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someone other than the author. This opinion is refuted in the following 
discourse.  
 Furthermore, Biber et al. (1999:650) observe that the function of the 
‘head noun + that-complement’ construction in academic prose is not just to 
mark stance but also to background it, and this is done in two ways. First, many 
of these nouns have adjective or verb equivalents, preferred in conversation, 
and a ‘verb head + that-complement’ construction (e.g., assume that, believe that, 
claim that, observe that, and suggest that) is often more directly attributable to a 
human agent than a ‘noun head + that-complement’ construction (e.g., 
assumption that, belief that, claim that, observation that, and suggestion that). The 
nominal construction consequently means that the attribution of stance is often 
implicit. Second, there is a ‘strong preference’ for the head in this kind of 
nominal construction to be definite (the) rather than indefinite (a), since a 
definite head ‘carries the implication that the noun phrase is known 
information’ and thus not open to challenge (1999:650). Examples (35) and (36) 
illustrate the use of the pattern ‘noun head + that-complement clause’ together 
with an indefinite head in the L2 student corpus and the expert corpus, 
respectively.  
 

(35)  There is a growing notion in the world today that technology is a Bad Thing and that 
an increasing emphasis put on technology and science prevents people, and 
particularly the younger generation, from dreaming and turns them into numb robots 
and computer addicts. In this essay, I want to show that this is an unfounded and 
gratuitous fear, provided that we learn to use technology in order to serve our own 
interests and for the benefit of mankind. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2013)  

 
(36)  What then is a Maori cannon? It’s a term not from the field of war, but from the 

field of billiards. A cannon in billiards is a double hit, and a Maori cannon is defined 
as ‘a blunder at billiards’ (or pool?). Scarcely familiar territory for the average 
Heinemann dictionary user, one might say, and there is a suggestion that Maori 
cannon has been deliberately selected ahead of one or more potentially more emotive 
examples of this usage that clearly embody the racist stereotype. (ICE-NZ: W2A014)  

 
In these examples, the use of an indefinite determiner serves to introduce the 
DON and its referent as new information, open to challenge. And, in fact, in 
example (35), the proposition expressed in the postnominal that-clause is 
refuted in the thesis statement and the rest of the essay.  
 As many as 85% of all occurrences of the pattern ‘head noun + that-
complement clause’ in the study by Biber et al. (1999:648) have singular, 
definite heads. The relative frequency of definite heads (in comparison with 
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indefinite heads) in the present study is even higher, as shown in Table 7.7. The 
table shows the proportions of definite and indefinite heads for the 17 nouns 
listed by Biber et al. (1999:649) (see Table 7.6).  
 
Table 7.7: Frequency of definite and indefinite heads for the 17 nouns listed by Biber 
et al. (1999:649) 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

N % N % N % 
Definite 154 97 263 97 96 91 
Indefinite 5 3 8 3 9 9 
TOTAL 159 100 271 100 105 100 
 
As can be seen in Table 7.7, the pattern ‘head noun + that-complement clause’ 
was found to be very frequently used together with a definite head in all three 
corpora for the DONs investigated. The tendency is somewhat stronger in the 
two student corpora than in the corpus of expert writing; in other words, the 
student writers use definite heads somewhat more frequently in comparison 
with expert academic writing (χ2 6.6, df 2, p .037, φc .111). These results indicate 
that the student writing backgrounds writer stance to a greater extent than the 
expert writing, and presents information as known and not open to challenge.  
 The rhetorical work (in terms of expressing stance) carried out by head 
nouns taking nominal complement clauses has also been the focus of a study by 
Hyland and Jiang (2015). The researchers propose a functionally and 
rhetorically based classification of what they call stance nouns, as opposed to a 
semantically based one, and report their empirical findings from a corpus study 
of 1.7 million words of academic writing comprising research articles across 
eight disciplines in the social and natural sciences. The authors note that 
expressions of stance in academic writing reveal both proximity and 
positioning, where the former can be defined as ‘the relationship between the 
self and community’ and the latter as ‘the relationship between the speaker and 
what is being said’ (2015:530). They further observe, on the basis of their data 
analyses, that stance, as a lexico-grammatical discourse feature by which writers 
can foreground their attitude to propositions, is particularly frequent in the 
discursive and interpretative writing style characteristic of the humanities and 
the social sciences. Hyland and Jiang’s (2015) observations are particularly 
interesting in view of the findings of the present study. The significantly more 
frequent expression of stance through the construction ‘head noun + that-
complement clause’ in the student writing, as compared to the expert writing, is 
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suggestive of a highly discursive writing style which may result in part from 
genre differences between the corpora and in part from differences in 
familiarity with rhetorical conventions in the construction of academic 
discourse.  

7.4.3 Information structure 

Other possible explanations for the frequency of cataphoric within-sentence 
reference in the material may be found in the information structure of the 
discourse. Two sets of examples are discussed below. Both relate to the 
presentation and framing of information.  
 The first set of examples, (37–39), relates to the principle of end weight 
and the information principle. The principle of end weight states that long 
constituents are dispreferred in clause-initial position, and the information 
principle states that constituents containing new information are dispreferred in 
clause-initial position (Biber et al., 1999:896–898). In other words, a lengthy and 
information-heavy subject in clause-initial position makes the sentence difficult 
to process, and is therefore often avoided. The examples illustrate the use of 
sentence-initial [t]he fact + appositive that-clause to introduce new information. 
The examples are from the L2 student corpus, the L1 student corpus, and the 
expert corpus, respectively.  
 

(37)  In our greed we look the other way while the earth’s natural resources are depleted, 
the rain forest destroyed and the polar ice melts, only because we simply must have 
that mahogany desk since it would go so well with the wallpapers, and because we 
would not look half as attractive if we tried to survive without the hair spray 
containers. The fact that they contain CFC:s is of no greater importance. (ICLE-SW: 
SWUV3008)  

 
(38)  If we start at the beginning of the century we see that the growth of the population 

was inhibited greatly by the first world war, where France suffered many losses. The 
fact that the men in the society left to fight meant that the number of births was 
reduced greatly. This was also the case on the return of the men, when many did not 
come back having been killed. (LOCNESS: BRSUR1)  

 
(39)  The above outcomes could be attributed to the fact that flooding of the Waimakariri 

River is an infrequent occurrence. Few of those who live on the floodplain at present 
were there at the time of the last major flood in 1957. The fact that weak or very 
weak relationships were found between risk perception and past flood experience 
could be attributable to the fading of long-term memory. (ICE-NZ: W2A006)  
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In these examples, sentence-initial [t]he fact + appositive that-clause is used to 
enable information-heavy subjects to be placed clause-initially, without making 
the sentence difficult to process. This is done by starting the sentence with [t]he 
fact and placing the rest of the information in an appositional that-clause. In 
other words, the new information is postponed by its placement in a 
complement clause. In example (37), the personal pronoun they in clause-initial 
position (as part of the complement clause) creates a link to given information: 
the hair spray containers in the previous sentence.  
 The second set of examples (40–42) illustrates the use of sentence-initial 
[i]t is a […] fact + appositive that-clause, in which fact functions as subject 
predicative and the clause as extraposed subject. I will here loosely follow 
Thompson (2004:152–153) in analysing this structure as thematised comment, a 
structure which allows speakers and writers ‘to start their message with their 
own comment on the value or validity of what they are about to say.’ That is, 
the main information is expressed in the extraposed that-clause, while the 
speaker/writer’s appraisal of the proposition fronts the sentence and frames the 
message. The examples are from the L2 student corpus, the L1 student corpus, 
and the expert corpus, respectively.  
 

(40)  The economic side of Christmas cannot be ignored. It is a wellknown fact that many 
families put themselves into debt to be able to celebrate Christmas ‘properly’ since 
you must have this or that food and your children must have gifts and all this in order 
to obtain some Christmas spirit. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2073)  

 
(41)  The main claim of deterrence focuses upon the idea that an individual is less likely to 

commit a serious crime when he or she is aware that the resulting penalty may be 
death. It is a known fact that for most people, the biggest fear in life is the fear of 
death. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
(42)  [Section heading] It is a remarkable fact that Jerome’s single citation in his 

commentary in the year 415 on Ezekiel’s inaugural vision led to a medieval 
transformation and redefinition of the European idea of conscience that would 
endure until the late seventeenth century. (ICE-US: W2A004)  

 
This pattern occurs with fact 13 times in the L2 student corpus (including one 
instance with the verb remains), three times in the L1 student corpus, and once 
in the expert corpus. In each instance, the thematised comment frames the 
message with an evaluative comment. According to Thompson (2004:153), 
thematised comment is a structure that ‘in many cases […] occurs at key 
transition points in the text.’ This is also how it is used in the example from the 



164 
 

expert corpus: immediately following a section heading, the thematised 
comment is part of and introduces the topic sentence and thus frames the 
information to follow in the section as both factual and important. In the two 
examples from the student corpora (as in all instances in the L2 and L1 student 
corpora), no such key transition point can be identified; here, the thematised 
comment, while framing the information to follow as factual and universally 
recognised, does not signal transition.  
 A complete frequency count of all instances of thematised comment in 
all three corpora lies beyond the scope of the present study. However, a study 
by Boström Aronsson (2005) on the use of themes in L2 and L1 student 
writing (to be precise, ICLE-SW and LOCNESS) investigated an overlapping 
concept, that of subjective and objective interpersonal metaphors as modal 
themes in sentence-initial position. It is the objective type which is relevant 
here. Following Halliday (1994:354–355), Boström Aronsson (2005:83–84) 
defines objective interpersonal metaphors as modal themes expressed 
metaphorically by means of an objective clause such as it is likely, followed by an 
extraposed subject. Examples from her study include [i]t is clear that, [i]t is also 
quite typical that, and [i]t remains a fact that, where the last example contains the 
(discourse-organising) noun fact (2005:88–89). The study found that the L2 
writing contains more instances of objective interpersonal metaphors. Boström 
Aronsson (2005:89) concludes that objective interpersonal metaphors are 
overrepresented in the L2 student writing, in comparison with the L1 student 
writing, resulting in more frequent foregrounding of opinions and evaluations 
in the L2 writing. However, although Boström Aronsson’s L2 and L1 student 
corpora are identical to those used in the present study, her results are not 
necessarily applicable here. This is because Boström Aronsson’s results can give 
us only part of the picture of how discourse-organising nouns specifically are 
used in these constructions. More research is needed to map out the use of 
discourse-organising nouns as part of thematised comments or interpersonal 
metaphors in the L2 and L1 student writing, as well as in expert academic 
writing (but see Section 6.3.6 on the use of the DON opinion as part of the 
thematised chunk in my opinion – a subjective interpersonal metaphor – in the 
three corpora).  
 In conclusion, the high incidence of within-sentence cataphora in the 
three corpora can be partly explained by the frequency of structural cataphora. 
The relative frequency of structural cataphora is higher in the L1 than in the L2 
student writing, and highest in the corpus of expert writing. This difference is 
indicative of a lesser tendency among the student writers to use simple main 
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clauses with much of the information embedded in complex noun phrases, and 
thus to produce discourse that is less typical of the register of academic writing 
in this respect. Another difference between the corpora is the significant 
overrepresentation of the pattern ‘head noun + that-complement clause’ in the 
student writing, in comparison with the expert writing. It was suggested that the 
overrepresentation of this pattern in the student writing may be due to its 
potential as a marker of stance (as observed by Biber et al., 1999:648–650). The 
student writers use this construction both to express and to background stance. 
The latter use has the effect of creating discourse that presents information as 
known and not open to challenge. With regard to information structure, the 
number of instances analysed was too small to be able to draw any conclusions 
about tendencies of use; however, no evidence was found of the student writers 
using fact in thematised comments to signal key transition points in the text.  

7.5 Cataphoric across-sentence reference (CAR)  

Cataphoric across-sentence reference is the least frequent reference pattern 
overall (see Table 7.1): 9% of all instances of DONs in the L2 student corpus, 
8% in the L1 student corpus, and 11% in the expert corpus are classified as 
belonging to this category. As reported in Section 7.1, CAR is clearly the least 
frequent pattern in the two student corpora, while in the expert writing, AWR 
and CAR are equally (in)frequent. This section focuses on DON usage from 
three perspectives, namely metadiscursivity, number, and information structure.  

7.5.1 Metadiscourse 

Though not necessarily metadiscursive themselves, DONs occurring in this 
pattern are often part of a (personal or impersonal) metadiscursive construction 
in the three corpora, in that they are frequently used together with first-person 
references or references to ‘this paper’ and the like.118 They are also often used 
as part of thesis statements, topic sentences, enumerations, and other structural 
devices in the text, functioning as signposts. The referent is often lengthy, 
spanning several sentences or paragraphs, or even the entire text, and may be 
difficult to delimit. Example (43), from the L2 student corpus, illustrates typical 
L2 usage of cataphoric across-sentence reference. As before, the parenthetical 
ellipsis represents the referent, too lengthy to be included here.  
                                                 
118 As noted in Section 3.4, metadiscourse is a slippery concept which can be defined either 
narrowly, as limited to textual features (the reflexive model), or broadly, as encompassing 
interpersonal features (the integrative or interactive model) (see, e.g., Ädel, 2003, 2006; Hyland, 
2004, 2005). For the purposes of the present study, metadiscourse can be understood as linguistic 
expressions functioning as visibility markers in the text. These can be personal (e.g., the use of first- 
and second-person pronouns) or impersonal (e.g., the use of explicit references to the text qua text).  
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(43)  I will in this essay discuss current attitudes towards conservation of nature as well as 

the importance of animal rights. […]. (ICLE-SW: SWUV3002)  
 
A number of observations can be made about this example. For one, the 
example is overtly metadiscursive. This effect is created through the use of first-
person reference (the personal pronoun I) and reference to ‘this essay’. Second, 
the sentence can be categorised as a thesis statement. These are common uses 
of pattern CAR in the L2 student writing.  
 L1 student writing and expert writing are similar in many ways, as 
illustrated in examples (44) and (45), respectively.  
 

(44)  Within this paper it will be shown that there are three ideas working against the 
practice of euthanasia. For one, […]. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
(45)  For our purposes, two essential points from it may be repeated here. First, […]. 

(ICE-IR: W2A015)  
 
The example from the L1 student writing (44) is also overtly metadiscursive in 
that reference is made to ‘this paper’, but no first-person reference is made. 
Instead, the passive voice is used to express purpose (it will be shown). As is the 
case in the L2 student example (43), the sentence functions as a thesis 
statement. The referent begins with an enumeration ([f]or one), and spans large 
sections of the rest of the text. In the example from the expert corpus (45), 
metadiscursivity is contructed through the adverb here and the use of a first-
person possessive determiner in a sentence-initial adverbial ([f]or our purposes), 
while the passive is used to express the writer’s purpose (may be repeated). The 
sentence functions as a topic sentence, and the referent spans a lengthy section 
of text beginning with an enumeration ([f]irst).  
 All three writer groups also use impersonal constructions in the active 
voice to express the writer’s purpose, as illustrated in examples (46) and (47), 
from the L1 student corpus and the expert corpus, respectively.  
 

(46)  This paper will focus on the problems caused by marijuana being legalized. […]. 
(LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
(47)  This paper looks, in a general way, at the State’s overall language policy in education 

(including some aspects of the current debate) and makes some proposals. […]. 
(ICE-IR: W2A006)  
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In each example, [t]his paper functions as subject in an active clause: [t]his paper 
will focus on and [t]his paper looks, in a general way, at. In this way, the examples 
strike a balance between the use of informal first-person reference, on the one 
hand, and the use of formal passive constructions, on the other.  
 The use of first-person reference in the same sentence as DONs in this 
pattern can be found in all three corpora; however, the corpora differ with 
regard to frequencies, as shown in Table 7.8.  
 
Table 7.8: Frequency of first-person reference in the same sentence as DONs in 
pattern CAR 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

N % N % N % 
1st-ps ref 72 41 22 10 15 6 
Other 103 59 190 90 235 94 
TOTAL 175 100 212 100 250 100 
 
As the figures indicate, first-person reference is frequently used with DONs in 
this pattern in the L2 student writing but significantly less so in the L1 student 
writing and the expert writing (χ2 99.8, df 2, p .000, φc .396). This result is 
congruent with previous work by Ädel (2003) on the use of metadiscourse in 
ICLE-SW and LOCNESS. The study showed ‘considerable overuse of 
metadiscourse by the learners’ in comparison with the native-speaker writers, 
particularly in the use of personal metadiscourse (2003:abstract). The present 
study complements this finding with the observation that the use of first-person 
reference was found to be a feature of L2 student writing in the system of 
phoricity specifically, and that the L2 student writing differs significantly not 
only from L1 student writing but also from expert writing in this regard. The 
similarity between the L1 student writing and the expert writing is due to a 
tendency among these writer groups to use passive constructions (such as it will 
be shown) as well as impersonal active constructions (such as this paper outlines) to 
express the writer’s purpose. The L2 student writing can therefore be said to be 
less prototypical of academic writing in this respect, compared to the L1 
student writing, which more closely approximates expert academic writing.  

7.5.2 Number 

In all three corpora, DONs are used both in the singular and in the plural, 
though not to the same extent. The frequencies are shown in Table 7.9, as 
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absolute frequencies and as percentages of the total, in the four reference 
patterns AWR, AAR, CWR, and CAR.  
 
Table 7.9: Frequency of singular and plural forms 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 Sing 
N 

Sing 
% 

Plur 
N 

Plur 
% 

Sing 
N 

Sing 
% 

Plur 
N 

Plur 
% 

Sing 
N 

Sing 
% 

Plur 
N 

Plur 
% 

AWR 243 81 57 19 389 89 46 11 208 80 52 20 
AAR 385 72 149 28 576 72 220 28 457 69 210 31 
CWR 856 87 129 13 1169 88 158 12 892 76 276 24 
CAR 74 42 101 58 87 41 125 59 67 27 183 73 
 
It is clear from Table 7.9 that singular forms are more frequent overall but that 
pattern CAR differs from the other reference patterns in that more plural than 
singular forms are used: when the distribution of singular versus plural forms 
overall (i.e., regardless of corpus) was tested, the skew of the distribution was 
found to be highly significant (χ2 747.35, df 3, p .000, φc .324). A significant 
skew was also found when the distribution of singular versus plural forms was 
tested separately in each corpus: in the L2 corpus (χ2 188.81, df 3, p .000, φc 
.308), in the L1 corpus (χ2 310.7, df 3, p .000, φc .335), and in the expert corpus 
(χ2 253.66, df 3, p .000, φc .329). In this respect, the three corpora were found to 
be similar. However, these tests give no information about differences in the 
overrepresentation of plurals across corpora. For this purpose, a further test 
was run, this time on the distribution of singular versus plural forms across the 
three corpora (i.e., regardless of pattern). This test yielded a highly significant 
result, with an underrepresentation of plurals in the two student corpora as 
compared to the expert corpus (χ2 81.24, df 2, p .000, φc .106). In sum, these 
tests taken together show two simultaneous tendencies. First, plural forms are 
overrepresented in pattern CAR overall as compared to the other patterns 
(regardless of corpus) and second, plural forms are underrepresented in the 
student material overall as compared to the expert material (regardless of 
pattern).  
 The higher overall frequency of plural forms in pattern CAR may be 
partly due to the fact that this pattern is often used to enumerate and to talk 
about items as a plurality, as shown in examples (48)–(50).  
 

(48)  How, then, does the inter-war economy in Britain affect us today? There are two 
important reasons. Firstly […]. (ICLE-SW: SWUL9028)  
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(49)  There have been many demonstrations by activists when fox hunting is taking place 
and although I do not agree with some of the animal activists methods I am in this 
case of the strong opinion that fox hunting should be banned in the United 
Kingdom. My reasons for this are as follows. […]. (LOCNESS: alevels3)  

 
(50)  To avoid confusion and unnecessary complications, we will make several simplifying 

assumptions. For example, […]. (ICE-US: W2A023)  
 
In these examples, the plural forms reasons and assumptions, respectively, are used 
with a clear organisational purpose, in each case introducing points to be 
discussed in the following discourse. As pointed out in Section 7.5.1, cataphoric 
across-sentence reference is often used in thesis statements and topic sentences 
introducing attitudes, arguments, beliefs, differences, findings, ideas, problems, results, 
theories, topics, and so on. It is therefore not surprising that plural forms 
predominate in this pattern. Furthermore, it follows that plural forms (in 
pattern CAR) are frequently used in paper-initial, section-initial, and paragraph-
initial position in the expert writing and the L1 student writing. In the L2 
student writing, plural forms in pattern CAR are frequently used in essay-initial 
position but the same claim cannot be made for paragraph-initial position, as 
the L2 student texts are often written as one continuous chunk, without clear 
paragraph divisions.  
 In sum, cataphoric across-sentence reference is frequently used in all 
three corpora together with overtly metadiscursive expressions, often in text-
initial position or, in the expert writing, in section- or paragraph-initial position. 
However, the three writer groups differ with regard to what expressions are 
used. While first-person reference is relatively frequent in the L2 student 
writing, the L1 student writing and the expert writing rely more on the passive 
voice and impersonal constructions in the active voice such as this paper outlines 
to signal metadiscourse. Another feature of cataphoric across-sentence 
reference is that it is predominantly used with DONs in their plural, as opposed 
to singular, forms.  

7.6 Discussion of the four patterns 

In terms of relative frequencies of the four patterns, a great deal of similarity 
was found across the corpora; however, the expert writing stands out in terms 
of a significant overrepresentation of across-sentence cataphora (CAR). In all 
three corpora, within-sentence cataphora (CWR) was found to be by far the 
most frequent. This is an important finding, in view of the fact that previous 
research (e.g., Francis, 1986:5; Halliday & Hasan, 1976:27) has often restricted 
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the analysis of phoricity to relationships across clause or sentence boundaries 
(patterns AAR and CAR in my study), on the assumption that within-clause 
relationships are less relevant to a study of cohesion in discourse. The present 
study therefore broadens the picture considerably by showing cataphoric 
reference to be by far the most frequent when within-sentence reference is also 
considered (but see J. Flowerdew & Forest, 2015 for a different finding). This is 
the case in all three corpora.  
 When each pattern was analysed in depth, both similarities and 
differences across the corpora emerged. In terms of the two anaphoric patterns 
(AWR and AAR), the similarities predominate. The analysis of pattern AWR 
focused on the realisation of referents and information structure, and the 
analysis of pattern AAR on the use of DONs as pro-forms, on remote and 
fuzzy referents, and on topic-transitional signalling. In pattern AWR, referents 
are most frequently realised as noun phrases in all three corpora; that is, 
relatively high nominal density was found throughout the material and can 
therefore be said to be a feature of academic writing in all three corpora.  
 In terms of the two cataphoric patterns (CWR and CAR), there are 
similarities but also significant differences across the corpora. The three writer 
groups are similar in terms of the high incidence of within-sentence cataphora 
(CWR), but they differ in terms of the frequency of structural cataphora and the 
pattern ‘head noun + that-complement clause’. These differences are indicative 
of a tendency among the students to produce writing with relatively infrequent 
use of simple main clauses where much of the information is embedded in 
complex noun phrases, and with relatively frequent use of markers of stance. 
Hence, one key finding of the present study is the learners’ tendency to use 
DONs with within-sentence cataphoric reference outside the structural 
cataphora pattern and in ways which are atypical of the register of academic 
writing. This tendency can be seen in the L2 and L1 student writing alike, but is 
strongest in the L2 writing. With regard to across-sentence cataphora (CAR), 
one interesting finding is that plural forms predominate in all three corpora. 
Furthermore, DONs in pattern CAR are frequently used in the same sentence 
as overtly metadiscursive expressions in all three corpora, but the corpora differ 
in that first-person reference is overrepresented in the L2 student writing, while 
the L1 student writing and the expert writing rely more on the passive voice 
and impersonal constructions in the active voice to signal metadiscourse.  
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7.7 Summary 

This chapter has focused on the use of discourse-organising nouns in the four 
reference patterns anaphoric within-sentence reference (AWR), anaphoric 
across-sentence reference (AAR), cataphoric within-sentence reference (CWR), 
and cataphoric across-sentence reference (CAR) in the three corpora. Some of 
the findings reported in the chapter corroborate previous research while others 
represent important new discoveries, particularly with regard to the frequency 
and function of within-sentence cataphora (CWR). In sum, the student writers 
were found to be efficient communicators in many ways but with fewer 
markers of formality in their writing and more features relating to the 
interpersonal metafunction, such as markers of stance and first-person 
references. In this sense, the findings of the present chapter are in agreement 
with those presented in Chapter 6.  
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8  Analysis and results: Adjectival modification 

The aim of this chapter is to give an account of the use of adjectival 
modification of DONs. Adjectival modification is highly relevant to the study 
of DONs, as it is one of the ways by which the noun phrases can be 
attitudinally marked (the other being in the attitudinal marking of the noun 
itself, see, e.g., J. Flowerdew, 2003a; Francis, 1986). The chapter gives a broad 
account of attitudinal marking as well as other discourse functions of adjectival 
modifiers. Specifically, three central discourse functions are identified: 
organisational, propositional, and attitudinal. The three functions were chosen 
as a result of their centrality in previous research (e.g., Francis, 1986, 1994) and 
compatibility with the systemic-functional framework, and because they stood 
out in an initial survey of the material. The overall frequencies of adjectival 
modification in the three corpora are presented in Section 8.1. The following 
section (8.2) presents the most frequent modifiers in each corpus. Section 8.3 
provides a close analysis of the organisational, propositional, and attitudinal 
discourse functions. Section 8.4 provides an analysis of adjective intensification 
and gradation, and finally, a summary of findings is given in Section 8.5.  

8.1 Overall frequencies of adjectival modifiers 

An adjectival modifier pre-modifies a head noun in a noun phrase. The 
modifier consists of an adjective phrase and, as such, is made up of one or 
more adjectives, along with any adverbial modifiers. Examples from the present 
material include main [issue] and rather controversial [topic] (modified DON in 
square brackets). Participles can also function as adjectival modifiers of nouns 
(see, e.g., Biber et al., 1999:588; Quirk et al., 1985:1321–1322). Examples from 
the material are opposing [argument] and taken-for-granted [reality]. Numerals are 
often said to specify the reference of head nouns, much in the same way as 
determiners and specifying genitives (e.g., Biber et al., 1999:588) but are 
conventionally regarded as adjectival modifiers and are therefore counted 
alongside adjectives and participles as pre-modifiers of head nouns in this study. 
Examples from the material are three [assumptions] and the first important 
[observation], where the second example also includes a determiner (the) and an 
adjective (important). In the present material, most modifiers are used singly; that 
is, the noun is modified by one item (an adjective, participle, or numeral, along 
with any adverbial modifiers). However, dual and triple modification is also 
found, here defined as modification consisting of two or three consecutive 
items. Examples of single modification in the material are simple [fact] and 
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apparently inconsistent [finding]. Examples of dual and triple modification in the 
material are best and most human [approach] and two recent new [ideas]. Unless 
otherwise stated, each dual and triple modifier is treated as one instance of 
modification in the frequency counts.  
 The first step in the analysis was to identify all instances of adjectival 
modification of DONs, in accordance with the stated definition. The total 
number was then compared with the total number of DONs in each corpus. 
The figures displayed in Table 8.1 show the proportion of DONs with and 
without adjectival modification in each corpus.  
 
Table 8.1: Total frequency of adjectival modification of DONs 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 N % N % N % 
DONs with pre-modification 642 32 811 29 701 30 
DONs without pre-modification 1,352 68 1,959 71 1,644 70 
TOTAL 1,994 100 2,770 100 2,345 100 
 
It is clear from Table 8.1 that roughly a third of all DONs are adjectivally 
modified. There is no statistically significant difference across the corpora (χ2 
4.95, df 2, p .084), and the effect size is very small (φc .026). That is, the three 
corpora are very similar in terms of the proportion of DONs which are 
adjectivally modified in each corpus. It is noteworthy that the two groups of 
student writers approximate the corpus of expert writing in this respect; in 
other words, the student writers use pre-modified DONs with roughly the same 
frequency as is found in the corpus of expert writing. This finding was not 
surprising, in view of the similarities in terms of overall frequencies of DONs 
reported in Section 6.1.  
 However, there are also major differences across the writer groups. One 
key finding is the difference across corpora in the proportion of types to tokens 
– the type-to-token ratio, or TTR. This information is displayed in Table 8.2.  
 
Table 8.2: Type-to-token ratio 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

Absolute freq (tokens) 642 811 701 
No. of different modifiers (types) 215 296 352 
TTR 0.33 0.36 0.50 
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As the figures indicate, the difference between the L2 and L1 student writing, 
on the one hand, and the corpus of expert writing, on the other, is substantial. 
The two student corpora are characterised by a TTR that is considerably lower 
than that of the expert writing. That is, the L2 and L1 student writers use fewer 
different modifiers in relation to the total number of instances of modification, in 
comparison with the expert corpus. Of the two student corpora, the L2 student 
writing was found to contain the fewest types. The L2 student writing therefore 
differs substantially from the corpus of expert writing and, to a lesser extent, 
from the corpus of L1 student writing, in terms of variation of usage. These 
results mirror those of Section 6.1, where it was noted that the students’ more 
limited range of DON types may reflect a more limited range of vocabulary on 
the part of the students. However, a closer analysis of the types used by the 
different writer groups also suggests that the striking differences in TTR across 
the writer groups may be at least partly related to the distribution of modifiers 
across the three discourse functions. This is discussed in detail in Section 8.3.  
 Next, the total frequencies were broken down into single, dual, and 
triple modification, as defined and exemplified above. The results are shown in 
Table 8.3, in absolute frequencies and as percentages of the total.  
 
Table 8.3: Frequency of single, dual, and triple modifiers 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 N % N % N % 
Single modification 589 92 761 94 612 87 
Dual modification 52 8 49 6 85 12 
Triple modification 1 <1 1 <1 4 1 
TOTAL 642 100 811 100 701 100 
 
The difference across the corpora is small but significant (χ2 18.24, df 2, p .000, 
φc .092), with the skew of the distribution most pronounced between the L1 
student writing and the expert writing in terms of frequency of dual 
modification. In all three corpora the overwhelming majority of all instances of 
adjectival modification consist of single items. Dual modifiers are less frequent 
but not uncommon; these are most frequent in the expert writing, less frequent 
in the L2 student writing, and least frequent in the L1 writing. Although this 
difference is small, it is noteworthy, given that the overall rate of modification is 
similar across the three corpora. It is difficult to know what lies behind this 
difference, but one factor may be the previously noted tendency of the student 
writers to use fewer complex noun phrases, in comparison with the expert 
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writing (Section 7.4). Triple modifiers are rare throughout the material; the L2 
and L1 student material thus approximates expert writing in this respect.  
 In the next step, the number of high-frequency modifiers used in each 
corpus was investigated. High-frequency modifiers are defined here as the five most 
frequent types in each corpus (see Section 8.2). A manual count was made of 
how many times each different type is used in each corpus (the modifier types 
and their frequencies are given in Table 8.5). The result shows that the L2 
student writing contains more tokens of high-frequency modifiers than either 
of the other corpora (in normalised frequencies). The absolute and relative 
frequencies of the top-5 modifiers in each corpus are presented in Table 8.4.119  
 
Table 8.4: Frequency of the top-5 adjectival modifiers of DONs 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 Abs freq Freq per 
200,000 

Abs freq Freq per 
200,000 

Abs freq Freq per 
200,000 

Most frequent 58 58 58 36 40 32 
Second most frequent 52 52 36 22 25 20 
Third most frequent 27 27 35 22 24 19 
Fourth most frequent 24 24 31 19 20 16 
Fifth most frequent 23 23 30 19 20 16 
TOTAL 184 184 190 118 129 103 
 
Table 8.4 shows that when the different sizes of the three corpora are taken 
into account, the top-5 types in the L2 student writing are found to be nearly 
one and a half times as frequent as the top-5 types in the L1 student corpus and 
nearly twice as frequent as the top-5 types in the expert corpus (see Section 8.2 
for more information). A Chi-square test on the absolute frequency of the top-
5 modifiers in proportion to the absolute frequency of all modifiers of DONs 
across the corpora revealed a small but significant difference across the corpora 
(χ2 19.72, df 2, p .000, φc .096), with the skew of the distribution most 
pronounced between the L2 student writing and the expert writing. The 
differences across the corpora are also illustrated in Figure 8.1.  
 

                                                 
119 See Table 6 in the Appendix for all frequencies.  
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Fig 8.1: Frequency per 200,000 words of the 5 most frequent adjectival modifiers of 
DONs 
 
Thus, the L2 student writing stands out from the other corpora not only in 
terms of lesser variation of modifier usage (fewer types) but also in terms of 
more frequent use of a small number of high-frequency types. In this sense, the 
results echo some central findings presented in Section 6.1 with respect to 
frequency and variation in the use of DONs. In other words, the L2 student 
corpus is characterised by less variation than the L1 student corpus and the 
expert corpus, both in terms of the DONs themselves and in terms of their 
modification.  

8.2 High-frequency modifiers 

This section identifies the most frequent adjectival modifiers of DONs in the 
three corpora, defined as all modifiers used 10 times or more (in normalised 
frequencies). Table 8.5 lists all such modifiers. Where two items have the same 
frequency, they are listed alphabetically. The three corpora overlap to a certain 
extent with respect to which modifiers are most frequently used. Nouns marked 
in boldface occur in all three lists and italicised nouns occur in two lists. 
Unmarked typeface indicates occurrence in one list only.  
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Table 8.5: Modifiers used 10 times or more in normalised frequencies  
 L2 students  

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students  
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing  
(ICE) 

 Modifier Freq per 
200,000 

Modifier Freq per 
200,000 

Modifier Freq per 
200,000 

#1 important 58 main 36 two 32 
#2 one 52 one 22 main 20 
#3 two 27 only 22 major 19 
#4 major 24 good 19 important 16 
#5 good 23 major 19 one 16 
#6 main 20 two 14 first 14 
#7 same 19 important 12 three 11 
#8 difficult 15 first 11 following 10 
#9 different 13 moral 10   
#10 first 12     
#11 only 12     
#12 best 10     
#13 easy 10     
#14 environmental 10     
 
As shown in Table 8.5, fourteen items are used ten times or more in the L2 
student corpus, compared to nine items in the L1 student corpus, and eight in 
the corpus of expert writing. That is, the L2 student corpus stands out as 
containing the most high-frequency types, while the L1 student corpus is closer 
to the corpus of expert writing in this respect. Six items (first, important, main, 
major, one, and two) are among the most frequently used modifiers in all three 
corpora, and two items (good and only) are among the most frequent modifiers in 
the two student corpora. No additional items are found in more than one of the 
lists. Thus, there is a considerable degree of overlap between the corpora, but 
there is also a great deal of difference. Six items are unique to the L2 student list 
(best, different, difficult, easy, environmental, and same), one item is unique to the L1 
student list (moral), and two items are unique to the expert list (following and 
three). Two items are potentially task or topic-related. These are environmental 
(unique to the L2 students) and moral (unique to the L1 students). Five items 
have a potentially evaluative function. These are difficult, best, and easy (unique to 
the L2 students), moral (unique to the L1 students), and good (found in the L2 
and L1 student lists). Three items mark the relative importance of information. 
These are important, major, and main (found in all three lists). Finally, six items 
have primarily a discourse-organising function. These are first, one, and two 
(found in all three lists), as well as following and three (unique to the expert 
writing). This brief survey of high-frequency types shows that the student lists 
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contain several types with an evaluative function, completely absent from the 
expert list, and fewer types with a primarily discourse-organising function (see 
also Section 8.3).  

The most frequent modifier in each corpus is illustrated in examples (1–
3): important, main, and two, respectively.  
 

(1) Peace is an absolutely vital demand, not only as the immediate rescue for those 
refugees who were driven from home because of war. It is also crucial for any 
economic progress and raising of people’s living standards, which in turn are important 
matters for the maintaining of peace. (ICLE-SW: SWUL7043).  

 
(2) If in the last years of his presidency, d’Estaing took on a more prominant role then, it 

was only partly because of his personality. The main reason was the division between 
his prime minister and his party, which he wanted to hide by his prominence. 
(LOCNESS: BRSUR1)  

 
(3) Two things stand out from a survey of the literature on well-conducted excavations of 

undefended base hamlets and villages. One is that very few sites of this type have in 
fact been excavated, and of those only some have encompassed really extensive areas. 
The other is that the recovery of evidence for housing in them, as is general in New 
Zealand prehistoric sites (see above), has been patchy, at best. (ICE-NZ: W2A001)  

 
The function of the modifiers in the two student examples (1 and 2) is to signal 
the importance of the information given in the DON and its referent. In (1), 
the modifier important signals the importance of economic progress and raised 
living standards. The word choice matters in (1) is infelicitous, but as it functions 
primarily as a support word for the adjective, the message is still clear. In (2), 
the modifier main signals the importance of the controversy between the French 
prime minister and the party he represents. In contrast, the function of the 
modifier in (3) is purely organisational. The text excerpt identifies and presents 
two findings from previous research; that the findings are significant is signalled 
in the use of the verb phrase stand out, but neither the DON itself nor its 
modifier gives such information.  

A close analysis of the discourse functions of these and other modifiers, 
as well as the implications of the differences found across the corpora, is the 
focus of Section 8.3.  

8.3 Three central discourse functions of adjectival modifiers 

The three discourse functions of modifiers mentioned in the introduction to 
the present chapter were identified by Francis (1986) in her study on A-nouns 
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in a corpus of argumentative texts (see Section 3.2). First, with regard to 
organisational modification, Francis (1986:60–61) points out that modifiers 
with an organisational function serve to sequence the argument (e.g., another 
question). Second, with regard to propositional content modification, Francis 
(1986:59–60) argues that modifiers with a propositional function are non-
evaluative and presented as part of a given element which is “slipped in” as part 
of the nominal group but which does not have an anticipatory function (as in, 
e.g., this anthropocentric position); the function of these modifiers is mainly ‘to 
summarise or clarify propositional content.’ And third, with regard to attitudinal 
modification, Francis (1986:58) notes that modifiers with an attitudinal function 
may form an anaphorically cohesive unit together with the A-noun (as in, e.g., 
this preposterously inaccurate comparison) and that they may also have cataphoric 
reference in that they introduce new information about writer stance, 
information which the reader expects to be explained in what follows (as in, 
e.g., this is an impossibly glib analysis). In these latter cases, Francis (1986:57–58) 
suggests, the modifiers may be more important than the nouns themselves in 
terms of semantic content and moving the discourse forward (cf. also J. 
Flowerdew, 2003b:335–336 for a similar observation on signalling noun 
modification).  
 Building on Francis (1986), J. Flowerdew (2003a) analysed signalling 
nouns in a corpus consisting of a spoken and a written component, namely 
transcribed lectures and coursebook material from an undergraduate biology 
course. As was noted in Section 3.2, J. Flowerdew (2003a) compared the 
spoken and written material to each other as well as to the findings reported by 
Francis (1986). One of the findings of J. Flowerdew’s (2003a) study relates to 
the use of modifiers of signalling nouns. Specifically, the study focused on 
Francis’ (1986) category of attitudinal modifiers, making a further subdivision 
of this category into (a) modifiers marking the relative importance of 
information (e.g., additional, basic, characteristic, essential, fundamental, great, important, 
main, major, minor, only, principal, salient, simplest, single, special, and specific), and (b) 
modifiers with an evaluative function (e.g., admirable, extreme, good, obvious, 
preconceived, reliable, spectacular, striking, unavoidable, and undeniable). J. Flowerdew’s 
(2003a) lecture-and-coursebook corpus was found to contain a relatively limited 
range of types from these two categories, and most of those found belong to 
the first category; that is, they function as markers of relative importance. Few 
of the types found had an evaluative function. Comparing his own data to those 
of Francis (1986), J. Flowerdew (2003a) noted that the use of evaluative 
modification is rare in his own lecture-and-coursebook corpus, which is factual 
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in nature, compared to Francis’ argumentative corpus, which is polemical in 
nature.  
 In another relevant study, Granath (2009) explored adjectival 
modification of the noun question in a corpus of spoken American news 
discourse (namely, American Broadcast News from 1996), focusing on what 
modifiers were used and how they functioned in the discourse. Granath found 
two categories of modifiers used with question. The first group has primarily 
organisational functions in the discourse (e.g., first, last, next, and same), and the 
second group has interpersonal functions (e.g., big, good, interesting, and real).  
 Following these studies, the present analysis focuses on the 
organisational, propositional, and attitudinal discourse functions of adjectival 
modifiers, with a further distinction between attitudinal modifiers which mark 
the relative importance of information (henceforth, attitudinal: relative importance) 
and attitudinal modifiers which have an evaluative function (henceforth, 
attitudinal: evaluation). Each modifier was considered individually and in context 
(i.e., together with its head and the wider linguistic co-text) with a view to 
identifying and classifying modifiers with these three discourse functions. Most 
types were relatively unproblematic and were classified as belonging to one and 
the same category each time they occur – as organisational if they sequence the 
argument, as propositional if they contribute to the subject-matter content, and 
as attitudinal if they signal writer stance, either by marking the relative 
importance of information or by expressing evaluation. For instance, three is 
always classified as an organisational modifier, sociological is always classified as 
propositional, and important is always classified as attitudinal: relative 
importance. However, some types are classified differently in different contexts. 
For instance, the modifier moral may refer to subject matter content (e.g., a 
moral issue = an issue concerning morality), in which case it is classified as 
propositional, or its function may be evaluation (e.g., the moral decision = the 
morally right decision), in which case it is classified as attitudinal: evaluation. 
Nominal pre-modifiers of DONs, as in car-question, money issue, and pollution 
problem (all from the L2 student corpus), are not counted as modifiers in the 
present study. Instead, the combination ‘nominal pre-modifier + noun’ was 
classified as a compound noun (see also J. Flowerdew & Forest, 2015:57–58; 
Granath, 2009). The proportion of modifiers with a propositional function may 
therefore be lower than it would have been had these items been included in 
the count. Results are reported in the following.  
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 Table 8.6 shows the distribution of types of adjectival modifiers across 
the discourse functions, in absolute frequencies and as percentages of the total 
(for the distribution of tokens, see Table 8.7).  
 
Table 8.6: Types: distribution across the discourse functions 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 N % N % N % 
Organisational 19 8 26 9 30 8 
Propositional 63 28 112 37 186 52 
Attitudinal: relative importance 39 17 52 17 53 15 
Attitudinal: evaluation 101 45 107 36 84 24 
Other 2 1 3 1 2 1 
TOTAL 224 99 300 100 355 100 
 
There is a significant difference across the corpora with regard to the 
distribution of types across the three discourse functions (χ2 41.79, df 6, p .000, 
φc .155).120 The skew of the distribution is most pronounced between the L2 
student writing and the expert writing in terms of propositional and evaluative 
modification. However, the results displayed in Table 8.6 show both similarities 
and differences across the corpora. One striking point of similarity between the 
corpora is the proportion of organisational types: between eight and nine per 
cent of all types are classified as organisational, in all three corpora. This low 
frequency throughout the material reflects the limited range of items able to 
function in this way (see further Section 8.3.1). In contrast, propositional and 
attitudinal types are unevenly distributed across the corpora. The propositional 
function constitutes the majority of all types in the corpus of expert writing, 
whereas the attitudinal function is the most frequent in the L2 and L1 student 
material. The high frequency of attitudinal types in the student writing is due in 
large part to the overrepresentation of the evaluative function. Thus, the L2 
student writing and, to a lesser extent, the L1 student writing, is characterised 
by more frequent use of evaluative types in the modification of DONs in 
comparison with the expert writing, and less frequent use of propositional 
types. This is an expected result, in view of other findings reported in this 
study, which indicate that the student writing is characterised by more frequent 
use of interpersonal markers expressing attitude and opinion, as compared to 
the expert writing.  

                                                 
120 The category ‘Other’ was excluded in the statistical analysis.  
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 The uneven distribution of types across the three discourse functions 
may provide at least part of the explanation for the substantial differences in 
TTR between the two corpora of student writing, on the one hand, and the 
corpus of expert writing, on the other (see Section 8.1). This is because the 
propositional types are often low-frequency, topic-specific types used only once 
or twice in the material, while the attitudinal types are more often high-
frequency, general-purpose types that can be used in a wide range of topics. 
Examples of attitudinal types in the material are accurate, good, important, main, 
minor, and problematic. Examples of propositional types from the L2 student 
corpus include combined, ethnic, illegal, laissez-faire, male, philosophic, sociological, and 
Swedish. Examples from the L1 student corpus include American, Cartesian, 
Epicurean, functionalist, genetic, metaphysical, postwar, psychological, Socratic, and 
theological. And examples from the expert corpus include chemical, Christian, 
classical, epidemiologic, lexicographical, Maori, Meyerian, neo-classical, respiratory, tribal, 
and Unionist. The most frequently instantiated type overall with an 
unequivocally propositional discourse function is environmental, a clearly topic-
related item, used ten times in the L2 student corpus, once in the L1 student 
corpus, and five times in the corpus of expert writing. As stated, the 
predominance of propositional (low-frequency) types in the expert writing is 
clearly reflected in a relatively high TTR, as shown in Table 8.2.  
  Table 8.7 shows the distribution of tokens across the discourse 
functions. Where dual or triple modifiers are used, each item is classified and 
counted separately.  
 
Table 8.7: Tokens: distribution across the discourse functions 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 N % N % N % 
Organisational 159 23 170 20 195 24 
Propositional 120 17 191 22 272 34 
Attitudinal: relative importance 206 30 248 29 190 24 
Attitudinal: evaluation 207 30 245 28 132 17 
Other 4 <1 8 1 5 1 
TOTAL 696 100 862 100 794 100 
 
The figures displayed in Table 8.7 show a significant difference across the 
corpora (χ2 41.79, df 6, p .000, φc .155).121 Again, the skew of the distribution is 
most pronounced between the L2 students and the corpus of expert writing in 

                                                 
121 The category ‘Other’ was excluded in the statistical analysis.  
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the propositional and evaluative categories. In this sense, the results for types 
and tokens are very similar. A number of observations can be made on the 
basis of these figures. First, organisational modifiers are used in one out of 
every four or five cases, in all three corpora. That is, there are relatively few 
organisational types (as shown in Table 8.6), but those types are instantiated 
fairly frequently throughout the material. Second, one striking difference across 
the corpora is the proportion of tokens with propositional and attitudinal 
discourse functions. Whereas the propositional function is relatively infrequent 
in the student writing in comparison with the expert writing, the attitudinal 
function is very frequent. The great majority of tokens in the L2 and L1 student 
writing fall into one of the two attitudinal categories, whereas in the expert 
writing less than half of all tokens (or 41%) are attitudinal. This difference 
reflects the less frequent use of evaluative tokens in the corpus of expert 
writing. That is, the L2 students and, to a lesser extent, the L1 students, use 
more tokens with an evaluative discourse function in comparison with the 
expert writing, while they use fewer tokens with a propositional discourse 
function. The L2 and L1 student writing can therefore be characterised as more 
informal and involved and thus farther from prototypical academic writing on 
Biber’s (1988) textual dimension of informational versus involved production, 
in comparison with the expert writing.  
 In sum, the differences across the three corpora reflect a tendency for 
the student writers to use DONs to express attitude and opinion, as has been 
shown continuously throughout this study. These differences may be at least 
partly task-related, as discussed in Chapter 6 (i.e., they may be a result of factors 
such as essay prompts and the nature of the writing task), but it is difficult to 
know the extent to which this is the case. Several previous researchers have 
noted the impact of production circumstances on language at different 
linguistic levels and in different writer groups, including the rate of involvement 
features in L2 students’ writing (Ädel, 2008), the extent of lexical variation and 
the rate of expressions of stance in so-called university language (Biber, 2006), 
and the relative frequency of involvement and detachment features (Chafe, 
1982; Chafe & Danielewicz, 1987). The differences across the corpora would 
therefore likely have been smaller if the student writers had had more time for 
pre-planning and revision during the writing process.  
 The following subsections present the three discourse functions outlined 
above and their use in the material, starting with the organisational function.  
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8.3.1 The organisational discourse function 

Table 8.8 shows the proportional frequency of items with an organisational 
discourse function in the material. The figures show percentages of the total 
number of types and the total number of tokens.122  
 
Table 8.8: Proportional frequency of the organisational discourse function (in per cent) 
 L2 students  

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS 

Expert writing  
(ICE) 

 Types Tokens Types Tokens Types Tokens 
Organisational 8 23 9 20 8 24 
Other 91 77 91 80 92 76 
TOTAL 99 100 100 100 100 100 
 
Table 8.8 shows that the proportional differences across the corpora are 
slight.123 As mentioned above, there is a limited range of organisational types, 
but they are relatively frequently instantiated. The types classed as 
organisational are few enough in number to be listed exhaustively here. Items 
occurring in all three corpora are marked in boldface. The L2 student writers 
use the following types: above-mentioned, additional, different, final, first, former, 
four, fourth, last, later, next, one, parallel, same, second, third, three, two, and 
various. In the L1 student writing, the organisational types used are above, 
aforementioned, alternative, different, final, first, five, following, former, four, last, 
latest, latter, next, one, previous, related, same, second, similar, single, ten, third, 
three, two, and various. Finally, the corpus of expert writing makes use of the 
following types: above, additional, alternative, different, differing, earlier, eight, final, 
first, five, following, four, further, initial, last, latter, next, one, previous, related, same, 
second, similar, simultaneous, single, third, three, two, and various.  
 Examples (4)–(6) illustrate the organisational discourse function of 
modifiers in the material. Modifiers are italicised.  
 

(4) Now I come to the next idea which I presented in the beginning, that technology and 
imagination are very closely connected. (ICLE-SW: SWUL4003)  

 
(5) The first idea that the Civil Liberties Group brings up is the amendment of separation 

of church and state. (LOCNESS: USARG)  
 
                                                 
122 See Table 7 in the Appendix for complete frequencies for all organisational modifiers in the three 
corpora.  
123 Tables 8.8, 8.9, 8.11, and 8.12 in this and the following subsections display proportional 
frequencies. Although significance testing cannot be performed on proportional frequencies, it was 
performed on the absolute frequencies displayed in Tables 8.6 and 8.7.  
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(6) The fourth factor, that is, personality traits, affects the attitudes people have towards 
natural events. (ICE-NZ: W2A006)  

 
In each example, the modifier clearly performs discourse structuring work in 
the text. Each example occurs at a transitional point in the discourse, 
signposting a shift or progression in the line of argumentation: the next idea, the 
first idea, and the fourth factor, respectively.  
 It is clear that there is considerable overlap across the corpora in terms 
of what organisational types are used and how they are used, reflecting a limited 
range of available items that may function in this way. These organisational 
types are typical of written academic discourse and may be taken to be 
indicators of the academic register in all three corpora. With respect to the 
organisational discourse function, therefore, the L2 and L1 students are 
successful users of the target register of academic English, in so far as the 
corpus of expert writing can be considered a model of academic writing for the 
students to emulate.  

8.3.2 The propositional discourse function 

This section presents the use of modifiers with a propositional discourse 
function in the three corpora. The percentages of the total number of types and 
tokens are listed in Table 8.9.124  
 
Table 8.9: Proportional frequency of the propositional discourse function (in per cent) 
 L2 students  

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS 

Expert writing  
(ICE) 

 Types Tokens Types Tokens Types Tokens 
Propositional 28 17 37 22 52 34 
Other 71 83 63 78 48 66 
TOTAL 99 100 100 100 100 100 
 
Table 8.9 shows that the propositional discourse function is proportionately 
most frequent in the expert writing, for both types and tokens. It was stated 
above that many of the types with a (potentially) propositional discourse 
function are infrequently instantiated in the material, as a large number of items 
are used only once or twice, often restricted to only one writer. These items 
often, but not always, reflect the text topic, as their function is to add 

                                                 
124 See Table 8 in the Appendix for complete frequencies for all propositional modifiers in the three 
corpora.  
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propositional content. As such, many of the propositional modifiers make the 
DON less general in meaning, as can be seen in the examples below.  
 Examples (7)–(9) illustrate the propositional discourse function in the 
modification of DONs.  
 

(7) The new movement of labour from east to wets [sic] will turn into an additional 
economic problem in the Western European countries where high unemployment 
already exists. (ICLE-SW: SWUL7023)  

 
(8) In general, white males are the leading suicidal victims over any other race or gender, 

but adolescent suicide is still a major social problem for all races and genders, 
specifically black males and black and white females. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
(9) The large number of American psychiatric casualties among our troops had riveted 

public attention to what began to be understood as a serious national problem. (ICE-
US: W2A013)  

 
In each example, the DON problem is pre-modified by two consecutive items, 
the second of which is propositional. The propositional items are economic (from 
the L2 student writing), social (from the L1 student writing), and national (from 
the corpus of expert writing). In each case, the propositional modifier is topic-
related and specifies what kind of problem is being discussed; thus, it 
contributes to the semantic content of the DON. Each example also contains a 
modifier with a different discourse function: additional is classed as 
organisational, major as attitudinal: relative importance, and serious as attitudinal: 
evaluation. It was shown in Table 8.3 that dual modification of DONs is not 
uncommon in the material, though much less frequent than single modification. 
In most cases where a propositional modifier is one of two consecutive items 
modifying the same DON, the propositional modifier is placed in second 
position. Other examples of this pattern are main contributing [factor] and most basic 
human [need] in the L2 student writing; major constitutional [change] and important 
early [dilemma] in the L1 student writing; and standard economic [approach] and key 
technical [concept] in the corpus of expert writing. At other times, two consecutive 
items are both classed as propositional. Examples include ethnic/cultural [reason] 
in the L2 student writing; unsolved ethical [issue] in the L1 student writing; and 
classic protectionist [argument] in the corpus of expert writing. However, the 
material also contains examples in which the propositional modifier is placed 
first, as exemplified in (10)–(12).  
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(10)  The Common Market has opened the door to many new exiting possibilities. We can 
travel freely, live abroad. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2028)  

 
(11)  Ethnic American literature provides peaceful and effective solutions to the violence that 

are already in existence in America by showing its characters’ turning to God and one 
another in case of violence. (LOCNESS: USMIXED)  

 
(12)  The police, it seems, loathe the whole business. They generally despise the rapists and 

have an embarrassed but quite genuine desire to lessen the unpleasant nature of the 
experience for the complainant. (ICE-NZ: W2A015)  

 
Table 8.10 shows the absolute frequencies with which the propositional 
modifier is placed in first and second position, respectively, when it occurs as 
one of two consecutive items modifying a DON.  
 
Table 8.10: Frequencies with which the propositional modifier is placed in first or 
second position in a dual modifying construction 
 L2 student writing 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 student writing 

(LOCNESS) 
Expert writing 

(ICE) 
First position 4 1 2 
Second position 6 9 25 
 
Table 8.10 indicates that first position is more frequent in the L2 student 
writing than in the other corpora; however, the absolute numbers are too low 
for significance testing, and no conclusions can be drawn about general 
tendencies in the material.  

8.3.3 The attitudinal discourse function 

This section presents the use of modifiers with an attitudinal discourse 
function, subdivided into items marking the relative importance of information 
and items with an evaluative function. The two sub-functions are presented 
separately. Table 8.11 shows the proportional frequency of modifiers with the 
first attitudinal sub-function. The figures show percentages of the total number 
of types and the total number of tokens.125  
 

                                                 
125 See Tables 9a and 9b in the Appendix for complete frequencies for all attitudinal modifiers in the 
three corpora.  
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Table 8.11: Proportional frequency of the discourse function attitudinal: relative 
importance (in per cent) 
 L2 students  

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS 

Expert writing  
(ICE) 

 Types Tokens Types Tokens Types Tokens 
Relative importance 17 30 17 29 15 24 
Other 82 70 83 71 85 76 
TOTAL 99 100 100 100 100 100 
 
Table 8.11 shows considerable similarities across the corpora. The two student 
corpora are remarkably similar, and the corpus of expert writing deviates only 
slightly. Thus, modifiers marking the relative importance of the DON to which 
they are pre-posed are fairly evenly distributed throughout the material.  
 This sub-function is exemplified in (13)–(15) below.  
 

(13)  Perhaps the most significant difference between historical books and novels is the 
characterisation. (ICLE-SW: SWUL7002)  

 
(14)  Robbery is the key factor in this situation, which is another result of gun control 

being at a minimum in South Carolina. (LOCNESS: USARG)  
 

(15)  This destruction and rebirth is away [sic] of overcoming patriarchy for the female. 
This is a central concern of the feminist movement. A destruction of the conventional 
social order, the male centred view of the world is necessary. (ICE-IR: W2A007)  

 
  Table 8.12 shows the proportional frequency of modifiers with the 
second attitudinal sub-function (evaluation). Here, a marked difference across 
the corpora can be discerned.  
 
Table 8.12: Proportional frequency of the discourse function attitudinal: evaluation (in 
per cent) 
 L2 students  

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS 

Expert writing  
(ICE) 

 Types Tokens Types Tokens Types Tokens 
Evaluation 45 30 36 28 24 17 
Other 54 70 64 72 76 83 
TOTAL 99 100 100 100 100 100 
 
As can be seen in Table 8.12, this category of modification is proportionately 
most frequent in the L2 student writing and proportionately least frequent in 
the expert writing, with the L1 student writers in between.  
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 The use of attitudinal modifiers with an evaluative function is illustrated 
in examples (16)–(18).  
 

(16)  I cannot say that I had any difficulties selecting my material since I used a corpus of 
text samples. I think this was a wise decision, and this I recommend those who does 
not want to spend many late nights counting how many words each newspaper article 
contains. (ICLE-SW: SWUL8034)  

 
(17)  The theory that scientists should take responsibility for their work and its 

consequences is an interesting idea but there is one basic function of human 
psychology that makes this hypothesis invalid; when an individual scientist is working 
on research they are almost always working under sponsorship or directly working for 
a company. (LOCNESS: alevels8)  

 
(18)  Although ignoring the ethical issues in sensitive research is not a responsible approach 

to science, shying away from controversial topics simply because they are 
controversial, is also an avoidance of responsibility. (ICE-IR: W2A011)  

 
In each example, the evaluative modifier (wise, interesting, and responsible, 
respectively) performs evaluative work in relation to the information provided 
by the DON and its referent. In example (16), from the L2 student corpus, the 
modifier wise provides a positive evaluation of the research methods employed 
in a study carried out by the writer, and in example (18), from the expert 
corpus, the modifier responsible (along with the negation not) provides a negative 
evaluation of an approach to research (not, presumably, the writer’s own) in 
which ethical considerations are ignored. In example (17), from the L1 student 
corpus, the modifier interesting evaluates the proposition that scientists should be 
responsible for the consequences of their own research, a proposition variously 
labelled a theory, an idea, and a hypothesis in the immediate linguistic co-text.  

8.3.4 Summary of results 

Both similarities and differences across the material were found. The most 
striking similarity relates to the organisational discourse function, which is the 
least frequent function overall in terms of the number of types found, though 
fairly frequently instantiated in the material. In contrast, one central difference 
across the corpora is the frequency of the propositional and attitudinal 
discourse functions, specifically with regard to evaluation. The L2 student 
writers and, to a lesser degree, the L1 student writers, differ from the corpus of 
expert writing in that they use the former less frequently and the latter more 
frequently. As part of the interpersonal metafunction, the frequent use of 
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attitudinal marking in the student writing characterises a style that is marked by 
a personal involvement and informality. This is a characteristic of the student 
writing that can be seen in many other aspects of their DON usage as well, as 
noted throughout Chapters 6 and 7, and this is where the student writing can be 
seen to differ from the academic register represented in the corpus of expert 
writing.  

8.4 Intensification and gradation of adjectival modifiers 

This section gives an account of intensification and gradation of adjectival 
modifiers of DONs. The use of intensifying adverbs in the three corpora is 
described in Section 8.4.1, and the use of comparative and superlative forms is 
described in Section 8.4.2.  

8.4.1 Intensification 

Quirk et al. (1985:445) define intensifier as a modifying adverb, or ‘scaling device 
[…], which cooccurs with a gradable adjective,’ and which can function as an 
amplifier (which scales ‘upwards from an assumed norm’) or as a downtoner 
(which scales ‘downwards from an assumed norm’). That is, intensifiers add to 
the degree, rather than the force, of the adjective to which it is preposed. 
Examples of amplifiers are entirely, extremely, highly, and perfectly and examples of 
downtoners are almost, fairly, quite, and somewhat (1985:445). Intensifiers add no 
propositional content to the adjective that is being modified. Quirk et al. 
(1985:447) also identify a class called emphasizers with a similar effect. 
Emphasizers differ from intensifiers in that they co-occur with non-gradable 
adjectives and add to the force, rather than the degree, of the adjective to which 
it is preposed. Examples include certainly and really. Due to the relatively small 
number of intensifiers and emphasizers found in the present material, these 
categories are conflated and the term intensifier is used both for adverbs which 
add to the degree of the adjective and to adverbs which add to its force. 
Examples from the material include the adverbs completely, highly, and quite in the 
following phrases (with DONs in square brackets): completely impossible [concept], 
highly debatable [attempt], and quite significant [change].  
 The first step in the analysis of intensifiers was to identify all 
occurrences of intensifying adverbs that form part of an adjective phrase 
modifying a DON. The total number of occurrences was then compared with 
the total number of instances of modification in each corpus. The results are 
displayed in Table 8.13.  
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Table 8.13: Frequencies of intensifiers in adjective phrases modifying a DON 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 N % N % N % 
Modifiers pre-posed by an intensifier 37 6 36 4 20 3 
Modifiers without an intensifier 605 94 775 96 681 97 
TOTAL 642 100 811 100 701 100 
 
The difference across the corpora is significant but very small (χ2 6.92, df 2, p 
.031, φc .057): the figures show intensification to be relatively infrequent in this 
capacity in all three corpora, though it is slightly more frequent in the L1 
student writing than in the expert writing, and most frequent in the L2 student 
writing. The slight effect size (φc .057) is not a surprising result, considering the 
relative infrequency of the phenomena investigated in the present study: DONs 
account for about 1% of all words in the three corpora, and of those, around 
one-third are pre-posed by an adjectival modifier. However, although the effect 
size is slight, the results are nevertheless in line with previous findings on 
Swedish students’ use of adjective intensification in a wider sense (i.e., not 
restricted to adjectives used with DONs). One important study here is 
Börjesson’s (2014) investigation of adjective modification in the written and 
spoken English of native speakers (LOCNESS and LOCNEC) and Swedish 
advanced learners (ICLE-SW and LINDSEI-SW), respectively. The study 
found both adjectives and their modifiers to be overrepresented in the Swedish 
students’ writing, as compared to the native students’ writing, specifically ‘“all-
purpose”, relatively informal modifiers, such as the reinforcers totally, very and 
really, and the attenuators quite, fairly and more or less,’ and the author suggests 
that genre awareness and level of experience in formal writing may have had an 
impact on the results (Börjesson, 2014:abstract, 165–175).  
 In terms of the number of different intensifiers used (types), the L2 
student writing was found to contain the largest number (n=15). The expert 
writing contains almost as many types as the L2 student writing (n=14), and the 
L1 student writing contains the fewest (n=9). Again, the difference across 
corpora is slight and the two student groups can be said to approximate expert 
writing in this respect, but as the numbers are low, the results are difficult to 
interpret.  
 Table 8.14 shows the proportions of amplifiers and downtoners.  
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Table 8.14: Frequencies of amplifiers versus downtoners 
 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 N % N % N % 
Amplifiers 26 70 32 89 13 65 
Downtoners 11 30 4 11 7 35 
 
Table 8.14 shows different proportions of amplifiers and downtoners across 
the corpora, but these differences are not significant (χ2 5.32, df 2, p .070, φc 
.239). Amplifiers predominate throughout the material, though the proportion 
of intensifiers with an amplifying function is largest in the L1 student writing. 
As the absolute numbers are fairly small here, further study using bigger data 
sets may yield more information on this point.  
 Table 8.15 gives a complete list of amplifiers and downtoners used in 
this capacity (following Quirk et al., 1985:445). The most frequent items are 
listed first.  
 
Table 8.15: Amplifiers and downtoners in adjectival modifiers of DONs 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

Amplifiers very (18) 
highly (2) 
even (1) 
extremely (1) 
no less (1) 
really (1) 
totally (1) 
very much (1) 

very (23)  
much (4) 
completely (2) 
especially (1) 
extremely (1) 
perfectly (1) 
 

very (5) 
completely (1) 
even (1) 
far (1) 
highly (1) 
much (1) 
painfully (1) 
significantly (1) 
substantially (1) 

Downtoners quite (3) 
almost (2) 
fairly (2) 
more or less (1) 
not too (1) 
partly (1) 
rather (1) 

rather (3) 
quite (1) 
 

quite (2) 
rather (2) 
relatively (2) 
essentially (1) 
 
 

 
It is clear that the most frequent intensifying adverb used throughout the 
material is very, arguably the least specific and most widely usable item. This 
item accounts for 49% of all intensifiers in the L2 corpus. The corresponding 
figure in the L1 corpus is 63% and in the expert corpus it is 32%. The high 
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frequency of very in the L1 student corpus may therefore account for the 
relatively high proportion of amplifiers in that corpus. These figures do not 
seem to corroborate Börjesson’s (2014) finding that general-purpose items such 
as very were more frequently used in the L2 student writing (ICLE-SW) than in 
the L1 student writing (LOCNESS); however, as the figures reported in the 
present study are restricted to the use of intensification of adjectival modifiers 
of DONs, this is not surprising.  
 Taken together, the results reported in Tables 8.13–8.15 indicate that the 
use of intensifiers in adjectival modifiers of DONs is relatively infrequent in all 
three corpora, both in terms of the number of types and in terms of the 
number of instantiations or tokens. The infrequency of this phenomenon 
makes it difficult to draw any conclusions, and, as suggested above, further 
study using bigger data sets may be necessary. Although Börjesson’s (2014) 
study found intensification of adjectives to be problematic for the L2 students, 
the present results would suggest that adjective intensification in DON usage 
specifically is not a major area of difficulty for the learner writers.  

8.4.2 Gradation 

A related matter is the use of gradation in the adjective phrases that pre-modify 
a DON. Adjectives can be graded either synthetically or analytically, that is, by 
using inflectional endings or by preposing more/most. This study also includes 
gradation with less/least. The frequencies of adjective gradation in relation to the 
total frequencies of adjectival modifiers are shown in Table 8.16.  
 
Table 8.16: Frequencies of adjective gradation of DONs 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 N % N % N % 
Graded modifiers 67 10 56 7 44 6 
Non-graded modifiers 575 90 755 93 657 94 
TOTAL 642 100 811 100 701 100 
 
As can be seen in Table 8.16, the use of gradation in the adjective phrases that 
pre-modify a DON is rare throughout the material. The difference across the 
corpora is significant but very slight (χ2 9.41, df 2, p .009, φc .066). Such 
gradation is most frequent in the L2 student corpus, and least frequent in the 
expert writing. Although the effect size is small, the difference between the L2 
student writing and the other corpora suggests that the L2 students use 
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adjective comparison somewhat more frequently in comparison with the native 
students’ writing and the expert writing.  
 These figures can be broken down into the proportions of comparative 
and superlative forms, respectively. This is done in Table 8.17.  
 
Table 8.17: Frequencies of comparatives and superlatives 
 L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 N % N % N % 
Comparatives 12 18 18 32 29 66 
Superlatives  55 82 38 68 15 34 
TOTAL 67 100 56 100 44 100 
 
The result is quite striking. There is a notable and highly significant difference 
across the corpora in terms of the proportion of comparative and superlative 
forms (χ2 27.15, df 2, p .000, φc .403). The figures in Table 8.17 show that 
superlative forms predominate in the student writing, with L2 students using by 
far the largest proportion of superlatives. In contrast, comparative forms 
predominate in the expert writing. In view of the fact that adjective comparison 
is more frequent in the L2 student writing than in the other corpora (see Table 
8.16), the figures displayed in Table 8.17 suggest that the lower frequency of 
adjective gradation in the corpus of expert writing is largely due to its more 
sparing use of superlative forms. This finding can be viewed in relation to the 
observation made by Biber et al. (1999:524) to the effect that superlatives are 
relatively infrequent in academic writing and that this ‘comparatively low 
frequency […] probably reflects a general reluctance to make extreme claims.’ 
In so far as the corpus of expert writing can be said to represent a model for 
novice writers in the academic register, the high frequencies of superlative 
forms in the student writing thus suggest that both student groups fall short of 
that model. That is, the student writers may be taken to display a greater 
tendency for overstatement and bold claims, atypical of formal academic 
writing.  
 Examples (19)–(21) illustrate the use of the superlative degree in the 
three corpora.  
 

(19)  We must try to only give asylum to those who really need it, in order to be able to 
assimilate them, to make them become a part of our society. One of the biggest 
problem is within the Swedish Bureaucracy – the time it takes to deal with asylum 
applications. (ICLE-SW: SWUL1019)  
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(20)  One of the most important reasons for the funding of the arts is the benefit it endows 
to the community in the form of preventive and productive measures. As 
psychologists and pschosanalysts have told us for years, art develops creativity. 
(LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
(21)  The use of broadside ballads as such a source for examining nineteenth-century 

Ireland reveals that while political history may be the largest overall theme, it still 
accounts for only one in four out of the total (see Table One below). (ICE-IR: 
W2A002)  

 
In the two student examples (19 and 20), the superlative is used to strengthen 
the force of the argument (that the processing of asylum applications takes too 
long; that funding of the arts is highly beneficial to the community), rather than 
to make a real comparison. A comparison with other ‘problems’ (in 19) and 
other ‘reasons’ (in 20) is implied, but no other ‘problem’ is immediately relevant 
to the discussion in example (19), and no other ‘reason’ is identified in example 
(20). Thus, the work that is carried out by these superlative forms is mainly 
rhetorical, serving to boost or inflate the writers’ own claims. In contrast, 
example (21) from the expert writing makes a real comparison with other 
‘themes’, clearly identifiable in the context. The use of the superlative degree in 
the example from expert writing is therefore not motivated by rhetorical 
considerations; instead, it is motivated by facts and figures.  
 Examples (22)–(24) illustrate the use of the comparative degree in the 
three corpora.  
 

(22)  In an integrated community there is a greater possibility of segregation. If different 
groups of immigrants/refugees keep their languages and their cultural traditions, 
habits and customs, there is less possibility of merging with the native population. 
(ICLE-SW: SWUL2001)  

 
(23)  As far as students are concerned, computers are revolutionary. Students no longer 

have to spend hours trying to type their paper w/o making spelling errors, now they 
can focus their time on the writing and leave spelling errors for the computer to fix. 
Papers can be printed out neatly with whatever margins, font, and size of print the 
student wants to use. Computers have therefore made paper writing a much easier 
task. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
(24)  But recently, the rate of remarriage has been declining. In part, the trend toward 

lower remarriage rates may reflect the greater tendency to postpone second unions as 
both men and women may be more willing and able to live as single persons. (ICE-
US: W2A017)  

 



196 
 

In (22), the argument is that segregation is more likely to happen in integrated 
than in assimilated communities, and in (23), the comparison is between paper 
writing with and without the help of computers. In both cases, the comparison 
is implicit. This is also the case in the expert writing, in (24). In contrast, the 
comparison in example (25), also from the L1 student corpus, is explicit.  
 

(25)  Women are fighting to gain the acceptance they deserve, which could be a harder task 
than winning the national championship. (LOCNESS: USARG)  

 
A very different usage, only found in the expert writing, is illustrated in example 
(26).  
 

(26)  Secondly, one episode in the period – the gunrunning coup of April 1914 – is 
isolated in order both to illustrate some of the broader themes of the article, and to 
compare popular and official memories with available historical evidence. (ICE-IR: 
W2A001)  

 
Here, the comparative form broader is an instance of the absolute comparative – 
that is, the use of an adjective in the comparative degree without any real 
comparison being made. The use of absolute comparatives is quite rare in 
English (e.g., Quirk et al., 1985:467), but may here be taken as implicit 
comparison (‘broader than others’).  

8.5 Summary 

This chapter has focused on adjectival modification of discourse-organising 
nouns in the three corpora, finding both similarities and differences across the 
corpora. In terms of overall frequencies, no significant difference could be 
found across the three writer groups; however, one very notable finding is that 
the variation of usage differs greatly across the corpora, with the lowest type-to-
token ratio in the L2 student writing, the highest in the corpus of expert 
writing, and with the L1 student writing in between. In other words, the student 
writers use fewer types than what was found in the expert writing but they use 
them more frequently. These results are in line with similar findings reported 
continuously throughout this study; that is, the L2 student writing and, to a 
lesser extent, the L1 student writing, is characterised by less variation as 
compared to the corpus of expert writing, both in the use of DONs and in the 
use of modifiers of DONs. In terms of the three discourse functions, both 
similarities and differences were found. The corpora are remarkably similar in 
the use of the organisational discourse function; however, the two student 
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corpora contain significantly higher frequencies of attitudinal modification in 
comparison with the expert writing, specifically those performing evaluative 
work in the discourse, and they contain significantly lower frequencies of 
propositional modification. In contrast, the majority of types in the expert 
corpus are propositional. The differences in the distribution across discourse 
functions is a finding which may go a long way towards explaining the 
differences in type-to-token ratio; many propositional modifiers are topic-
related and are used only once or twice, while many evaluative modifiers can be 
seen as general-purpose items which can be used more widely. In terms of 
intensification of adjectival modifiers of DONs, very slight differences were 
found across the corpora. However, the student writing was found to differ 
considerably from the corpus of expert writing in the use of adjective gradation, 
or, more specifically, the relative proportions of comparative and superlative 
forms in the adjective phrases that pre-modify DONs. The L2 and L1 student 
writing differs markedly from the corpus of expert writing in its strong 
preference for superlative forms and its use of such forms for rhetorical effect, 
with the potential to boost or inflate the writers’ own arguments.  
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9  Discussion and concluding remarks 

The aim of this chapter is to summarise and discuss the findings, as well as to 
evaluate the design, of the study. The research questions presented in Chapter 1 
are revisited in Section 9.1. A discussion of the findings and their pedagogical 
implications is provided in Section 9.2. Section 9.3 presents an evaluation of the 
study design and the methodological choices made along the way, and finally, 
some concluding remarks and suggestions for further research are made in 
Section 9.4.  

9.1 Revisiting the research questions: What this study has found 

The overall aim of the study was to find out how discourse-organising nouns 
are used in Swedish advanced students’ academic writing, and in what ways 
texts produced by Swedish advanced students resemble or differ from those by 
advanced L1 students and in expert writing in this respect. Three research 
questions were addressed.  

9.1.1 Research question 1: Frequency and function  

The first research question relates to overall usage:  
 

• What is the frequency and function of discourse-organising nouns in the 
three corpora, and how do the corpora compare with each other?  

 
This question was addressed in Chapter 6. The data analysis yielded a wealth of 
information, revealing both similarities and differences across the corpora. The 
differences in overall frequencies of DONs (i.e., tokens) across the corpora 
were statistically significant; however, when factoring out sample size the 
magnitude of the asymmetry (i.e., the effect) was minimal. This means that the 
three corpora are remarkably similar in terms of the overall frequency with 
which they use discourse-organising nouns. This result was unexpected, in view 
of previous research which found significantly lower numbers in L2 than in L1 
student writing (J. Flowerdew, 2010), and significantly lower numbers in spoken 
than in written data (J. Flowerdew, 2003a). However, the present study also 
found clear differences across the corpora, most importantly in terms of 
variation of usage, in terms of which DONs are most frequently used, and in 
terms of how the DONs are used in context to construct a coherent discourse. 
Specifically, the L2 students’ usage was found to be less varied than that of the 
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expert writing and also, though to a lesser extent, than the L1 student writing. 
In this, the findings of the present study are in accordance with previous 
research which has found less variation in L2 than in L1 student writing (e.g., J. 
Flowerdew, 2010). The L2 students’ usage was also found to be characterised 
by more frequent use of semantically vague nouns (e.g., thing and fact) and 
nouns marking attitude and involvement (e.g., opinion and question). The effect is 
discourse that may in part come across as vague and subjective, as well as 
involved and informal. In this respect, the study corroborates previous findings 
by other scholars. For instance, Hasselgren (1994) and Ringbom (1998b) found 
more frequent use of words that are general in meaning or that can be 
characterised as vague in L2 writing than in L1 writing, and Paquot et al. (2013) 
found a more involved and interactive style in L2 writing than in L1 writing, 
though they point out that the L2 students were also able to adapt their writing 
to some extent to different register requirements. The amount of time available 
to writers has also been shown to affect the rate of involvement features in L2 
writing, as shown by Ädel (2008); the fact that the majority of L2 student texts 
in this study were written as timed essays may therefore have affected DON 
usage in this respect (see further Section 9.2). One additional finding of this 
study is that L2 and L1 student writers alike were found to use DONs in ways 
which are idiomatic but atypical of academic writing (e.g., situation). However, it 
should be noted that the student writers were in many ways found to be 
efficient communicators in their own right.  

9.1.2 Research question 2: Reference patterns 

The second research question relates to the reference patterns in which 
discourse-organising nouns occur:  
 

• In what reference patterns do discourse-organising nouns occur in the 
three corpora, and how do the corpora compare with each other?  

 
This question was addressed in Chapter 7. Again, both similarities and 
differences were found, and the student writers were found to approximate the 
corpus of expert writing in many respects. One important finding is the 
similarity across corpora in terms of overall frequencies. Specifically, cataphoric 
within-sentence reference (CWR) is by far the most frequent in all three 
corpora. This is a key finding, in view of the fact that systemic-functional 
analyses of cohesion are often focused on reference relations across clause or 
sentence boundaries (e.g., Francis, 1986:5; Halliday & Hasan, 1976:27), and in 
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view of observations to the effect that anaphoric relations greatly outnumber 
cataphoric relations when the analysis is restricted to across-clause relations 
(e.g., Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004:552; Thompson, 2004:181). The present 
study therefore broadens the picture and makes an important contribution to 
the field in that it shows cataphoric within-sentence reference (CWR) to be by 
far the most frequent reference pattern in all three corpora when within-
sentence reference is included (but cf. J. Flowerdew & Forest, 2015 for a 
discordant finding). Another central finding of the present study relates to the 
use of structural cataphora; an analysis of this structure revealed a tendency, on 
the part of the students, to overuse within-sentence cataphoric reference 
outside the structural cataphora pattern, and in ways which are atypical of the 
register of academic writing. In other words, the students were found to 
underuse DONs in syntactic structures prototypical of formal academic prose 
(specifically, simple main clauses with much of the information embedded in 
complex noun phrases), and to overuse them in structures with the potential to 
express stance (specifically, the pattern ‘head noun + that-complement clause’). 
In sum, the student writing was found to approximate expert writing in many 
ways, but with fewer markers of formality and more frequent occurrences of 
interpersonal features.  

9.1.3 Research question 3: Adjectival modification 

The third research question relates to the use of adjectival modification of 
discourse-organising nouns:  
 

• What is the frequency and function of adjectival modification of 
discourse-organising nouns in the three corpora, and how do the 
corpora compare with each other?  

 
This question was addressed in Chapter 8. The findings of this chapter echo 
those of previous chapters in that overall frequencies of DON modification 
differ minimally across the corpora. Other similarities include the frequency and 
function of the organisational discourse function and of intensifiers in the 
adjective phrases that pre-modify DONs. To be precise, the three corpora were 
found to use strikingly similar proportions of organisational types and tokens in 
their writing, and to use them in similar ways, and intensification was found to 
be infrequent in all three corpora, though slightly less so in the L2 student 
writing as compared to the L1 student writing and the expert writing. However, 
there are also notable differences across the corpora. One key finding is that 
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variation of usage differed greatly across the corpora, with the L2 and L1 student 
writers using fewer types but more instances of high-frequency types than what 
was found in the expert writing. Another central finding is that the distribution 
of modifiers across the propositional and attitudinal discourse functions differs 
significantly between the corpora, the former being less frequent in the student 
writing as compared to the expert writing, and the latter being more frequent. 
Specifically, attitudinal modifiers with an evaluative function are most frequent 
in the L2 student material and least frequent in the expert material. The 
implication of this finding is that attitude and involvement is expressed more 
frequently in the L2 student writing than what is the case in the expert writing 
and also, though to a lesser extent, in the L1 student writing. These results are 
thus consistent with other findings in this study. They are also consistent with 
previous research, specifically, J. Flowerdew’s (2003a) finding that evaluative 
modification of signalling nouns was relatively infrequent in his own lecture-
and-coursebook corpus compared to Francis’ (1986) more polemical data. 
Another central finding in the present study relates to the use of comparative 
and superlative forms in the adjective phrases which pre-modify DONs, 
specifically in terms of the students’ more frequent use of superlative forms 
with the potential to boost or inflate the writer’s claims, as compared to the 
expert writing.  

9.2 Discussion of findings and pedagogical implications 

The similarities across the three corpora are noteworthy. Although there are 
many significant differences between the student writing and the expert writing, 
and many infelicities in the student writing, one very interesting finding of this 
study is that the L2 and L1 student writers produce language which, in many 
ways, is idiomatic and efficient. Considering the knowledge and experience gap 
that one may expect between students and experts, this is good news. The 
similarities may indicate either that discourse-organising nouns are basic and 
relatively easy to acquire or that the students are successful in emulating this 
particular aspect of the register of academic writing. I would argue, with J. 
Flowerdew (2003b:330), that these nouns are cognitively complex, a complexity 
which in large part lies in the fact that they are ‘abstract entities’ which form 
many different kinds of reference relations, and which ‘introduce additional 
propositional density to a text’ (see Chapter 1). This complexity suggests that 
discourse-organising nouns may be difficult to acquire. However, the L2 
students and, to an even greater extent, the L1 students, have overcome these 
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complexities to some extent and are fairly successful users of discourse-
organising nouns in many ways.  
 However, many significant differences across the corpora could also be 
identified, the similarities notwithstanding. In so far as the expert writing can be 
said to represent a model of the academic register, both the L2 and also, though 
to a lesser extent, the L1 students fall short of this model in several respects, 
which may have infelicitous and unintended effects on the text. Several 
characteristics of the L2 student writing were identified which can be said to be 
typical of discourse that is vague and subjective, as well as involved and 
informal (for similar findings, see also, e.g., Ädel, 2003, 2006; Aijmer, 2001, 
2002; Altenberg, 1997; Altenberg & Tapper, 1998; Börjesson, 2014; Gilquin & 
Paquot, 2007, 2008; Granger, 1998, 2007; Lorenz, 1999b). Many of these 
characteristics could also be identified in the L1 student writing, though to a 
lesser extent. One central finding is that the differences between the two 
corpora of student writing are often smaller than those between student writing 
and expert writing. Also, in a number of cases the L2 student writers were 
found to approximate the corpus of expert writing more closely than the L1 
student writers did. Other scholars which have made similar findings include 
Bolton et al. (2002) and Gilquin and Paquot (2008), as reported in Chapter 1. It 
may be useful, in this sense, to think of both these student groups as learners: 
although the L1 students are native speakers of English and should presumably 
have an advantage over the L2 students, they are in fact all learners of written 
academic English, since ‘no one is a native speaker of academic English’ 
(Maxwell, 2013). As such they are on a relatively even footing. This is an 
important consideration, particularly in view of the fact that many previous 
comparative studies on learner writing (e.g., Ädel, 2003, 2006; Aijmer, 2001, 
2002; Altenberg, 1997; Boström Aronsson, 2005) have been limited to L2 and 
L1 student material (often ICLE and LOCNESS), thus excluding expert 
writing. The present study thus makes an important contribution in this respect. 
It should also be noted that although many statistically significant differences 
were found across the corpora, effect sizes (i.e., the magnitude of the asymmetry 
factoring out sample size) were consistently small, as would be expected when 
investigating a relatively infrequent phenomenon in a large data set (see Section 
5.3). Nevertheless, the findings indicate a real and meaningful difference in the 
way the three writer groups use this class of noun.  
 The differences across corpora may be due to a number of possible 
factors, including L1 transfer, developmental factors, teaching effects, and text-
type effects (see, e.g., Altenberg, 2002; Gilquin & Paquot, 2007, 2008; Ljung, 
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1990, 1991), none of which was the subject of study here. Some of these factors 
may result in ‘a general lack of register awareness’ on the part of the student 
writers, as suggested by Altenberg (1997:130). Differences across corpora may 
also be due in part to genre comparability issues. Genre comparability was the 
focus of a study by Ädel (2008), which compared the rate of involvement 
features in ICLE-SW and the Uppsala English Essays (USE) corpus. The study 
found that the variables task setting (i.e., whether essays were timed or untimed) 
and intertextuality (i.e., whether writers had access to secondary sources) had a 
statistically significant impact on the relative frequency of certain involvement 
features (e.g., first-person pronouns, disjuncts, and questions) in the student 
essays. Ädel’s (2008) results are in line with previous studies finding that 
production circumstances impact language at many linguistic levels, and that 
this affects the relative frequency of involvement and detachment features 
(Chafe, 1982; Chafe & Danielewicz, 1987) as well as syntax, vocabulary, and 
stance (Biber, 2006). These findings have a bearing on the present study. Unlike 
LOCNESS and ICE, ICLE-SW consists of a majority of timed essays (66%). 
Moreover, the ICLE-SW writers did not have access to secondary sources. In 
view of these facts, the differences in DON usage found across the corpora 
likely reflect not only differences in register awareness among the different 
writer groups but also, to an extent, differences in production circumstances 
and genre. It is difficult to know the extent of such an impact, though a study 
by Paquot et al. (2013) on L2 and L1 students’ use of writer/reader visibility 
features in argumentative and discipline-specific writing found that the genre 
variable could not account for the whole of the difference found. It is clear that 
this is a complex question, and more work needs to be done. As J. Flowerdew 
(2006:360) observes, non-nativelike and infelicitous usage is unlikely to be due 
to one single factor, and the assigning of causes for such usage is therefore best 
done very carefully (see also Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005:66).  
 As pointed out, characteristics of the L2 student writing identified in this 
study may have infelicitous and unintended effects on the text, in terms of 
variety and exactness of expression as well as style and register appropriacy. 
The result may be academic prose which comes across as imprecise and 
informal, and which ultimately fails in its communicative objective. It has been 
frequently pointed out that academic writing is ‘a persuasive endeavour’ (e.g., 
Hyland & Jiang, 2015:529) and as such, the ability to conform to rhetorical and 
stylistic conventions in the field is essential. Specifically, the ability of ‘student-
writers to direct their readers,’ as Francis (1988:331) puts it, is central. Reid 
(1992) points out that one of the consequences of English being a writer-
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responsible writing culture according to Hinds’ (1987) typology is that formal 
academic writing in English requires explicit signalling (see Section 2.1). The 
disparities between student and expert usage in terms of how such signalling is 
used in academic texts therefore need to be addressed from a pedagogical 
perspective. The characteristics of student usage identified here, the 
pervasiveness of these types of nouns in academic discourse (see, e.g., J. 
Flowerdew, 2003a, 2003b, 2006; Hoey, 1983:63), and shortcomings in terms of 
how they have been dealt with in the classroom (J. Flowerdew, 2003b:330) are 
all factors which suggest that L2 and L1 students alike may profit from explicit 
teaching of these nouns. This is particularly important in view of the relatively 
weak connection that still exists between learner corpus research, on the one 
hand, and the fields of SLA theory and foreign language teaching, on the other 
(Granger, 2004, 2009; Hasselgård, 1999; Myles, 2015) (see further Section 
1.3.3). However, as Granger (2009:22) points out, this is not to say that all 
findings of learner corpus research should lead to ‘targeted action in the 
classroom.’ Granger (2009:22–23) identifies a number of factors which 
determine whether a particular feature of learner interlanguage should be 
selected for pedagogical action or ignored; these are learner needs, teaching 
objectives, and teachability. With respect to the present study, the meanings and 
functions of discourse-organising nouns, as well as the use of these nouns in 
the register of academic writing, are both teachable and useful for advanced-
level students as they work to become ever more proficient writers in the 
academic register.  
 The present study uncovered a number of features of learner writing 
which relate to DON usage, and which need to be addressed in the classroom. 
Although Aktas and Cortes (2008:13) suggest that advanced non-native 
speakers producing written academic English may profit primarily from being 
taught the lexico-grammatical patterns in which shell nouns (in their 
terminology) occur, rather than being taught the nouns themselves as vocabulary 
items, this claim is only partly supported by the findings of the present study. In 
terms of lexico-grammatical patterning, the present study found that the 
student writers may encounter difficulties relating to the use of discourse-
organising nouns in the four reference patterns. Most importantly, the student 
writers were found to underuse discourse-organising nouns in syntactic 
structures prototypical of formal academic prose, such as simple main clauses 
with much of the information embedded in complex noun phrases; this can be 
seen in the students’ use of structural cataphora. They were also found to 
overuse discourse-organising nouns in syntactic structures such as ‘head noun 
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+ that-complement clause’, with the potential to express stance. This is one way 
in which the student texts may appear non-academic. Thus, the present study 
did indeed find evidence to suggest that the student writers encounter 
difficulties relating to the lexico-grammatical patterns in which the nouns occur. 
However, this study also found evidence that the student writers encounter 
difficulties relating to the nouns as vocabulary items. For instance, it was found 
that students have problems with variety of usage (a choice on the paradigmatic 
axis). In addition, students also have problems with pre-modification and 
appropriate use of markers of style. Therefore, students need to be taught a 
variety of aspects of discourse-organising nouns and their use in academic 
writing, including lexico-grammatical patterns, variety and accuracy, collocation, 
and style.  
 How these insights might be implemented in the classroom has not been 
investigated here; however, various suggestions have been made in the 
literature. Francis (1988) outlines four different types of activity that were used 
in a classroom setting among first-year university students of L2 English, 
ranging from consciousness-raising identification and discussion exercises to 
text-production activities involving the use of retrospective nouns and 
appropriate follow-up sentences in the students’ own writing. On a more 
general note, Francis (1988:337–338) suggests that lexical cohesion be 
addressed in the classroom in the context of a genre-based pedagogy (see also, 
e.g., J. Flowerdew, 2015:31). In view of Granger’s (1993) suggestion that 
advanced learner writers are likely to struggle more with vocabulary and style 
than with grammatical correctness, as well as Altenberg’s (2002:177–178) and 
Ljung’s (1990, 1991) observations concerning the underrepresentation of the 
register of formal academic writing in Swedish ESL classrooms and teaching 
materials, such a genre-based pedagogy may provide a much-needed 
opportunity for advanced students to develop greater register sensitivity and 
stylistic sophistication as they work to become ever more efficient users of 
academic English.  

9.3 Evaluation of study design  

An essential part of any scientific endeavour is the evaluation of the study 
design – that is, the evaluation of the theoretical and methodological 
framework, as well as the material chosen. This is the topic of the present 
section.  
 As explained in Section 1.3.1, this study is set within the general 
theoretical framework of systemic-functional linguistics. This choice has been 
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decidedly felicitous, as the systemic-functional approach to language study 
allows for a focus on key concepts such as context, discourse, function, and 
register – all highly relevant in a study on L2 students’ use of discourse-
organising nouns in academic writing. The study can also be described as set 
within the methodological framework of corpus linguistics. There are many 
similarities in the ways in which systemic-functional linguists and corpus 
linguists approach language and language research (see Section 1.3.2). In short, 
systemic-functional linguists and corpus linguists share some central 
assumptions about what language is and how it can be studied. Both 
approaches are essentially descriptivist, with a focus on actual language use in 
context, and both approaches are essentially probabilistic in that they are 
concerned with frequency and variety in language use (see, e.g., Halliday, 
1992:65; 1993:3; Kennedy, 1998:9). However, there are also differences 
between the two approaches (see, e.g., Hunston, 2013; Thompson & Hunston, 
2006a). Issues relating to areas of common ground as well as areas of tension 
between the two approaches have been discussed by Hunston (2013) in a paper 
exploring how the two approaches might be united in a study which is at once 
corpus-based and SFL-informed. Hunston discusses the similarities and 
differences between systemic-functional linguistics and corpus linguistics in 
terms of parallel ideas, diverging ideas, and converging ideas. With respect to 
the first, Hunston observes that systemic-functional linguists and corpus 
linguists share an interest in some concepts, such as register, but explore them 
in different, though compatible, ways.126 With respect to the second, she notes 
that the two approaches have different focal points in that systemic-functional 
linguistics is primarily concerned with grammar as system and corpus linguistics 
with lexis as phraseology. With respect to the third, she notes that the two 
approaches are complementary in that systemic-functional theory can provide 
an explanatory perspective on the quantitative information gleaned through 
corpus linguistic methods. In the present case, both approaches contribute key 
perspectives in terms of the study’s focus on context, discourse, function, and 
register, as well as its object of study, discourse-organising nouns, and the 
quantitative and qualitative perspectives on the data. The theoretical and 
methodological approaches have therefore been well matched in the present 
study.  
 As for material, there are both advantages and disadvantages of a 
trilateral study such as this, where the L2 student writing is compared both to 

                                                 
126 See also the discussion in Section 1.3.1 on register as situationally defined or as defined by its 
formal properties.  
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an L1 student corpus and to a corpus of expert writing. The analysis reveals, 
not surprisingly, that there are topic and text-type differences between the 
writing represented in the L2 and L1 student corpora, on the one hand, and in 
the expert corpus, on the other hand, and that these differences affect the 
results to a certain extent (there are, of course, also topic and text-type 
differences between the two student corpora). However, there is also a clear 
pedagogical gain in including a reference corpus of expert writing representing a 
target register of academic writing for advanced students. What is not obvious is 
that a corpus of scientific research articles makes for the best expert corpus 
over against, say, a corpus of press editorials which may be expected to 
represent a more argumentative writing style more comparable to the student 
writing. One important contribution to the field, which has successfully 
employed the latter option, is Rørvik’s (2013) trilateral study on texture in a 
corpus of L2 student writing (ICLE-NO), L1 student writing (LOCNESS), and 
a corpus of press editorials. The advantage of using press editorials rather than 
scientific research articles as expert corpus is that in terms of descriptive 
adequacy, the former might be said to be more appropriate than the latter, 
being more argumentative in nature, and having been written under greater 
time constraints and with less reliance on secondary sources. On the other 
hand, the advantage of using scientific research articles is that they may be said 
to represent the target register of academic writing. In terms of pedagogical 
value, professional academic writing is therefore more appropriate as expert 
corpus.  
 Another possible weakness of the study design has to do with the 
quantitative perspective on the data. Rørvik (2013:282–283) points out, in 
relation to her own study, that while statistical processing of the corpus data 
yields information about general tendencies in the different writer groups, it 
should be remembered that, in so doing, one constructs an average, and entirely 
fictional, writer of that corpus. This point also applies to the present study. 
That is, one possible shortcoming of the present study is that it does not 
account for idiosyncratic variation in use, something which has been repeatedly 
found to characterise L2 student writing (e.g., Aktas & Cortes, 2008; J. 
Flowerdew, 2010). In recognition of difficulties such as these, Rørvik 
(2013:282–283) identifies the need for a more qualitative perspective on the 
data, including individual learner profiles. Although such individual learner 
profiles lie beyond the scope of the present study, it has been the aim here to 
analyse the data both quantitatively and qualitatively. However, Rørvik’s 
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cautionary remark about an “average” writer still applies. One should not forget 
that there are individual differences within each corpus.  

9.4 Concluding remarks and suggestions for further research 

Finally, I would like to comment on the ways in which this study has 
contributed to the field, as well as to point out a few things which remain to be 
done in future research.  
 First, the study provides an analysis of Swedish advanced learners’ use of 
discourse-organising nouns in a corpus of academic writing in L2 English. As 
pointed out in Chapter 1, these nouns play a central role in the creation of 
connectedness in academic text, and J. Flowerdew (2006:346) notes that they 
are ‘particularly frequent in academic language’ and can therefore be seen as ‘an 
important dimension in the development of academic literacy’ (see also J. 
Flowerdew, 2003a, 2003b; Hoey, 1983:63). However, up to date, no other large-
scale studies have been made of DON usage in Swedish advanced students’ 
academic writing. The analyses and comparisons with L1 students and with a 
corpus of expert writing yielded a wealth of information about the ways in 
which these nouns are used in academic writing by different writer groups, with 
a primary focus on the Swedish L2 students. In view of the fact that these 
nouns are particularly frequent as building blocks in written academic discourse 
(J. Flowerdew, 2006:346), knowledge about how they are used can potentially 
help students develop as writers in the academic register. Second, the trilateral 
approach taken in the study affords a broad perspective on the use of these 
text-forming nouns in various writer groups, which acknowledges that L2 and 
L1 student writers alike are learners of academic English. Despite the text-type 
and task differences across the corpora, the semantic flexibility of these nouns 
as well as their role in discourse means that one would not expect much 
difference in how they are used by the different writer groups – but in fact, 
many significant differences were found. Third, the inclusion of within-
sentence, as well as across-sentence, reference relations in the study afforded 
the analysis of structural cataphora in the material, an analysis which yielded 
crucial information about syntactic choices, formality, and stance in the student 
material. The study also broadens our knowledge of DONs from a more 
general perspective, providing information about the meaning and use of these 
nouns. For instance, the study has shown that DONs are not, in fact, empty 
‘shells’ to be filled with semantic content from the co-text, but rather, that they 
make an essential contribution to meaning. In terms of its emphasis on 
meaning and function, the study thus accords well with the thinking of pioneers 
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in the field such as Mathesius and Halliday. The study has also shown, from a 
more general perspective, how DONs are used in the four reference patterns 
examined here, particularly in the use of structural cataphora.  
 What this study has not been able to determine is whether the Swedish 
students’ use of discourse-organising nouns differs (and if so, how) from that of 
L2 students from other L1 backgrounds (i.e., L2–L2 comparison). A 
comparison of ICLE-SW to other subcorpora of ICLE (or other comparable 
material) may provide information on universal features of learner 
interlanguage, as well as L1-induced transfer. This is a worthwhile topic for 
further investigation. Moreover, the study has not included comparisons with 
L1 Swedish writing, that is, material written in Swedish by Swedish native-
speaker students (the Integrated Contrastive Model proposed by Granger, 
1996a). Such a comparison, if done in the future, might determine whether the 
use of discourse-organising nouns is similar there to either L2 or L1 English, 
and it might shed light on the question of L1 transfer as a possible factor in the 
L2 students’ use of these nouns. Further research could also usefully include 
individual learner profiles, that is, information about individual variation and 
dispersion across the texts. This information would help us to avoid too narrow 
a focus on general tendencies in the different writer groups (see discussion in 
Rørvik, 2013:282–283). It is also relevant to consider here what types of 
expressions of lexical cohesion, similar to DONs, this study has not captured. 
Specifically, discourse-organising words from other word classes than nouns 
may be of interest in future studies (cf. Winter, 1977, 1978). Examples may 
include discourse-organising verbs (e.g., answer, argue, claim, and hope), as was 
mentioned in passing in Section 4.3. Another potentially fruitful area of future 
research would be a comparison of the L2 and L1 student data to a different 
kind of expert corpus altogether – specifically, a corpus of press editorials – for 
reasons outlined above. And finally, one very interesting research area to pursue 
would be a trilateral study between more advanced L2 and L1 student writing 
than has been the focus here, for instance postgraduate students’ theses, and 
research articles by professional academics. Such a comparison would be highly 
useful both in terms of descriptive adequacy and comparability, and in terms of 
its pedagogical value.  
 As this discussion shows, research into L2 students’ use of discourse-
organising nouns is an exciting and promising area of study, and much remains 
to be done. It is to be hoped that the present study has made a relevant 
contribution, and suggested fruitful avenues to be pursued in future.  
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Summary in Swedish – Sammanfattning på svenska 

Denna doktorsavhandling handlar om så kallade discourse-organising nouns 
(DONs) och hur de används av svenska universitetsstudenter på engelsk 
akademisk prosa. DONs kan definieras som en särskild klass av substantiv som 
är abstrakta, semantiskt flexibla, och vars betydelse är delvis kontextuellt 
bunden – det vill säga, del av den semantiska betydelsen av ett DON ligger i 
den lingvistiska kontext som omgärdar substantivet. Exempel på DONs som 
undersöks i denna studie är fact, issue, problem och thing. Den lingvistiska kontext 
som bidrar till substantivets semantiska betydelse kallas referent och kan ligga 
antingen före eller efter substantivet, och antingen inom eller utanför samma 
mening. Vanligt återkommande strukturer är another [DON], this [DON], och the 
[DON] is that.  
 Syftet med studien är att undersöka hur svenska universitetsstudenter 
använder dessa substantiv när de skriver akademisk prosa på engelska som 
andraspråk, samt jämföra dessa studenters användning av DONs med hur de 
används av studenter med engelska som modersmål samt i akademiska texter 
skrivna av forskare och publicerade i kollegialt granskade tidskrifter. I studien 
kallas materialet från den första gruppen för L2 student writing, materialet från 
den andra gruppen kallas för L1 student writing, och materialet från den tredje 
gruppen kallas för expert writing. Studien är en korpuslingvistisk studie där 
materialet från L2-gruppen består av den svenska delen av ICLE (the 
International Corpus of Learner English), materialet från L1-gruppen består av 
LOCNESS (the Louvain Corpus of Native English Essays), och materialet från 
expert-gruppen består av den akademiska delen från tre nationella ICE-
korpusar (International Corpus of English), nämligen ICE-Ireland, ICE-New 
Zealand, och ICE-USA. Därmed befinner sig studien inom ramen för Grangers 
analysmodell Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis (t.ex. 1996a, 2003), som 
fokuserar på jämförelser mellan hur andraspråkstalare och förstaspråkstalare 
använder språket.  
 Det teoretiska ramverket för studien är Halliday’s systemisk-funktionella 
lingvistik (SFL), där centrala nyckelbegrepp är betydelsepotential, funktion, 
genre, koherens och kohesion, situationskontext, text och val. Substantivklassen 
DONs studeras med avseende på dess funktioner i skapandet av lexikal 
kohesion i texter inom genren akademiskt skrivande, där dessa substantiv är 
centrala. Begreppet DON är baserat på Halliday och Hasans begrepp (1976) 
general nouns samt på ett antal närbesläktade begrepp i den tidigare forskningen, 
både inom och utanför det systemisk-funktionella fältet, främst Francis (1986, 
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1994) anaphoric nouns och, senare, labels, Flowerdews (2003a, 2003b, 2006, 2009, 
2010; J. Flowerdew & Forest, 2015) signalling nouns, Schmids (2000) shell nouns, 
och Winters (1977, 1978) type 3 vocabulary.  
 Tre forskningsfrågor ställdes. Den första frågan handlar om dessa 
substantivs frekvens och funktion i de tre korpusarna; den andra frågan handlar 
om vilka mönster av referensiell foricitet substantiven används i; och den sista 
frågan handlar om frekvens och funktion med avseende på substantivens 
adjektivattribut. Studien använder sig alltså av både kvantitativ och kvalitativ 
analys. Resultaten redovisas i tre olika kapitel samt sammanställs och diskuteras 
i ett sammanfattande kapitel där studien också utvärderas med avseende på 
metod och utformning, och förslag ges för framtida studier i fältet.  
 Resultaten av studien påvisar både likheter och skillnader mellan de tre 
grupperna. Bland de likheter som hittades är de totala frekvenserna i 
användningen av DONs och deras adjektivattribut, samt i distributionen av 
DONs över mönstren av referensiell foricitet som undersöktes. Förutom dessa 
likheter hittades också ett antal skillnader mellan grupperna, främst med 
avseende på variation och genremedvetenhet i användningen av DONs. 
Skillnaderna var oftast störst mellan L2-gruppen och expert-gruppen, men båda 
studentgrupperna kan ses som nybörjare inom målgenren akademiskt skrivande 
och båda skiljer sig signifikant från expertgruppen på flera sätt. Studien fann att 
studenternas användning av DONs är mindre varierad än experternas med 
avseende på typer och instantieringar; det vill säga, studenterna använder sig av 
färre olika DONs (färre typer) och de använder ett litet antal typer mycket 
frekvent (fler instantieringar). Studien fann också att studenternas användning 
karakteriseras av semantiskt vaga DONs (t.ex. thing och fact) och DONs som 
signalerar attityd (t.ex. opinion). Med avseende på referensiell foricitet fann 
studien att kataforisk syftning där DON och referent finns inom samma 
mening är det mest frekventa mönstret i alla tre grupperna; dock finns 
signifikanta skillnader mellan grupperna i hur detta mönster används. Ett 
exempel är studenternas mindre frekventa användning av DONs i kataforiska 
satsstrukturer som är prototypiska för akademiskt skrivande på engelska, i 
jämförelse med expert-gruppen. Ett annat exempel är studenternas mer 
frekventa användning av DONs i kataforiska satsstrukturer som används för att 
uttrycka attityd. Studien fann också att studenttexterna karakteriseras av mer 
frekvent användning av utvärderande adjektivattribut framför DONs, i 
jämförelse med experttexterna, samt av mindre frekvent användning av 
propositionella attribut. Sammanfattnigsvis konstateras att både L2-texterna 
och L1-texterna approximerar experttexterna på ett flertal sätt, men att de 
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karakteriseras av mindre variation, färre formalitetsmarkörer och mer frekvent 
förekomst av interpersonella markörer.  
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Appendix 

Table 10.1 shows the absolute frequencies of instantiated DONs as well as the 
relative frequencies of instantiated DONs per 200,000 words across the three 
corpora. The Chi-square (χ2) and Cramér’s V (φc) tests have been used to test 
for the absolute frequency of each DON in proportion to the total number of 
DONs in each corpus.  
 
Table 10.1: Frequencies of DONs across the three corpora 
DON L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
 

L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 

Abs 
freq 

Freq 
per 

200k 

Abs 
freq 

Freq 
per 

200k 

Abs 
freq 

Freq 
per 

200k 

p127  
 

φc  

account*128 4 4 2 1 10 8 .028 .032 
answer* 18 18 11 7 10 8 .041 .030 
approach**129 30 30 21 13 81 64 .000 .086 
argument** 18 18 155 96 40 32 .000 .123 
assertion130 0 0 2 1 9 7   
assumption** 6 6 6 4 32 25 .000 .067 
attempt** 14 14 25 15 52 41 .000 .059 
attitude** 10 10 27 17 3 2 .000 .048 
belief* 17 17 37 23 13 10 .014 .035 
change** 41 41 23 14 58 46 .000 .056 
claim** 4 4 31 19 11 9 .000 .049 
concept** 16 16 39 24 65 51 .000 .062 
concern** 4 4 16 10 27 21 .001 .046 
conclusion 22 22 30 19 14 11 .124 .024 
contention 0 0 0 0 2 2   
conviction 3 3 1 1 3 2   
danger 14 14 9 6 9 7 .134 .024 
debate* 2 2 13 8 3 2 .015 .034 
decision** 3 3 26 16 27 21 .001 .046 
desire 4 4 10 6 12 9 .238 .020 
difference* 17 17 19 12 35 28 .011 .036 
dilemma 5 5 12 7 2 2 .055 .029 
discovery** 0 0 22 14 0 0 .000 .070 
doubt 2 2 0 0 1 1   
dream** 24 24 1 1 0 0 .000 .090 

                                                 
127 Chi-square test, df 2.  
128 A single asterisk stands for statistical significance at the .05 level.  
129 A double asterisk stands for statistical significance at the .01 level.  
130 Significance testing was not performed when two or more expected values were below 5.  
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evidence** 0 0 0 0 33 26 .000 .097 
expectation 1 1 1 1 4 3   
fact** 165 165 215 133 66 52 .000 .100 
factor** 24 24 51 31 81 64 .000 .063 
fear 15 15 12 7 8 6 .133 .024 
feeling* 23 23 15 9 30 24 .015 .034 
finding** 0 0 1 1 37 29 .000 .100 
goal** 0 0 0 0 27 21 .000 .088 
ground 2 2 3 2 10 8   
hope 11 11 11 7 5 4 .192 .022 
hypothesis** 0 0 1 1 20 16 .000 .072 
idea** 49 49 190 117 36 28 .000 .125 
illusion 1 1 3 2 1 1   
implication** 1 1 5 3 17 13 .000 .051 
impression 9 9 1 1 2 2   
issue** 51 51 164 101 74 58 .000 .076 
likelihood 0 0 1 1 14 11   
manner 0 0 3 2 4 3   
matter* 37 37 26 16 30 24 .023 .033 
meaning 8 8 2 1 4 3   
message 8 8 8 5 6 5 .670 .011 
method** 14 14 27 17 75 59 .000 .087 
necessity** 13 13 2 1 3 2 .000 .050 
need 48 48 58 36 65 51 .288 .019 
notion 12 12 15 9 22 17 .199 .021 
objective** 0 0 8 5 19 15 .000 .053 
observation** 0 0 3 2 21 17 .000 .068 
obstacle 4 4 8 5 4 3 .651 .011 
opinion** 66 66 51 31 9 7 .000 .086 
option 11 11 32 20 24 19 .092 .026 
perception 2 2 1 1 12 9   
point** 20 20 68 42 33 26 .000 .048 
possibility** 49 49 18 11 40 32 .000 .061 
prediction 0 0 1 1 2 2   
premise 2 2 1 1 6 5   
principle** 2 2 10 6 35 28 .000 .073 
probability** 0 0 1 1 16 13 .000 .064 
problem** 229 229 278 171 132 104 .000 .085 
process** 21 21 39 24 109 86 .000 .105 
proposal* 2 2 12 7 20 16 .002 .043 
proposition 0 0 2 1 4 3   
provision 1 1 3 2 4 3   
question** 145 145 125 77 61 48 .000 .093 
reality 7 7 4 2 4 3   
realisation/ 1 1 8 5 4 3   
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realization 
reason** 120 120 151 93 62 49 .000 .069 
reasoning* 2 2 17 10 4 3 .003 .041 
recognition 1 1 0 0 7 6   
requirement** 1 1 0 0 20 16 .000 .072 
result** 46 46 70 43 123 96 .000 .074 
risk* 9 9 12 7 27 21 .003 .041 
sense** 3 3 10 6 53 42 .000 .098 
situation 51 51 59 36 36 28 .057 .028 
solution** 44 44 47 29 16 13 .000 .050 
statement** 16 16 44 27 14 11 .001 .044 
step** 0 0 0 0 23 18 .000 .081 
suggestion 10 10 7 4 5 4 .185 .022 
task 24 24 22 14 35 28 .061 .028 
tendency* 14 14 13 8 25 20 .044 .030 
theme* 13 13 46 28 23 18 .004 .040 
theory** 7 7 44 27 17 13 .000 .054 
thesis 0 0 4 2 2 2   
thing** 236 236 91 56 30 24 .000 .199 
topic 20 20 30 19 14 11 .158 .023 
truth* 12 12 17 10 3 2 .017 .034 
view* 16 16 51 31 41 32 .008 .037 
viewpoint 1 1 8 5 6 5   
wish** 16 16 1 1 7 6 .000 .054 
TOTAL** 1,994 1,994 2,770 1,709 2,345 1,848 .000 .006 
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Table 10.2 shows the relative frequencies of DONs in all three corpora listed in 
descending order of frequency. Where two or more lexical items have the same 
frequency, they have been listed in alphabetical order.  
 
Table 10.2: Frequencies of DONs across the three corpora in descending order of 
frequency 
 L2 students  

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students  
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing  
(ICE) 

 DON Freq per 
200,000 

DON Freq per 
200,000 

DON Freq per 
200,000 

#1 thing 236 problem 171 problem 104 
#2 problem 229 fact 133 result 96 
#3 fact 165 idea 117 process 86 
#4 question 145 issue 101 approach 64 
#5 reason 120 argument 96 factor 64 
#6 opinion 66 reason 93 method 59 
#7 issue 51 question 77 issue 58 
#8 situation 51 thing 56 fact 52 
#9 idea 49 result 43 concept 51 

#10 possibility 49 point 42 need 51 
#11 need 48 situation 36 reason 49 
#12 result 46 need 36 question 48 
#13 solution 44 factor 31 change 46 
#14 change 41 opinion 31 sense 42 
#15 matter 37 view 31 attempt 41 
#16 approach 30 solution 29 argument 32 
#17 dream 24 theme 28 possibility 32 
#18 factor 24 statement 27 view 32 
#19 task 24 theory 27 finding 29 
#20 feeling 23 concept 24 idea 28 
#21 conclusion 22 process 24 situation 28 
#22 process 21 belief 23 difference 28 
#23 point 20 option 20 principle 28 
#24 topic 20 claim 19 task 28 
#25 answer 18 conclusion 19 evidence 26 
#26 argument 18 topic 19 point 26 
#27 belief 17 attitude 17 assumption 25 
#28 difference 17 method 17 feeling 24 
#29 concept 16 decision 16 matter 24 
#30 statement 16 matter 16 thing 24 
#31 view 16 attempt 15 concern 21 
#32 wish 16 change 14 decision 21 
#33 fear 15 discovery 14 goal 21 
#34 attempt 14 task 14 risk 21 
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#35 danger 14 approach 13 tendency 20 
#36 method 14 difference 12 option 19 
#37 tendency 14 possibility 11 step 18 
#38 necessity 13 reasoning 10 theme 18 
#39 theme 13 truth 10 notion 17 
#40 notion 12 concern 10 observation 17 
#41 truth 12 feeling 9 hypothesis 16 
#42 hope 11 notion 9 proposal 16 
#43 option 11 debate 8 requirement 16 
#44 attitude 10 tendency 8 objective 15 
#45 suggestion 10 dilemma 7 implication 13 
#46 impression 9 fear 7 theory 13 
#47 risk 9 proposal 7 solution 13 
#48 meaning 8 risk 7 probability 13 
#49 message 8 answer 7 conclusion 11 
#50 reality 7 hope 7 likelihood 11 
#51 theory 7 desire 6 statement 11 
#52 assumption 6 principle 6 topic 11 
#53 dilemma 5 sense 6 belief 10 
#54 account 4 danger 6 desire 9 
#55 claim 4 message 5 perception 9 
#56 concern 4 objective 5 claim 9 
#57 desire 4 obstacle 5 account 8 
#58 obstacle 4 reali*ation 5 answer 8 
#59 conviction 3 viewpoint 5 ground 8 
#60 decision 3 suggestion 4 assertion 7 
#61 sense 3 assumption 4 danger 7 
#62 debate 2 implication 3 opinion 7 
#63 doubt 2 reality 2 fear 6 
#64 ground 2 thesis 2 recognition 6 
#65 perception 2 ground 2 wish 6 
#66 premise 2 illusion 2 message 5 
#67 principle 2 manner 2 premise 5 
#68 proposal 2 observation 2 viewpoint 5 
#69 reasoning 2 provision 2 hope 4 
#70 expectation 1 account 1 suggestion 4 
#71 illusion 1 assertion 1 expectation 3 
#72 implication 1 meaning 1 manner 3 
#73 provision 1 necessity 1 meaning 3 
#74 reali*ation 1 proposition 1 obstacle 3 
#75 recognition 1 conviction 1 proposition 3 
#76 requirement 1 dream 1 provision 3 
#77 viewpoint 1 expectation 1 reality 3 
#78 assertion 0 finding 1 reali*ation 3 
#79 contention 0 hypothesis 1 reasoning 3 
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#80 discovery 0 impression 1 attitude 2 
#81 evidence 0 likelihood 1 truth 2 
#82 finding 0 perception 1 conviction 2 
#83 goal 0 prediction 1 debate 2 
#84 hypothesis 0 premise 1 necessity 2 
#85 likelihood 0 probability 1 contention 2 
#86 manner 0 wish 1 dilemma 2 
#87 objective 0 contention 0 impression 2 
#88 observation 0 doubt 0 prediction 2 
#89 prediction 0 evidence 0 thesis 2 
#90 probability 0 goal 0 doubt 1 
#91 proposition 0 recognition 0 illusion 1 
#92 step 0 requirement 0 discovery 0 
#93 thesis 0 step 0 dream 0 
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Table 10.3 shows the absolute frequency with which each DON occurs in the 
four reference patterns in the three corpora.  
 
Table 10.3: Distribution of DONs across the four reference patterns in the three 
corpora 
DON L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

AWR AAR CWR CAR AWR AAR CWR CAR AWR AAR CWR CAR 

account - 1 - 3 - 2 - - - 6 4 - 
answer 5 - 6 7 3 - 7 1 3 2 2 3 
approach 6 11 11 2 - 16 3 2 4 55 14 8 
argument - 4 9 5 8 83 49 15 1 18 16 5 
assertion - - - - - - 2 - - 4 4 1 
assumption - - 6 - 1 1 4 - 6 9 14 3 
attempt - 1 13 - 8 6 11 - 4 2 46 - 
attitude - 6 2 2 4 14 9 - - 2 1 - 
belief - 1 16 - 1 7 29 - - 1 12 - 
change 7 26 3 5 4 12 6 1 4 24 15 15 
claim - 2 2 - 1 12 17 1 1 5 4 1 
concept 7 5 4 - 3 9 27 - 10 8 43 4 
concern 2 - 2 - 8 - 6 2 3 7 14 3 
conclusion 1 1 19 1 - 3 27 - 1 2 6 5 
contention - - - - - - - - - - 2 - 
conviction - - 3 - - - 1 - - 1 2 - 
danger 1 4 7 2 - 1 6 2 1 1 7 - 
debate - 1 - 1 - 9 3 1 - - - 3 
decision 1 2 - - 5 14 6 1 2 17 8 - 
desire - - 4 - 4 3 3 - - 1 11 - 
difference - 4 9 4 - 6 8 5 2 15 8 10 
dilemma 4 1 - - - 2 7 3 - 1 1 - 
discovery - - - - 6 4 10 2 - - - - 
doubt - 1 - 1 - - - - - 1 - - 
dream 7 11 4 2 1 - - - - - - - 
evidence - - - - - - - - 7 11 7 8 
expectation - - - 1 - 1 - - - 2 2 - 
fact 4 10 151 - 4 18 190 3 3 3 58 2 
factor 8 8 5 3 19 14 13 5 23 11 35 12 
fear 1 5 6 3 - 3 9 - - 1 6 1 
feeling 6 6 11 - 2 8 4 1 - 5 25 - 
finding - - - - - 1 - - 2 17 4 14 
goal - - - - - - - - 3 7 17 - 
ground 2 - - - - 1 2 - 4 - 6 - 
hope - 1 9 1 2 1 8 - - - 5 - 
hypothesis - - - - 1 - - - 1 5 11 3 
idea 2 18 28 1 22 37 128 3 3 10 21 2 
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illusion - 1 - - - - 3 - 1 - - - 
implication - - - 1 1 - 2 2 - 1 7 9 
impression - 3 6 - - - 1 - 1 - 1 - 
issue 15 22 10 4 46 51 57 10 12 28 26 8 
likelihood - - - - - - 1 - - - 14 - 
manner - - - - - 3 - - - 2 1 1 
matter 10 22 5 - 7 9 10 - 12 11 6 1 
meaning - 2 3 3 - - 1 1 - - 3 1 
message - 3 5 - 1 4 2 1 - 1 5 - 
method 4 7 2 1 11 11 4 1 11 37 19 8 
necessity 4 1 8 - 1 - 1 - - - 3 - 
need 2 - 45 1 1 1 52 4 - - 65 - 
notion 1 3 8 - 1 3 10 1 1 1 19 1 
objective - - - - - 1 7 - 2 3 10 4 
observation - - - - - 1 2 - 2 8 5 6 
obstacle 3 1 - - 1 3 3 1 1 - 1 2 
opinion 17 6 40 3 13 4 30 4 1 - 5 3 
option 2 2 5 2 11 6 11 4 5 13 4 2 
perception 1 1 - - - 1 - - - 4 4 4 
point 1 8 11 - 2 29 29 8 2 11 15 5 
possibility 5 1 42 1 4 - 13 1 4 3 31 2 
prediction - - - - - - 1 - - 1 1 - 
premise - - 2 - - - 1 - 1 2 3 - 
principle - 1 1 - 2 1 6 1 2 9 24 - 
probability - - - - - 1 - - - 1 15 - 
problem 25 106 72 26 56 90 99 33 13 43 59 17 
process 7 8 4 2 14 16 7 2 16 54 35 4 
proposal - - 2 - 2 4 6 - 1 7 11 1 
proposition - - - - - - 2 - 2 1 1 - 
provision - 1 - - - 1 1 1 - 2 2 - 
question 14 46 81 4 5 37 77 6 - 21 33 7 
reality 6 - - 1 2 - 1 1 1 - 2 1 
reali*ation - - 1 - - 3 4 1 1 1 2 - 
reason 15 27 59 19 12 33 76 30 10 10 28 14 
reasoning - 2 - - - 8 3 6 - 3 - 1 
recognition - - 1 - - - - - - - 7 - 
requirement - - - 1 - - - - 2 6 12 - 
result 16 2 22 6 35 4 28 3 24 28 53 18 
risk 1 1 7 - 1 7 2 2 1 3 23 - 
sense - - 3 - 2 3 5 - 1 12 40 - 
situation 3 34 5 9 11 39 8 1 1 15 14 6 
solution 13 7 15 9 15 9 14 9 8 3 3 2 
statement 3 9 3 1 3 34 6 1 3 3 5 3 
step - - - - - - - - 6 5 7 5 
suggestion - 2 6 2 - 3 1 3 - 1 4 - 
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task 7 5 12 - 6 5 10 1 4 11 19 1 
tendency - 1 13 - - - 13 - - 3 22 - 
theme 3 3 4 3 7 4 32 3 3 9 7 4 
theory - 6 1 - 7 16 16 5 - 9 6 2 
thesis - - - - - 4 - - - - 2 - 
thing 53 37 119 27 24 18 41 8 5 8 15 2 
topic 5 10 5 - 10 14 6 - 2 8 3 1 
truth - 2 8 2 6 - 11 - - - 3 - 
view - 9 4 3 7 25 14 5 3 9 28 1 
viewpoint - 1 - - 1 2 1 4 2 2 2 - 
wish - 1 15 - - - 1 - 5 - 2 - 
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 Table 10.4 shows the frequency with which antecedents in reference pattern 
AWR are realised as noun phrases and as clauses, respectively, in the three 
corpora.  
 
Table 10.4: Realisation of antecedents in reference pattern AWR in the three corpora 
DON L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

NP Cl Both/  
Other 

NP Cl Both/ 
Other 

NP Cl Both/
Other 

account - - - - - - - - - 
answer 5 0 0 3 0 0 2 1 0 
approach 5 1 0 - - - 1 3 0 
argument - - - 6 2 0 1 0 0 
assertion - - - - - - - - - 
assumption - - - 0 1 0 5 1 0 
attempt - - - 3 5 0 4 0 0 
attitude - - - 2 2 0 - - - 
belief - - - 0 1 0 - - - 
change 4 3 0 0 4 0 2 2 0 
claim - - - 0 1 0 1 0 0 
concept 6 1 0 3 0 0 10 0 0 
concern 2 0 0 7 1 0 0 0 3 
conclusion 0 1 0 - - - 0 1 0 
contention - - - - - - - - - 
conviction - - - - - - - - - 
danger 1 0 0 - - - 1 0 0 
debate - - - - - - - - - 
decision 0 1 0 1 4 0 1 1 0 
desire - - - 2 2 0 - - - 
difference - - - - - - 1 1 0 
dilemma 4 0 0 - - - - - - 
discovery - - - 4 2 0 - - - 
doubt - - - - - - - - - 
dream 5 2 0 1 0 0 - - - 
evidence - - - - - - 7 0 0 
expectation - - - - - - - - - 
fact 0 4 0 2 2 0 0 3 0 
factor 7 0 1 18 1 0 22 1 0 
fear 0 1 0 - - - - - - 
feeling 4 2 0 2 0 0 - - - 
finding - - - - - - 1 1 0 
goal - - - - - - 3 0 0 
ground 1 1 0 - - - 3 1 0 
hope - - - 1 1 0 - - - 
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hypothesis - - - 0 1 0 0 1 0 
idea 0 2 0 12 10 0 1 2 0 
illusion - - - - - - 0 0 1 
implication - - - 0 1 0 - - - 
impression - - - - - - 0 1 0 
issue 14 1 0 38 8 0 10 2 0 
likelihood - - - - - - - - - 
manner - - - - - - - - - 
matter 5 3 2 6 1 0 10 2 0 
meaning - - - - - - - - - 
message - - - 0 1 0 - - - 
method 4 0 0 8 3 0 10 1 0 
necessity 2 2 0 1 0 0 - - - 
need 1 1 0 1 0 0 - - - 
notion 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 
objective - - - - - - 1 1 0 
observation - - - - - - 2 0 0 
obstacle 2 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 
opinion 0 17 0 1 12 0 0 1 0 
option 1 1 0 8 3 0 5 0 0 
perception 1 0 0 - - - - - - 
point 0 1 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 
possibility 5 0 0 3 1 0 2 2 0 
prediction - - - - - - - - - 
premise - - - - - - 1 0 0 
principle - - - 2 0 0 1 1 0 
probability - - - - - - - - - 
problem 20 5 0 51 5 0 9 4 0 
process 2 5 0 13 1 0 9 7 0 
proposal - - - 1 1 0 0 1 0 
proposition - - - - - - 1 1 0 
provision - - - - - - - - - 
question 4 10 0 4 1 0 - - - 
reality 5 0 1 2 0 0 1 0 0 
reali*ation - - - - - - 1 0 0 
reason 10 5 0 10 2 0 7 3 0 
reasoning - - - - - - - - - 
recognition - - - - - - - - - 
requirement - - - - - - 1 1 0 
result 9 7 0 7 28 0 5 19 0 
risk 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 
sense - - - 0 2 0 1 0 0 
situation 2 1 0 5 6 0 0 1 0 
solution 7 6 0 11 4 0 8 0 0 
statement 0 3 0 1 2 0 2 1 0 
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step - - - - - - 4 2 0 
suggestion - - - - - - - - - 
task 0 7 0 2 4 0 0 4 0 
tendency - - - - - - - - - 
theme 3 0 0 7 0 0 3 0 0 
theory - - - 4 3 0 - - - 
thesis - - - - - - - - - 
thing 33 20 0 19 5 0 5 0 0 
topic 4 1 0 8 1 1 2 0 0 
truth - - - 4 2 0 - - - 
view - - - 1 6 0 0 3 0 
viewpoint - - - 0 1 0 1 1 0 
wish - - - - - - 4 1 0 
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Table 10.5 shows the absolute frequency of structural cataphora and other in-
clause cataphora (pattern CWR) for each DON in the three corpora.  
 
Table 10.5: Frequencies of structural cataphora and other in-clause cataphora in the 
three corpora 
DON L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

Structural Other Structural Other Structural Other 
account 0 0 0 0 1 3 
answer 0 6 0 7 0 2 
approach 0 11 0 3 9 5 
argument 3 6 15 34 8 8 
assertion 0 0 2 0 3 1 
assumption 4 2 4 0 8 6 
attempt 13 0 11 0 44 2 
attitude 0 2 5 4 1 0 
belief 7 9 23 6 12 0 
change 0 3 1 5 7 8 
claim 2 0 10 7 4 0 
concept 1 3 24 3 40 3 
concern 0 2 3 3 12 2 
conclusion 3 16 6 21 2 4 
contention 0 0 0 0 1 1 
conviction 3 0 0 1 2 0 
danger 2 5 4 2 6 1 
debate 0 0 1 2 0 0 
decision 0 0 3 3 7 1 
desire 4 0 1 2 11 0 
difference 1 8 0 8 4 4 
dilemma 0 0 0 7 0 1 
discovery 0 0 0 10 0 0 
doubt 0 0 0 0 0 0 
dream 2 2 0 0 0 0 
evidence 0 0 0 0 5 2 
expectation 0 0 0 0 2 0 
fact 129 22 175 15 54 4 
factor 1 4 1 12 18 17 
fear 3 3 6 3 6 0 
feeling 9 2 2 2 24 1 
finding 0 0 0 0 0 4 
goal 0 0 0 0 9 8 
ground 0 0 2 0 5 1 
hope 4 5 8 0 5 0 
hypothesis 0 0 0 0 4 7 
idea 26 2 117 11 20 1 
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illusion 0 0 3 0 0 0 
implication 0 0 1 1 1 6 
impression 3 3 1 0 0 1 
issue 4 6 44 13 20 6 
likelihood 0 0 1 0 14 0 
manner 0 0 0 0 1 0 
matter 2 3 6 4 5 1 
meaning 0 3 0 1 1 2 
message 3 2 0 2 2 3 
method 0 2 0 4 9 10 
necessity 7 1 1 0 3 0 
need 43 2 52 0 64 1 
notion 8 0 10 0 19 0 
objective 0 0 6 1 1 9 
observation 0 0 1 1 1 4 
obstacle 0 0 1 2 1 0 
opinion 8 32 8 22 4 1 
option 2 3 8 3 2 2 
perception 0 0 0 0 3 1 
point 3 8 11 18 5 10 
possibility 40 2 13 0 19 0 
prediction 0 0 1 0 1 0 
premise 2 0 1 0 2 1 
principle 0 1 5 1 22 2 
probability 0 0 0 0 15 0 
problem 26 46 36 63 35 24 
process 4 0 6 1 35 0 
proposal 0 2 3 3 10 1 
proposition 0 0 2 0 1 0 
provision 0 0 0 1 2 0 
question 41 40 50 27 18 15 
reality 0 0 0 1 2 0 
reali*ation 1 0 4 0 2 0 
reason 4 55 8 68 4 24 
reasoning 0 0 1 2 0 0 
recognition 1 0 0 0 6 1 
requirement 0 0 0 0 10 2 
result 2 20 0 28 2 51 
risk 5 2 1 1 23 0 
sense 3 0 5 0 40 0 
situation 1 4 6 2 8 6 
solution 1 14 0 14 0 3 
statement 2 1 5 1 4 1 
step 0 0 0 0 2 5 
suggestion 1 5 1 0 4 0 
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task 5 7 9 1 16 3 
tendency 12 1 10 3 21 1 
theme 1 3 26 6 5 2 
theory 0 1 8 8 5 1 
thesis 0 0 0 0 2 0 
thing 28 91 17 24 6 9 
topic 2 3 4 2 3 0 
truth 1 7 3 9 2 1 
view 3 1 10 4 16 12 
viewpoint 0 0 1 0 0 2 
wish 12 3 0 1 2 0 
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Table 10.6 lists all adjectival modifiers of discourse-organising nouns that are 
used in the three corpora, listed in alphabetical order. The figures represent the 
number of times (in absolute frequencies) each item occurs in each corpus.  
 
Table 10.6: Adjectival modifiers of DONs in the three corpora 
DON L2 students 

(ICLE-SW) 
L1 students 
(LOCNESS) 

Expert writing 
(ICE) 

above  1 1 
above-mentioned 3 1  
absolute   2 
abstract  2 2 
absurd  2  
acceptable  1 2 
accepted  4 1 
accumulated   1 
accurate 1  1 
achieved  1  
active    
actual   1 
acute 1   
additional 1  2 
adult  1  
adverse  1  
aforementioned  1  
alien   1 
all-important  1  
already-researched   1 
alternative  1 4 
ambiguous   2 
ambitious   1 
American  1  
analytical   1 
ancient   1 
annoying 1   
apparent   1 
appropriate  1 2 
arduous 1   
Aristotelian   1 
artistic   1 
astonishing 1  1 
attractive  2 2 
awkward   1 
bad 5 6  
balancing  1  
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based   1 
basic 8 6 4 
beautiful 1   
best 10 10 1 
better   1 
biased   1 
big 1 5 1 
bigger 1   
biggest 3 1 1 
bitter   1 
blinkered  1  
bold  1  
brain-taxing  1  
brief   1 
brilliant 1   
broadcast  1  
broader   1 
burning 1   
calamitous   1 
canned   1 
Cartesian  1  
case-based   3 
central  2 5 
certain  1  
charitable   1 
chemical   1 
chief   1 
Christian   1 
classic   2 
classical   1 
clear   1 
cold-hearted  1  
collective   1 
collectivist   1 
colossal  1  
combined 1   
comfortable   1 
comic   1 
common 5 7 2 
commonsensical   1 
complete   2 
complex 3 1 1 
complicated  1 2 
comprehensive   2 
concluding   1 
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conclusive   1 
concrete 1 1  
condescending 1   
conflicting  2 1 
conscious   1 
consequent   1 
conservative 1  1 
considerable   3 
constant  1 2 
constitutional  1  
contagious  1  
contentious  2 1 
continual  1  
continuing  1 3 
contradicting  1  
contributing   3 
contributory  1  
controversial 3 10 1 
conventional   1 
convincing   2 
core   2 
correct  1  
corrected  1  
correlative   1 
costly 1   
creative 1   
cross-cultural  1  
crucial 3 3 3 
cruel  1  
cultural 2 1 2 
culturalist   1 
current 3 1  
dangerous 1 1  
dark  1  
deadly  1  
debatable   1 
debated 2   
deciding  1  
decisive 1   
deep-rooted  1  
definite   1 
delicate 3   
demented  1  
descriptive   1 
desired  1  
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detached   1 
detestable  1  
different 13 13 8 
differing   1 
difficult 15 2 5 
dignified   1 
direct 2 3 4 
discussed 1 1  
distinct   1 
diurnal   1 
doctrinal  1  
dominating   2 
dramatic 1   
drastic 1   
earlier   2 
early  1  
easier  1  
easiest  1  
easy 10 2 1 
easy-to-understand  1  
economic 6 2 4 
economical   1 
educational 1 1 1 
effective  5  
efficient 1  2 
eight   1 
elusive 1   
embarrassed   1 
emotional  1  
emotive   1 
empirical   1 
enduring   1 
energy-consuming   1 
enjoyable 1   
enormous 2   
entire  1 1 
environmental 10 1 5 
Epicurean   1 
epidemiologic   1 
equal   3 
error-prone   1 
essential 5  5 
eternal 1   
ethical  10 1 
ethnic 1   
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ethnocentric 1   
European   1 
eventual  1  
ever-present  1 2 
everyday  1  
evident  1 1 
excellent 1 2  
exciting 3  1 
experimental   2 
explicit   1 
extensive   1 
external  1  
extra   1 
extreme  1  
extrinsic   3 
fact-based  1  
factual 1   
fair  1  
false  5 2 
falsifying   1 
familiar  1 3 
family-oriented   1 
fascinating 2   
fatalistic  1  
faulty  1  
favoured   1 
fearful 1   
female  1  
feminist   1 
fervent    
figurative 1  1 
final 4 6 5 
financial   2 
firm 5   
first 12 18 18 
five  2 1 
flexible   1 
following  1 13 
forgotten   1 
former 2 1  
four 2 3 4 
fourfold   1 
fourth 1  2 
French   1 
frequent   2 
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Freudian   2 
frightening  1  
frustrating  1  
full 1   
functionalist  1  
fundamental 4 6 6 
funny   1 
further   2 
future  1 3 
general 6 4 10 
generative   1 
generic   2 
genetic  1  
genuine   1 
global 5 1  
glorious 1   
good 23 31 6 
gradual   1 
grand  1  
gratuitous 1   
grave  1  
great 6 5 1 
greater 3 1 3 
greatest 5 3 1 
growing 6 4  
guiding   1 
hard  2  
harder  2  
harmless 1   
harsh  1  
hasty 1   
healthy  1  
heartless  1  
heated 1 1  
high   5 
higher  1 3 
historic 1   
historical 3  2 
hopeless 1   
horrible 1   
horrifying  1  
hot 1 2  
hottest  1  
human 1   
humane 1   
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humanist   1 
hypocritical  1  
hypothetical  4  
ideal  1  
idealist  1 1 
ideological   1 
ignorant  1  
illegal 1   
illusory  1  
imaginative 1   
immediate 1  1 
immense 1  1 
immortal 2   
implicit   2 
important 58 20 20 
impossible 2 1 1 
incessant  1  
incidental 1   
incomprehensible 1   
inconsistent   1 
increasing 1   
incredible  1  
independent   1 
individual   1 
industrial   1 
industrialist   1 
ineffective  1  
inevitable 2 1  
influential 1 1  
initial   6 
innate   2 
insidious   1 
insufficient 1   
integrative   1 
intense  1 2 
interesting 7 5 7 
internal  1  
intractable   1 
intrinsic   1 
investigated   1 
irritating 1   
joint   1 
key 1 4 10 
known  1  
labile   1 
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laissez-faire 1   
lame 1   
large  1 1 
larger  1 1 
largest  1 1 
last 7 2 6 
late  1  
later 1   
latest  1  
latter  1 4 
laughable   1 
legitimate  1  
lengthy  1 1 
lexicographical   1 
life-threatening  1  
little 2  1 
local  1  
logical  3  
long 2   
long-term  2  
longer-standing   1 
low   1 
lower   1 
main 20 58 25 
major 24 30 24 
make-believe  1  
male 1   
Maori   1 
matching   1 
mature  1  
mediating   1 
medical  1  
menial  1  
mere  1  
messy   1 
metaphysical  1  
Meyerian   1 
minimum   1 
minor 1  2 
misinformed  1  
mistaken   1 
modern  1 1 
modular   1 
moral  16 2 
multidisciplinary   1 
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multi-stage   1 
naïve  1 2 
narrow-minded 1   
national   2 
native   1 
natural 3 4 1 
necessary 3 1 1 
negative 3 5 1 
neo-classical   1 
net   1 
never-ending 2   
new 8 7 7 
New Zealand   2 
next 2 1 2 
nicest 1   
non-dynamic   1 
non-trivial   1 
normal 1   
notable   1 
novel  1 1 
numerous 1   
observed   1 
obvious 2 7 3 
odd 1   
old 1   
one 52 36 20 
only 12 35 2 
opposing  2  
opposite  1 1 
optical   1 
optimistic 1   
oral   1 
ordinary 1   
organizational   1 
original  2  
orthodox  1  
outward  1  
overall  1 6 
overwhelming 1 1  
painful   1 
paradoxical   1 
parallel 1   
part-time   1 
particular 1 1 3 
past  1 2 
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peaceful 1 1  
peculiar   1 
perceived  1  
perfect 1 4  
perpetual  1  
persisting 1   
personal 7 5  
persuasive  1  
pertinent   1 
pervading 1   
pervasive   2 
pessimistic  1  
philosophic 1  1 
philosophical  1 1 
physical  2  
plausible 1 1  
political 2  4 
poor  1  
popular 2 2 2 
positive 3 1 1 
possible 4 4  
postwar   1 
powerful  1 1 
practical 2 2 1 
praiseworthy 1   
precise   1 
predominant  1  
preferred   1 
prehistoric   1 
preposterous   1 
present  2 1 
prevailing  1  
previous  5 2 
primary 1 2 6 
primitive  1  
principal  2 3 
problem-solving   1 
problematic 3  1 
productive   1 
professed   1 
profound  1  
profoundest 1   
programmed   1 
prominent  1  
protectionist   1 
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proven  1  
psychological  1  
public  1 2 
puristic 1   
qualifying   1 
qualitative   2 
radical  2 1 
rapid 2   
raw  1  
real  15 4 
realistic 3 1  
reasonable  1 1 
recent  3 2 
recognisable   1 
recurrent  1 1 
recurring  2  
reduced   2 
reinforcing   1 
related  1 1 
relative 2   
reliable   1 
religious  6 1 
remarkable  1 2 
reported   1 
required   1 
respiratory   1 
responsible   1 
restored   1 
restricted  1  
resulting   1 
revealed   1 
ridiculous 1 1  
right 5 2  
righteous 1   
sad 5  1 
salient  1  
same 19 13 6 
satirical  1  
scaring 1   
scary  1  
scientific 1 3  
second 7 10 9 
secondary   1 
self-destructive   1 
seminal   1 
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sensible 1   
sensitive  1 3 
separate  1  
serious 4 5 8 
severe 3 1  
shallow 1   
short 1   
shorter  1  
short-sighted  1  
short-term  2  
significant 4 9 9 
similar  5 8 
simple 5 6 1 
simplest   2 
simplifying   1 
simplistic   1 
simultaneous   1 
single  1 4 
slight 1 1  
slightest 1   
slow  1 1 
small 1 1 3 
social 2 8 7 
societal  1 1 
socio-economic   1 
sociological 1  1 
Socratic  1  
softer 1   
solidaristic   1 
sophisticated   1 
sound   1 
specific 2  4 
spreading 1   
standard   2 
standing 2   
stated   1 
static   1 
statistical   2 
stereotypical  1  
Stoic   1 
strange 1   
strenuous 1   
striking 1   
strong 6 13 7 
stronger  3  
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strongest  3  
structural   1 
structured  1  
stupid 1 1  
subjective  1  
substantial  1 1 
substantive   1 
sudden 1   
suicidal   1 
surprising   1 
Swedish 2   
taken-for-granted   1 
tangible   1 
technical   2 
tedious 1   
temporary 1   
ten  1  
terrible 1 1  
terrifying 1   
theological  1  
theoretical   4 
theoretically framed   1 
therapeutic   1 
third 1 10 5 
thorny  1 1 
thought-provoking  2  
three 3 4 14 
time-consuming 1 1 1 
traditional 2 1 4 
tragic 1   
tribal   1 
tricky 2   
trivial 1   
true 1 5  
truer  1  
two 27 22 40 
twofold  1 1 
two-stage   1 
typical 1 1  
ultimate  1 2 
unbiased  1  
uncomfortable  1  
uncompatible  1  
unconscious   1 
uncontrollable  2  
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undeniable 1   
underlying  1 1 
unethical  2  
unfortunate 1 1  
unfounded 1  1 
Unionist   1 
uniting 1   
universal  1 1 
unlikely   1 
unlimited 1   
unnecessary  1  
unrealistic  1  
unsatisfactory   1 
unsensitive  1  
unshakeable  1  
unsolvable 1   
unsolved  1  
unsuccessful 1   
unsuitable 1   
urban   1 
urgent 2 1  
usual   1 
vague 1   
vain 1   
valid  5 3 
various 1 9 3 
very 1 4 5 
vexed   2 
viable  2 2 
violent   1 
vital 2 3  
weak  3  
well-known 7   
whole 7 11 1 
widely-held  1 3 
wider 1   
widespread  1 2 
widest   1 
wise 1  1 
wonderful 1 1  
worst 1 2  
wrong 1 1  
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Tables 10.7, 10.8, 10.9a, and 10.9b give an overview of the distribution of 
adjectival modifiers of DONs across the three corpora, according to discourse 
function. Table 10.7 lists all organisational modifiers; Table 10.8 lists all 
propositional modifiers; Table 10.9a lists all modifiers classified as attitudinal: 
relative importance; and Table 10.9b lists all modifiers classified as attitudinal: 
evaluation.  
 
Table 10.7: Distribution of organisational modifiers across the three corpora 
L2 student writing 
(ICLE-SW) 

 
above-mentioned 

 
fourth 

 
second 

 additional last third 
 different later three 
 final next two 
 first one various 
 former parallel  
 four same  
L1 student writing 
(LOCNESS) 

 
above 

 
four 

 
second 

 aforementioned last similar 
 alternative latest single 
 different latter ten 
 final next third 
 first one three 
 five previous two 
 following related various 
 former same  
Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 
above 

 
following 

 
related 

 additional four same 
 alternative fourth second 
 different further similar 
 differing initial simultaneous 
 earlier last single 
 eight latter third 
 final next three 
 first one two 
 five previous various 
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Table 10.8: Distribution of propositional modifiers across the three corpora 
L2 student writing  
(ICLE-SW) 

 
combined 

 
human 

 
primary 

 concrete illegal rapid 
 conservative immediate relative 
 contributing immortal scientific 
 controversial incidental short 
 costly laissez-faire social 
 cultural long sociological 
 current male specific 
 debated never-ending spreading 
 delicate new strong 
 direct numerous sudden 
 discussed old Swedish 
 economic ordinary temporary 
 educational particular time-consuming 
 environmental peaceful traditional 
 ethnic persisting uniting 
 ethnocentric personal unsolvable 
 factual philosophic unsuccessful 
 full political vague 
 historic popular well-known 
 historical practical wider 
L1 student writing 
(LOCNESS) 

 
abstract 

 
everyday 

 
positive 

 accepted external present 
 achieved fact-based prevailing 
 active familiar primitive 
 adult fatalistic proven 
 American female psychological 
 balancing functionalist public 
 broadcast future recent 
 Cartesian genetic recurrent 
 concrete held recurring 
 conflicting hypothetical religious 
 constitutional incessant restricted 
 contagious internal satirical 
 contentious known scientific 
 continual late sensitive 
 continuing lengthy separate 
 contradicting life-threatening shorter 
 contributory long-term short-term 
 controversial medical slow 
 corrected metaphysical social 
 cross-cultural modern societal 



258 
 

 cultural moral Socratic 
 current new stereotypical 
 dark novel strong 
 deadly opposing structured 
 deciding opposite subjective 
 deep-rooted original theological 
 desired orthodox time-consuming 
 direct outward traditional 
 discussed particular two-fold 
 doctrinal past uncompatible 
 early peaceful underlying 
 economic perceived unshakeable 
 educational personal unsolved 
 emotional philosophical widespread 
 environmental physical whole 
 ethical popular  
 eventual positive  
Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 
absolute 

 
falsifying 

 
philosphic 

 abstract familiar philosophical 
 accepted family-oriented political 
 accumulated feminist popular 
 actual figurative postwar 
 already-researched financial precise 
 analytical flexible prehistoric 
 ancient forgotten present 
 apparent fourfold primary 
 Aristotelian framed problem-solving 
 artistic French professed 
 based frequent programmed 
 brief Freudian protectionist 
 broader future public 
 canned generative qualifying 
 case-based generic qualitative 
 chemical gradual recent 
 Christian guiding recognizable 
 classic historical recurrent 
 classical humanist reinforcing 
 clear idealist religious 
 collective ideological reported 
 collectivist immediate required 
 comfortable implicit respiratory 
 commonsensical independent restored 
 complete individual resulting 
 comprehensive industrial revealed 
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 concluding industrialist secondary 
 conflicting innate self-destructive 
 conscious integrative sensitive 
 consequent intense simplifying 
 conservative intractable slow 
 constant investigated social 
 contentious joint societal 
 continuing laid socio-economic 
 contributing lengthy sociological 
 controversial lexicographical solidaristic 
 conventional longer-standing specific 
 correlative Maori stated 
 cultural matching static 
 culturalist Meyerian statistical 
 descriptive modern Stoic 
 detached modular strong 
 direct moral structural 
 distinct multidisciplinary substantive 
 diurnal multi-stage suicidal 
 economic national taken-for-granted 
 educational native technical 
 embarrassed neo-classical theoretical 
 emotive net therapeutic 
 empirical new time-consuming 
 enduring New Zealand traditional 
 energy-consuming non-dynamic tribal 
 environmental novel twofold 
 Epicurean observed two-stage 
 epidemiologic opposite unconscious 
 equal optical underlying 
 ethical oral Unionist 
 European organizational urban 
 experimental particular violent 
 explicit part-time widely-held 
 extensive past widespread 
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Table 10.9a: Distribution of modifiers classified as attitudinal: relative importance 
across the three corpora 
L2 student writing 
(ICLE-SW) 

 
basic 

 
general 

 
main 

 big global major 
 bigger great minor 
 biggest greater only 
 burning greatest significant 
 common growing slight 
 crucial hot slightest 
 enormous immense small 
 essential important standing 
 eternal increasing strong 
 fervent influential typical 
 firm key vital 
 fundamental little whole 
L1 student writing 
(LOCNESS) 

 
all-important 

 
growing 

 
predominant 

 basic higher primary 
 big hot principal 
 biggest hottest prominent 
 central important radical 
 colossal influential salient 
 common intense significant 
 constant key slight 
 crucial large small 
 entire larger substantial 
 ever-present largest typical 
 fundamental local ultimate 
 general main universal 
 global major vital 
 grand only whole 
 great overall wrong 
 greater perpetual  
 greatest powerful  
Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 
basic 

 
greater 

 
pervasive 

 big greatest powerful 
 biggest high principal 
 central higher problematic 
 chief immense radical 
 common important reduced 
 considerable key seminal 
 core large significant 
 crucial larger small 
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 dominating largest specific 
 entire little standard 
 essential lower substantial 
 ever-present main ultimate 
 extra major universal 
 fundamental minimum usual 
 general minor whole 
 generic notable widest 
 great overall  
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Table 10.9b: Distribution of modifiers classified as attitudinal: evaluation across the 
three corpora 
L2 student writing 
(ICLE-SW) 

 
accurate 

 
hasty 

 
right 

 acute heated righteous 
 annoying hopeless sad 
 arduous horrible scaring 
 astonishing humane sensible 
 bad imaginative serious 
 beautiful impossible severe 
 best incomprehensible shallow 
 brilliant inevitable simple 
 complex insufficient softer 
 condescending interesting strange 
 creative irritating strenuous 
 dangerous lame striking 
 decisive major strong 
 delicate narrow-minded stupid 
 difficult natural tedious 
 dramatic necessary terrible 
 drastic negative terrifying 
 easy nicest tragic 
 efficient normal tricky 
 elusive obvious trivial 
 enjoyable odd true 
 enormous optimistic undeniable 
 excellent overwhelming unfortunate 
 exciting perfect unfounded 
 fascinating pervading unlimited 
 fearful plausible unsuitable 
 glorious positive urgent 
 good praiseworthy vain 
 gratuitous problematic wise 
 great profoundest wonderful 
 greater puristic worst 
 greatest realistic wrong 
 harmless ridiculous  
L1 student writing 
(LOCNESS) 

 
absurd 

 
great 

 
profound 

 acceptable hard radical 
 adverse harder real 
 appropriate harsh realistic 
 attractive healthy reasonable 
 bad heartless remarkable 
 best heated ridiculous 
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 blinkered horrifying right 
 bold hypocritical scary 
 brain-taxing ideal serious 
 certain idealistic severe 
 cold-hearted ignorant short-sighted 
 complex illusory simple 
 complicated impossible strong 
 correct incredible stronger 
 cruel ineffective strongest 
 dangerous inevitable stupid 
 demented interesting terrible 
 detestable legitimate thorny 
 difficult logical thought-provoking 
 easier make-believe true 
 easiest mature truer 
 easy menial unbiased 
 easy-to-understand misinformed uncomfortable 
 effective moral unethical 
 ethical naïve unfortunate 
 evident natural unnecessary 
 excellent necessary unrealistic 
 extreme negative unsensitive 
 fair obvious urgent 
 false overwhelming valid 
 faulty perfect viable 
 frightening persuasive weak 
 frustrating pessimistic wonderful 
 good plausible worst 
 grave practical  
Expert writing 
(ICE) 

 
acceptable 

 
exciting 

 
positive 

 accurate false practical 
 alien favoured preferred 
 ambiguous funny preposterous 
 ambitious genuine productive 
 appropriate good real 
 astonishing high reasonable 
 attractive higher reliable 
 awkward impossible remarkable 
 best inconsistent responsible 
 biased insidious sad 
 bitter intense serious 
 calamitous interesting simple 
 charitable labile simplest 
 comic laughable simplistic 
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 complex low sophisticated 
 complicated messy sound 
 conclusive mistaken strong 
 convincing naïve surprising 
 debatable natural tangible 
 definite necessary thorny 
 difficult negative unfounded 
 dignified non-trivial unlikely 
 easy obvious unsatisfactory 
 economical painful valid 
 efficient paradoxical viable 
 error-prone peculiar vexed 
 evident pertinent wise 
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