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博士論文提要 

 

 

論文名稱：台灣大學生英文議論文中人稱代名詞使用之功能分析 

 

指導教授：尤雪瑛 教授 

 

研究生：張銀玲 

 

論文提要內容： 

     

    為了呼應將人際層面融入寫作教學的趨勢，本論文將透過分析人稱代名詞

（一種明顯的人際關係標記）在議論文中的使用功能來探討不同程度的台灣大學

生如何使用人稱代名詞建構作者與讀者之間的關係。本研究的第一部份著重在七

十六篇文章的文本分析。首先，這些文章按照評分結果將其分成高、中、低三組，

然後分析人稱代名詞最常出現的搭配語言形式，並歸納出不同人稱代名詞的篇章

功能。第二部份則是分析學生問卷及訪談學生，藉以作進一步的闡述。問卷的目

的在找出學生對議論文寫作的看法，而訪談學生則是想找出使用不同人稱代名詞

的原因。本研究發現不同程度的三組學生在人稱代名詞的整體使用數量、種類、

及頻率分配上都有不同，程度高的一組明顯少於中間程度及較低組。同時，結果

也顯示這些學生會搭配不同的語言形式（例如動詞、助動詞、加強標記等）來行

使不同的篇章功能，而且不同程度的學生在功能運用上也會有所差異。整體而

言，低組同學呈現較多的自我投射，中間組同學比較注重與讀者和其他外人的關

係，而高組同學在呈現觀點時較為客觀。在選擇人稱代名詞時，學生會從自己本

身、讀者、文章寫作等三方面的相互關係作出考量，決定採取主觀或客觀的觀點、

表達權威或謙卑的態度、顯示親近或疏離的關係、使用直接或間接的策略。大致

上來說，這些學生使用較多的人性訴求來凝聚跟讀者之間的關係，同時也強化自

己論點的力道。這樣的策略充分反映出台灣文化中的人道主義和集體主義。本研

究發現學生在議論文寫作中會以功能和人際關係為導向來選擇和使用人稱代名

詞。 

 

關鍵字：人稱代名詞、人際關係標記、篇章功能 
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ABSTRACT 

 

In response to the call for the incorporation of interpersonal dimension into the 

writing pedagogy, this study provides a functional analysis of personal pronouns—an 

explicit interpersonal marker—used in argumentative texts by Taiwanese college 

students. The purpose is to see how students of different proficiency levels construct 

the writer-reader relationship through personal pronouns during the composition. The 

first part of the study centers on the analysis of 76 learner essays. They are first rated 

and sorted into three groups of different quality—High, Mid, and Low. Later, the 

linguistic forms associated with personal pronouns are examined, and the discourse 

functions personal pronouns fulfill in contexts are also identified. The results of the 

text analysis are further supplemented by the post-writing questionnaires and the oral 

interviews on students to obtain more in-depth discovery and interpretation. While the 

questionnaire aims to reveal how the students perceive argumentative writing, the 

interview intends to find out the reasons for their choices of personal pronouns.  

The results have shown that the use of personal pronouns in the three groups 

differs in quantity, type and distribution. The High group writers use significantly 

fewer pronouns than the other two. Moreover, the students use personal pronouns 

with salient accompanying linguistic forms (e.g. verbs, modals, emphatic markers) to 

perform various discourse functions, and students of different levels also vary in 

maneuvering the functions. Overall, the Low group writers tend to be more 

self-involved, and the Mid group writers are more likely to include in-group and 

out-group members in discourse. The High group writers, however, present their 

arguments more objectively. In selecting personal pronouns, the students usually take 

account of the interrelationship among the writer, the reader and the text, on whose 

basis the alternatives between subjectivity and objectivity, authority and modesty, 
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intimacy and detachment, or directness and indirectness are weighed. In general, the 

students use more personal appeals to achieve mutual solidarity with the reader and to 

intensify their convictions as well, which reflects humaneness and collectivism that 

have been highly valued in Taiwanese culture. The study has found that the students‘ 

strategic choices of personal pronouns in argumentative writing are usually 

functionally and interpersonally-oriented. 

 

Key Words: Personal Pronouns, Interpersonal Marker, Discourse Functions
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 1 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Background 

 

Writing is a cultural activity embedded in a wider social context, whose purpose 

is for communication and interaction (Grabe & Kaplan, 1996; Hyland, 1998; Hyland, 

2002c; Intaraprawat & Steffensen, 1995; Kuo, 1999; Ramanathan & Kaplan, 1996). In 

other words, any act of writing is context-based and socially constructed with its 

conventionalized forms and assumptions recognized by a particular community of 

people. A proficient writer, therefore, has to know the rhetorical situation, project 

himself in the writing, address the audience, and interact appropriately and effectively 

in a specific culture (Wu & Rubin, 2000).  

In a post-process writing period (Kroll, 2003), it is claimed that an effective 

writing pedagogy should include several essential elements: the writer (awareness of 

the composing process and knowledge of the topic), the text (the purpose of the 

writing and consciousness raising of rhetorical and lexico-grammatical forms) and the 

reader (knowledge of engagement and interaction strategies) (Hyland, 2002a). The 

multi-dimensional integration of writer-, reader-, and text-oriented instruction reflects 

the view that writing is a joint endeavor between the writer and the reader, requiring 

the writer to recognize the text requirement and the reader‘s potential responses. 

Therefore, how the writer engages and negotiates the reader while simultaneously 

achieving his writing purpose is an area of study that have sparked teachers and 

researchers great interests (Camiciottoli, 2003; Hyland, 1998, 2001a, 2002a; 

Thompson, 2001; Thomspon & Theltela, 1995). 

In response to the trend, there has been a call for the incorporation of 

interpersonal dimension of writing in the classroom, where the focus has expanded
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beyond the textual dimension to include an interactional one. To explicitly mark the 

interpersonal features, metadiscourse markers are often introduced in that they help 

the writer organize the propositional content on one level, and facilitate the 

reader-writer interaction on the other (Abdi, 2002; Crismore, 1984; Hyland, 1998, 

2002a, 2002d; Krause & O‘Brien, 1999). The term ―metadiscourse‖ is defined as 

―discourse about discourse,‖ which does not add propositional information but ―help 

our readers organize, classify, interpret, evaluate, and react to such materials‖ (Vande 

Kopple, 1985, p. 83). Despite the different sets of taxonomy proposed by researchers, 

metadiscourse is generally categorized into two major groups: textual metadiscourse 

and interpersonal metadiscourse. While textual metadiscourse markers such as logical 

connectives and sequencers are used to organize and guide propositional content, 

interpersonal metadiscourse markers such as hedges, attitude markers, and personal 

pronouns allow the writer to explicitly project his stance and attitude, and involve the 

audience through the unfolding text (Connor, 1996; Jalilifar & Alipou, 2007; Vande 

Kopple, 1985; Williams, 1981). With metadiscourse markers, the writer is doing more 

than just creating a textually cohesive text; he is further maneuvering his position and 

interaction with the reader. From this perspective, metadiscourse is interpersonal in 

nature (Hyland & Tse, 2004; Thompson 2001; Thompson and Thetela, 1995).  

Researchers have attempted to identify the overt linguistic resources for 

signaling interpersonal positioning in academic texts. One of the major contributors is 

Hyland (2005c), who, having examined academic writing across disciplines, proposes 

an interactional model, where both the writer‘s stance and the reader‘s engagement 

are attended to. In this model, the writer‘s stance can be expressed by hedges 

(indicating the writers‘ commitment to the propositional information), emphatics 

(emphasizing the force of proposition), attitude markers (expressing the writer‘s 

affective attitude to the proposition), and self-mention (reflecting the degree of 
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importance of the writer, encoded by I or we). On the other hand, reader engagement 

is encoded by reader pronoun you, directives (including imperatives such as ―consider 

that‖ or ―note that,‖ obligation modals, and adjectival predicates such as ―it is 

important to understand‖), questions (real or rhetorical), appeals to shared knowledge, 

and personal asides (addressed to the reader, e.g. ―as you know‖). The writer-oriented 

features are aimed to present the writer‘s credibility, confidence and evaluations, 

whereas the reader-oriented features serve to claim solidarity and explicitly maneuver 

the reader into a particular line of argument.  

 

Statement of the Problem 

 

Although the interpersonal dimension of writing has been increasingly 

emphasized in writing pedagogy, examinations of the current composition textbooks 

adopted in the tertiary classroom in Taiwan have revealed that there seems to be no 

comprehensive coverage of interpersonal features in the presentation of argumentative 

genre (e.g. Donald, 1996; Oshima & Hogue, 2006; Smalley, et al., 2001). In these 

materials, students are told to take a stand of an issue, be acutely aware of the reader, 

and try to understand the opponent‘s points of view (Smalley, et al., 2001). There are 

discussions on how to refute and concede the oppositions, and how to organize the 

arguments logically. Students are also advised to be ―objective‖ in presenting their 

arguments, and thus, personal pronouns—very inter-subjective markers—should be 

discouraged. But the reasons for dealing with the reader‘s counterclaims are far from 

clear. The strategies for making the writer as an arguer and a persuader are not 

emphasized, either. The concepts of objectivity and subjectivity could be also abstract 

to students. Students may not have clues to any linguistic forms or discoursal norms 

that can be used for explicit marking of subjectivity and objectivity. 
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Some books (e.g. Donald, et al., 1996) further point out the powerful effect of 

using emotional appeals in text, such as vivid and moving examples. In addressing the 

reader, students are reminded of being courteous and stating their ideas in a language 

as simple and clear as they can make for the audience to understand. However, there 

is no guidance on how to construct arguments carrying emotional appeals, nor is there 

any information of how many examples should be included in order to ensure the best 

effect. Moreover, there is no illustration of what it means to be ―polite‖ and ―simple‖ 

in text construction. Obviously, there are still parts that have not been fully accounted 

for in the textbooks as well as in the classroom, and there are still missing puzzles to 

be put together. This is the point of departure that this study intends to move from.  

On the other hand, it has been found that in general, Anglo-American texts are 

comprised of more explicit textual rhetoric and are more reader-oriented, while the 

texts of other cultures focus more on propositional content (Crismore, et al., 1993). 

Also, L2 writers use far less interpersonal resources than textual ones in research 

articles (Gao, 2005), but more professional and experienced writers tend to use a 

higher number of interpersonal markers, especially engagement markers and 

self-mentions (Hyland & Tse, 2004). Even though L2 writers have acquired 

native-like proficiency in academic writing, they seem to be less interactive in their 

academic discourse (Lau, 2004; Hyland & Tse, 2004; Yang, 2006). Clearly, compared 

with native writers, the linguistic resources for signaling interpersonal relationship are 

found to be less mature and quite limited in the texts written by L2 writers.  

As Grabe (2003) argues, in the reading-writing research, ―cultural and language 

differences among L2 students create complexity that are not accounted for by L1 

research‖ (p. 242), such as the sense of author and reader, preferences for text 

organization, differing cultural socialization, belief systems and functional uses of 

writing. Silva (1993) also contends that for effective writing instruction, teachers have 
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to grasp a clear and comprehensive understanding of the unique nature of L2 writing 

and their noticeable contrasts with the target language and culture. It follows that 

there is a need to analyze learner writing samples in order to understand the extent to 

which student writers are familiarized with interpersonal features and how they deal 

with them in different contexts. Informed by the learner corpora, teachers will be able 

to emphasize the essential features that are often overlooked due to different cultural 

conventions, and to evaluate the writing difficulties L2 students may encounter.  

Among all the rhetorical devices for signaling interpersonal relationship in text, 

personal pronouns, which serve to address both the writer and the reader, are probably 

the most explicit and familiar markers to students (Crismore, et al., 1993; Hyland, 

2002a, 2005a, 2005c; Vande Kopple, 1985). Although personal pronouns have been 

discouraged in formal academic writing and in composition textbooks, recent research 

into academic research papers (e.g. Harwood, 2005a, 2007; Hyland, 2001a, 2002b, 

2005b; Inigo-Mora, 2004; Kuo, 1999) have revealed that the use of personal pronouns 

is not uncommon, and that they are well distributed into various sections of research 

papers, each fulfilling different discourse functions across genres and disciplines. 

Unfortunately, composition research and textbooks do not satisfactorily address the 

issue, nor do teachers pay due attention to this specific interpersonal facet in writing 

class.  

Moreover, despite a bourgeoning body of research has started to explore the use 

of personal pronouns and other interpersonal features in published and unpublished 

academic writing across disciplines (e.g. Duenas, 2007; Gordon, 2007; Harwood, 

2005a, 2005b; Hyland, 2001b, 2002b; Inigo-Mora, 2004; Kuo, 1999; Martinez, 2005; 

Vassileva, 1998), lectures or classroom talk (e.g. Dafouz, et al., 2007; Fortanet, 2004; 

Morell, 2004; Rounds, 1987), political interviews (e.g. Fetzer & Bull, 2008), sports 

commentary (Kuo, 2003) or dissertation defense (Recski, 2005), investigations of the 
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actual use of personal pronouns by nonnative writers of English remain inadequate, 

particularly in the area of school writing (Cobb, 2003; Hyland, 2005a; McCrostie, 

2008, Petch-Tyson, 1998). Furthermore, constrained by the genres, the previous 

studies have mostly focused on the use of self-mention I and we in academic writing, 

and audience-addressed you has been cursorily explored. Comparatively, very little 

attention has been paid to the third personal pronouns they and s/he (e.g. Kamio, 2001; 

Kuo, 2002). Therefore, more research is needed to examine the EFL undergraduate 

writers for their understanding and management of writer-reader relationship through 

the use of personal pronouns of different types.  

On top of that, the linguistic features associated with personal pronouns have 

not been a major focus, either. Research has centered on the semantic references in 

context, pronominal shifts, and the discourse or pragmatic functions performed by 

these personal pronouns. Only a handful of research has touched upon the combining 

collocational analysis—the associated lexico-grammatical or syntactical forms (e.g. 

Dafouz, et al., 2007; Flottum, et al., 2006; Gledhill, 2000; McCrostie, 2008). Still 

little is known about how EFL writers make linguistic choices in the construction of 

their attitudes, beliefs and opinions towards the propositional content presented. 

Furthermore, analysis of personal pronoun functions among the numerous 

corpus-based studies has mainly been provided by the researchers themselves. There 

is a lack of first-hand information from the writers themselves about why they choose 

a certain personal pronoun in a specific discourse context (Harwood, 2007). It will be 

very insightful to interview L2 writers for more direct information. 

For these reasons, it seems worthwhile to extend the previous research by 

considering how Taiwanese EFL students use personal pronouns to perform multiple 

discourse functions in order to achieve the overall impression and effect of the text. 

Also, there is a need to examine the collocating discursive features that contribute to 
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the characterization of discourse functions. In addition to the written text analysis, the 

incorporation of informant interview and questionnaire would help construct a more 

complete picture. The understanding of all these aspects is believed to provide a basis 

for future academic writing instruction, especially in the management of interpersonal 

interaction.  

 

Statement of the Purpose 

 

Given the interactive nature of texts, establishing a connection with the reader 

is of paramount importance in creating academic writing and argumentative writing 

(Hyland, 2005b). The purpose of the study, therefore, is to investigate how Taiwanese 

EFL college students establish their interpersonal relations with the reader while 

constructing their arguments for its persuasive effects in argumentative writing. 

Specifically, this study focuses on when, where, how, and why person pronouns—a 

type of interpersonal metadiscourse marker—are employed to present the writer‘s 

voice and engage the reader. Furthermore, it also intends to explore whether the 

choices of personal pronouns and their associated linguistic forms vary among 

students of different proficiency levels. 

In this study, all types of personal pronoun (I, we, you, they, and s/he) will be 

dealt with in order to get a complete portrait of how Taiwanese EFL learners interact 

with the reader during the composing process. To this end, an argumentative essay 

format is selected because this genre has been identified as crucial component of 

college writing (Crowhurst, 1990; Ramanathan & Kaplan, 1996), and it involves a 

stronger interaction and dialogue with the audience as well as the writer‘s personal 

voice (Connor, 1987; Zainuddin & Moore, 2003; Williams, 1981). Writers are 

expected to employ explicit interpersonal markers to reflect their own positions 
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towards both the content and the reader, and further influence cooperation and 

identification with the reader for effective text persuasiveness. 

This study sees personal pronouns as a rhetorical device, whose use is 

contextually-bound and fulfills diverse communicative purposes. A pragmatic choice 

of a certain personal pronoun and its clustering linguistic forms encodes the writers‘ 

attitudes, beliefs and opinions towards the proposition presented and the audience 

addressed.  

 

Research Questions 

 

To respond to the question of how Taiwanese EFL learners build the bond with 

the reader in argumentative writing by personal pronouns, the following four major 

questions are addressed:  

1. What are the overall frequency and distribution of different personal 

pronouns used by Taiwanese EFL college students in argumentative writing? 

Furthermore, do the frequency and distribution vary among students of various 

proficiency levels?  

     2. What are the most common lexico-grammatical forms associated with each 

type of personal pronoun, including lexical verbs, modals, emphatic markers, attitude 

markers, and clusters?   

     3. Together with the collocated linguistic forms, what discourse functions does 

each type of personal pronoun perform in the argumentative essay? Is there any 

difference in the distribution of functions among groups of various proficiency levels?  

     4. How do Taiwanese EFL students perceive argumentative writing and 

writer-reader relationship in text? What are their reasons for choosing different 

personal pronouns? 
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While question 1 presents the overall picture of pronoun use in EFL learner 

corpus, question 2 deals with the lexico-grammatical level, the choice of which 

realizes the communicative functions the writer aims at. Based on the analysis of 

question 2, question 3 addresses the discourse-semantic level of language use—how 

forms and functions are inter-related. The answer to question 4 is mainly provided by 

the post-writing questionnaires and student oral interviews for first-hand information 

and discovery.    

 

Significance of the Study 

 

This study provides a multi-dimensional analysis of personal pronouns in 

argumentative texts by exploiting both from lexico-grammatical (linguistic forms) and 

discourse-semantic (discourse functions) levels. First of all, the analysis of frequency, 

functions and associated linguistic forms will reveal what college writers actually do 

with personal pronouns—their perceptions, linguistic choices, and performance. The 

text analysis will also expose how students strategically use personal pronouns to 

express their own voice and simultaneously engage the reader. It may further explain 

how linguistic choices and function preferences are influenced by Taiwanese cultural 

norms and rhetorical conventions. Moreover, insights into the variations in personal 

pronoun use among groups of different proficiency levels will indicate what 

differentiates a good-quality argumentative essay from a low-quality one. 

More broadly, this study is to bridge the current gap in writing instruction and 

transcend from writer-oriented approach to the inclusion of reader-oriented 

perspective in the composition of texts. The results will inform teachers of the missing 

puzzles that should be put into the picture of ESL/EFL writing instruction. As a 

consequence, teachers will be in a better position in designing appropriate activities to 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

10 

 

 

 

enhance their students‘ management of personal interaction in argumentative writing 

with the aid of pronouns and other interpersonal markers such as modals and attitude 

markers. A good command of argumentative genre in the interpersonal aspect will 

help students move to the next stage of academic writing more smoothly and 

successfully.  

Finally, the present study gains insights into EFL learner writing output, which 

is expected to form a basis for future contrastive interlanguage analysis. Although it 

can make no claims to provide generalizations about pronoun use by all EFL learners, 

it really intends to provide teachers and researchers alike with an understanding of the 

overall patterns in the Taiwanese cultural context and to add an interpersonal 

dimension into the writing classroom.  

 

Organization of the Dissertation 

 

The structure of the dissertation is as follows: In Chapter 2, a review of the 

literature on current writing pedagogy and personal pronouns is presented. There is a 

detailed discussion on approaches to analyzing personal pronouns, and the pragmatic 

functions performed by all types of personal pronouns that have been concluded from 

academic and school writing research. The examination is followed by an overview of 

argumentative genre—its measurement of quality and the cross-cultural comparison 

of rhetorical strategies employed by native and nonnative writers. The last part 

introduces Systemic Functional Grammar, from which the metadiscourse theory is 

drawn. The focus is on how the meanings of a language are realized by the 

lexico-grammatical forms, for example, subjects, verbal constructions, adjuncts, etc.  

The student profiles and the study methodology are portrayed in Chapter 3, 

including the instruments adopted, the process of data collection, and the data analysis. 
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Some criteria relevant to data scrutiny are explained by examples. Chapter 4 presents 

the results of the student text analysis. It first reports the descriptive statistics of the 

writing samples, including the overall frequency of occurrence and distributions of 

personal pronouns. Next, the examination of linguistic forms associated with types of 

personal pronouns is conducted. Following the two sections is the identification of the 

discourse functions realized by different personal pronouns. 

Chapter 5 reports the questionnaire results that reflect the students‘ perceptions 

of argumentative writing and the writer-reader role relationship. There is also an 

investigation of the relationship between each answer category and personal pronoun 

use. Then, the results of oral interviews will be offered. The main focus is on why the 

students choose to or not to use specific personal pronouns in a particular context. 

Finally, the integrated findings on the students‘ strategic choices of personal pronouns 

and the cultural perspectives revealed in the data are presented. 

The final Chapter 6 concludes the study by summarizing the research findings 

in relation to the four research questions. Some pedagogical suggestions are 

subsequently made to the writing teachers in L2 classroom. The last part proposes 

directions for future study, in hopes of making the understanding of personal pronoun 

use more global and complete.  

 

Definitions of Terms 

 

The definitions of the key terms used in this study are as follows: 

Metadiscourse marker   

An explicit signal that does not add propositional information to the discourse 

but rather helps the writer organize the content and facilitate the reader-writer 

interaction. One type is textual marker, which contributes to the text 
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organization, and the other is interpersonal marker, which attends to both the 

writer‘s projection and reader engagement.  

Attitude marker 

  An interpersonal marker that expresses the writer‘s attitudes to and evaluations 

on the propositions, such as importantly, unfortunately, amazingly, interestingly, 

etc.  

Emphatic marker          

An interpersonal marker that serves to reinforce the entire proposition, 

exaggerate the state of affairs, and project credible image of authority, such as 

strongly, firmly, definitely, deeply, etc. 

Modal  

     An item used with a verb to convey ideas of possibility or necessity. Each 

modal can have two different types of meaning—epistemic and deontic. An 

epistemic modal expresses possibility or prediction of occurrences, or indicate 

the writer‘s commitment to a proposition. A deontic modal expresses an attitude 

of ability, permission and obligation. 

 Systemic Functional Grammar (SFG)   

A linguistic theory that sees language as a tool of making meanings, and the 

process involves a series of choices from a lexico-grammatical system of 

linguistic resources. What makes SFG distinctively different from the other 

approaches is its functional view of language, whose use is influenced by the 

social and cultural contexts.  

Mood                  

In SFG, Mood is the element of a language that enables the writer to express his 

attitudes and influence the attitudes or behaviors of the reader so as to establish 

the social relationship. It is composed of the subject and finite (e.g. modal 
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operator, positive/negative polarity). For example, in the clause ―Bob could 

help you with the math problems,‖ the constituent ―Bob could‖ is termed as 

Mood of the clause, whereas the rest of the clause ―help you with the math 

problems‖ is labeled as Residue.  

Transitivity               

In SFG, Transitivity is the element of a language which concerns ―who did what 

to whom in what circumstances.‖ It is mainly about how the meanings of the 

outside world are represented through types of verb process and participant 

roles. For example, in the clause ―Bob could help you with the math problems,‖ 

the subject ―Bob‖ is the participant—an actor, and the verb ―help‖ is a material 

(action) verb. 

Theme    

In SFG, Theme is the element of a language which comes first in a clause and 

serves as the departure of the message—what the clause is going to be about. A 

clause may contain three kinds of themes: topical, interpersonal, and textual. 

For example, in the clause ―And maybe Bob could help you with the math 

problems,‖ the conjunction ―and‖ is the textual theme, whereas the adverb 

―maybe‖ is the interpersonal theme. The subject ―Bob‖ is the topical theme. 

The rest of the clause ―could help you with the math problems‖ is called as 

Rheme.  

Co-text 

   The contiguous lexical or linguistic items that surround the key word in context. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

An inquiry into personal pronoun use in students‘ texts needs to draw on some 

theoretical constructs, empirical results and pedagogical applications that have been 

established for the past few decades. The aim of this chapter, therefore, is to review 

the role of personal pronouns in the interactive writing paradigm, and also to present a 

conceptual framework in which personal pronouns are grounded. First, the view of 

writing as a form of interaction is provided, focusing on two essential 

features—writer‘s voice and audience awareness. Then, the pragmatic functions of 

personal pronouns will be closely reviewed, followed by empirical studies on personal 

pronoun use in academic and school writing, oral discourses, and other genres. Next, 

the argumentative genre required of the study is introduced, and the measurements of 

writing quality are reviewed. Finally, the theoretical construct of Systemic Functional 

Grammar, from which the metadiscourse theory is developed, will be presented. The 

chapter will conclude with the approach the present study adopts.   

 

Writing as a Form of Interaction 

 

For the past few decades, writing paradigm has shifted from text-oriented 

approach to writer-oriented approach and currently to social constructivism approach 

(Matsuda, 2003). The traditional text-oriented approach in the 1960s focuses on the 

forms and written products. In the 1970s, influenced by L1 writing research on 

composing process, a writer-oriented approach was developed. It describes writing as 

an expressive and cognitive process, with an emphasis on the cycling procedures of 

revising, editing, and feedback given both by the teacher and peers (Flower & Hayes,
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1981; Frodesen & Holten, 2003; Grabe & Kaplan, 1996; Johns, 2003). A more recent 

trend sees writing as a social activity situated in a culturally defined context. The 

transitions to the social stage of writing in 1980s and discourse community stage in 

1990s point to the fact that there is an increasing stress on discourse communities and 

the role of social construction, especially in academic and professional contexts 

(Grabe & Kaplan, 1996; Johns, 1990). The social context defines the meaning and 

purpose of writing, and thereby confines the writing conventions a writer has to 

follow. The writer, with his intentions to convey, is expected to maneuver the 

messages in a conventionally-accepted fashion and more importantly, to build rapport 

in response to the needs of the reader in the defined discourse (Hyland, 2002a). The 

appropriateness and effectiveness of messages are hence determined by the extent to 

which the writer balances his purposes with the reader‘s potential responses and 

cultural frames.  

Simply put, writing is not just the expression of the writer‘s personal 

experiences and propositions; it also performs an interpersonal function in that it 

maintains the expected relationship between the writer and the reader, and even with 

the members in a broader cultural and discourse community. In other words, writing is 

an act of negotiation between the writer and the reader for achieving a certain 

common communicative purpose. It is seen as a dialogic nature of interaction—a 

form of social communication (Beaugrande and Dressler, 1981; Carrell, 1987; 

Thompson, 2001).  

 

Writer’s Voice 

 

The concept of ―textual interaction‖ (Kim, 2009) is demonstrated by two major 

features in writing: (1) writer‘s voice and (2) audience awareness (Hyland, 2005b). 
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Voice, although diversely defined, is strongly associated with the writer‘s essential 

inner self and personal identity (Matsuda & Tardy, 2007). Ramanathan & Atkinson 

(1999) further link voice to the ―ideology of individualism,‖ and define the notion as a 

―linguistic behavior which is clear, overt, expressive and even assertive and 

demonstrative‖ (p.48), indicating the writer‘s unique and distinctive personal authority. 

By explicitly and clearly voicing his opinions and evaluations, the writer constructs 

credible representation of himself and his arguments, making himself recognized by 

members of his discourse community (Hyland, 2002b).  

Authorial voice in writing has been mainly expressed through the linguistic 

markers of stance (Breeze, 2007), which convey how the writer relates himself to the 

content message, both personally and socially, and how he emotionally interacts with 

his audience—distantly or intimately (Reilly, et al., 2005). For example, personal 

pronoun I highlights the writer‘s presence in discourse. The use of hedging device (e.g. 

perhaps, someone, anything) can decrease the writer‘s responsibility for the truth 

value of claims and display his hesitation, uncertainty or indirectness (Crismore & 

Vande Kopple, 1988; Crompton, 1997; Hinkel, 2005; Salager-Meyer, 1994). 

Conversely, intensifiers or emphatics (e.g. will, must, clearly, always) can imply 

certainty or emphasize the force of accompanying propositions (Brown & Levinson, 

1987; Hinkel, 2005; Lau, 2004; Levinson, 1987). Attitude markers (e.g. agree, prefer, 

essential, unfortunately) reflect the writer‘s affective attitude to propositions (Hyland, 

2005a). These rhetorical devices altogether express the writer‘s personal voice with a 

strengthening or weakening force (Dafouz-Milne, 2008).  

 

Audience Awareness 

 

Of equal importance attached to effective interactive writing is the notion of 

audience awareness—how the writer connects to his reader by recognizing his 
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presence and engaging him in discourse (Ramanathan & Kaplan, 1996). In fact, the 

writer‘s self-presentation hinges greatly on his awareness of audience. The 

recognition of audience presence marks the distinction of what Bereiter and 

Scardamalia (as cited in Grabe & Kaplan, 1996) term ―knowledge telling‖ and 

―knowledge transforming‖ in their writing process model. Less mature writers tend to 

focus on the topic alone and strive for self-expression. The ideas that they express are 

retrieved from their long-term memory and transferred directly into the written text. 

However, expert writers take both their writing purposes and audience into account. 

The ideas retrieved from memory are transformed by their efforts to resolve the 

conflict between their ideas and the rhetorical goal. Therefore, they are more capable 

of creating an internal image of the reader, responding to the audience‘s expectations 

and objections, and taking adaptive moves to present more persuasive arguments 

(Zainuddin & Moore, 2003). 

As with authorial voice, audience awareness in the text can be overtly signaled 

by some linguistic forms, such as reader pronoun you, questions and directives 

(Hyland, 2005b, 2005c). Pronoun you explicitly marks the reader‘s presence, and 

questions have a direct appeal in bringing the reader into a dialogue. The writer could 

either challenge the reader into thinking about the topic or encourage the reader to 

accept the direction the text is taking (Thompson, 2001). Questions can also function 

as a distancing and hedging technique or serve to refute other authors or theories 

(Webber, 1994, p.266). Directives, also contributing to the dialogic dimension, 

instruct the reader what to see and are often accompanied by obligation modals 

(Hyland, 2005b).  

 

The Role of Voice and Audience in Writing Classroom 

 

Both writer‘s voice and audience awareness are recognized as significant 
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indicators of good writing (Carvalho, 2002; Cheng, 2005; Krause & O‘Brien, 1999; 

Thompson, 2001). An overt marking of writer‘s voice and individuality facilitates the 

writer‘s credibility, and appealing to the reader‘s views and emotions contributes to 

the construction of mutual bond (Crismore, et al., 1993). Hines‘ study (2004) clearly 

points out good-quality papers tend to have a higher degree of effective use of voice. 

For example, the personal voice of I enables the writer to show the relevance of the 

propositions to his personal opinions and attitudes, and we includes the reader as a 

member of a discourse community and as a friend, making the writer sound closer and 

intimate. On the other hand, Hyland (2001) posits that successful academic writing in 

English incorporates a good awareness of audience. By appealing to the reader‘s 

empathy, well-beings, concerns, and values, the writer attaches an interpersonal tone 

to the text, and the overall quality can thus be improved (Hines, 2004).  

It has been argued that self-expressive voice and audience-related strategies 

should be explicitly modeled and taught. As a consequence, many American 

universities are currently teaching students to address the audience and to express 

their own voice in writing classroom in order to sound persuasive to the intended 

reader (Hines, 2004; Ramanathan & Atkinson, 1999). Unfortunately, the two notions 

are culture-bound, and they may not translate themselves automatically into L2 

writing (Ramanathan, & Kaplan, 1996; Zainuddin & Moore‘s, 2003). Most EFL 

students, especially those from collectivistic cultures, do not usually write to express 

themselves but to become integrated into a scholarly community most of the time. 

They tend to say what they believe will not disturb the group or threaten the positive 

faces of their peers (Ramanathan & Atkinson, 1999). Given this, EFL students often 

find it difficult to create a new self—a confident, assertive and distinctive one. They 

do not know when to intrude their personal assertions during the interactive process 

(Duenas, 2007; Hyland, 2002b). Nor do they have a clear sense of audience and the 
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way to recognize the reader‘s counter-positions (Cheng & Steffensen, 1996). For 

example, the majority of Hong Kong L2 students in Krause & O‘Brien‘s (1999) study 

failed to have a dialogic talk with the reader due to their false assumption of cultural 

commonality with the reader.  

In response to the problem, Ramanathan & Kaplan (1996) propose a 

discipline-oriented approach, arguing that if students are aware of the writing 

conventions that are unique in their chosen disciplines, they will be capable of 

expressing their voice and attending to the reader‘s needs more appropriately. Other 

researchers (e.g. Berkenkotter, 1984; Hays, et al., 1988; Hyland, 2005a; Midgette et 

al., 2008) also claim that a carefully designed and sequential instruction could 

sensitize learners to their own voice and the audience they are addressing, which 

would improve the overall quality of the essay writing.  

 

Personal Pronouns 

 

Overview 

 

As has been reviewed above, writer‘s voice and audience awareness can be both 

overtly reflected in personal pronouns used in texts. Personal pronouns are defined as 

―items used to refer to the speaker-writer (I), the addressee (you) and other person and 

objects whose references are presumed to be clear from the context (he, she, it, they)‖ 

(Hell, et al., 2005, p.242). They are central to face-to-face interaction, and able to help 

the writer state personal opinions, acknowledge claims, and guide the reader through 

the arguments (Harwood, 2007). Thompson and Thetela (1995, p.108) argue that 

personal pronouns are employed as ―projected roles‖ which function as the textual 

personae of the intended writer and reader. For example, the first and second person 

pronouns reflect how the reader is conceptualized by the writer and the degree of 
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rapport the writer intends to establish with the reader (Kim, 2009). The implied social 

meanings of self-projection and reader-conception vary in accordance with the 

discourse contexts where they occur. 

Although there is evidence that personal pronouns in general are sparingly used 

in academic writing due to the dominant values of critical objectivity or scientific 

neutrality (Biber, et al., 1999), there is growing acknowledgement that personal 

pronouns play an important role in constructing the relations with the reader and the 

research community, especially in soft disciplines such as humanities and social 

sciences (Breeze, 2007; Kuo, 1999). As a matter of fact, ―personal pronouns are at the 

intersection of the grammatical and pragmatic subsystems of language‖ (Rounds, 

1987, p. 14). Apart from their cohesive function in text discourse, personal pronouns 

have multiple semantic references and are polypragmatic, especially in the 

construction of interpersonal relationship (Fetzer & Bull, 2008; Lau, 2004; Rounds, 

1987). When the writer seeks to represent himself, he is also defining the others in a 

close or distant manner, and revealing the cultural and discourse community he 

belongs to. Implicit in this view is that personal pronouns embody the assumptions of 

the writer made about himself, the other(s), the cultural context, and discourse 

community. 

Pennycook (1994) makes the point that from discursive perspectives, all 

personal pronouns are ―political‖ in that they are strategically contrived to represent 

either the writer or the others. The choice of a specific personal pronoun reflects the 

writer‘s egocentricity or solidarity, sympathy or indifference, involvement or 

detachment in the discourse (Muhlhausler & Harre, 1990; Wales, 1996). In other 

words, personal pronouns can be used to indicate authority or rejection but also 

express modesty or acceptance, like the two sides of a coin. The selection of personal 

pronouns is not determined so much by grammatical concerns as by the 
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sociolinguistic and pragmatic/rhetorical considerations.  

 

Approaches to Analyzing Personal Pronouns 

 

Personal pronouns have been examined from several approaches: (1) 

grammatical approach, (2) textual/endophoric approach, (3) deictic/discourse 

approach, and (4) pragmatic/sociolinguistic approach (Tian, 2001a; Wales, 1996). The 

grammatical approach is a linguistic one; for example, we refers to more than two first 

persons, and he names a third person singular. The textual approach identifies 

personal pronouns anaphorically and cataphorically for the textual cohesion. Other 

research views personal pronouns from deixis—a reference point whose interpretation 

is determined by the context of the utterance, i.e. time or space, for example, the first 

person in self-reference, the second person in addressee-reference, and the third 

person in other-reference. The pragmatic approach stems from interactional 

pragmatics and sees personal pronouns as interpersonal markers. A pragmatic use of 

personal pronouns can convey the interactants‘ power, egocentricity, objectivity or 

solidarity, make generalizations, and realize other interpersonal functions.  

Although personal pronouns are typically referential and deictic—a canonical 

and unmarked use, they may be non-referential or impersonal, where no specific 

person is identified. Kitagawa & Lehrer (1990) assert that impersonal pronouns (e.g. 

you and we), often interchangeable with everyone or one, can be used to describe 

structural knowledge and universal events in everyday life. The shifts between 

referential and impersonal uses can be regarded as rhetorical or pragmatic strategies 

for fulfilling some specific communicative functions as the discourse flows.  

Currently, there are increasing interests in the pragmatic approach to personal 

pronouns. Research has attempted to explore the discourse functions performed by 

types of personal pronouns in various disciplines and genres, especially academic 
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research papers and scientific writing (e.g. Fortanet, 2004; Hyland 2001a, 2001b; 

Inigo-Mora, 2004; Kuo, 1999; Luzon, 2009; Tang and John, 1999; Vassileva, 1998). 

For example, Hyland (2001b) points out that self-mention in research articles 

highlights the authors‘ contribution in a field. Kuo (1999) identifies some major 

discourse functions of we in scientific journals, such as explaining what is done, 

stating a goal, showing results, justifying a proposition, etc. 

Some studies (e.g. Biber, et al., 1999; Dafouz, et al., 2007, Flottum, et al., 2006, 

Harwood, 2005b) have further explored the discourse stance as expressed by personal 

pronouns with their collocated linguistic forms. It is argued that personal pronouns 

cannot be studied alone; the co-text (co-occurring linguistic features) that 

accompanies them have to be investigated simultaneously. Reilly, et al. (2005) 

contend that it is the constellation of forms, including the morphological, lexical, 

syntactic, and discourse levels, that dynamically but subtly characterizes the writer‘ 

stance. In addition to research on pragmatic use of English pronouns, other studies 

(e.g. Kuo, 2002, 2003; Lin, 1993; Martinez, 2005) have compared personal pronouns 

in different languages in terms of frequency distribution and discourse functions. 

 

Pragmatic Functions of Personal Pronouns 

 

As mentioned earlier, personal pronouns are polyvalent and potentially fulfill a 

wide range of communicative functions. In the following, the various pragmatic 

meanings of different personal pronouns will be reviewed in depth:  

First Person Singular Pronoun I  

Self-mention pronoun I is the most common resource to represent authorial self 

and denote an ego. By placing himself in the deictic center, the writer can express his 

very subjective, personalized views and affective attitudes. He can also establish his 

credibility and confidence by including his personal experiences (Baumgarten & 
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House, 2009; Berman, 2004; Kuo, 1999; Muhlhausler & Harre, 1990). I, being a 

writer-oriented perspective, is specific in reference and displays the writer‘s strong 

commitment to his claims and responsibility for the arguments (Hyland, 2002b; 

Muhlhausler & Harre, 1990). Moreover, I enables the writer to intrude himself into 

the discourse whenever desirable so that he can elaborate his argument, strengthen his 

argument, or promote his contributions. While expressing self, the writer also gets the 

reader involved in the discourse (Berman, 2004) by constructing the others as they 

(Pennycook, 1994), and contextualizing the framework for the reader to follow 

(Hyland, 2001a; 2001b; 2002b; Kuo, 1999).  

In addition to its referential function, I can be used as an impersonal pronoun in 

discourse situation when structural knowledge and general truth are involved 

(Kitagawa and Lehrer, 1990). Impersonal I is quite limited in its distribution, mostly 

in a hypothetical context where the writer offers himself as role model, describing 

how the world he presents woks. For example, in the sentence ―Thus, in order to be 

able to take the subway in New York I simply need a ‗taking a subway‘ script or frame, 

if I have one‖ (ibid., p.741-742), I is used in an impersonal sense, which can be 

replaced by formal one.   

Although I often acts as a ―foregrounding‖ device to place the writer as an 

explicit, active creator and guider, it may also function as a hedge, or a politeness 

marker, to avoid arousing the writer‘s strong and probably opposing arguments 

(Myers, 1989). For instance, the hedging phrases ―I think‖ and ―I feel‖ leave space to 

the reader for interpretation of the claim (Hardwood, 2005b, 2007). The purpose of 

downplaying is to attain objectivity and also maintain a harmonious relationship 

between the writer and the reader (Hyland, 2005c).  

First Person Pronoun Plural We 

The other self-mention pronoun is plural we. We in English can be employed to 
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refer to the writer, one or more than one reader, non-participants and the general 

public (Muhlhausler & Harre, 1990; Quirk et al., 1985). Due to its potentially diverse 

references, the meaning of we is often vague and can vary in the same context (Biber, 

et al., 1999).  

We implies both senses of exclusion and inclusion, and can be used to solicit 

rejection or solidarity (Myers, 1992; Pennycook, 1994). Exclusive we constructs a 

we/you or we/they dichotomy (Harwood, 2007), which distinguishes the writer‘s 

significant contributions and knowledge authority over the others‘ (Harwood, 2006, 

Wales, 1996). It is, therefore, a signal of rejection. In contrast, inclusive we explicitly 

embraces a wider audience and more importantly sends a signal of communality and 

consensuality. It can denote the joint effort of the writer and the reader in text 

construction and secures agreement from the reader (Hinkel, 1999; Hyland, 2002a, 

2005a; Kim, 2009; Wales, 1996). Also, as a sign of closeness and intimacy, we can 

also set up a dialogue with the reader and thus enhance the reader‘s involvement 

(Fetzer & Bull, 2008; Hines, 2004).   

Seen differently, inclusive we, being a form of politeness marker, can act as 

persuaders as well as face-mitigators (Fortanet, 2004; Harwood, 2005; Hyland, 2001a, 

2005b; Myers, 1989; Rounds, 1987). It tones down the face-threatening act (FTA) of 

self-citation and reduces personal contribution on account of its vagueness and 

fuzziness (Chen, 2010; Hyland, 2001b; Thompson, 2001). The writer can thus ―avoid 

drawing attention to himself/herself, and the writing becomes somewhat more 

impersonal‖ (Biber, et al., 1999, p. 330). The phrase ―we believe,‖ for example, 

functions as a hedge on the writer‘s claim and therefore reduces the egocentricity of I. 

Moreover, we is often collocated with emphatics, attitude markers, and modals of 

obligation to soften the directive force (Hyland, 2002a). 

Finally, we can be used to organize the text and to advertise the writer‘s claims 
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(Harwood, 2005a). The discourse structure function assists the writer in guiding the 

reader through an argument and towards a preferred interpretation of a phenomenon 

in a shared journey of exploration (Hyland, 2001a). 

In brief, we appears to be most prominently used in academic discourse, speech, 

advertising, and politics (Fortanet, 2004; Kim, 2009; Kuo, 1999; Myers, 1989; 

Muhlhausler & Hares, 1990; Wales, 1996). The meaning of we is often vague and has 

to be determined by the context in which it occurs. But whenever we is used, the 

double assumption of authority and commonality is always conveyed (Pennycook, 

1994). It basically fulfills several major functions: strengthening the writer‘s authority, 

reducing the writer‘s responsibility, displaying the writer‘s modesty, increasing the 

reader‘s conviction, and arousing the reader‘s camaraderie (Li, 2004; Wu, 2003; Lin, 

2004).  

Second Person Pronoun You  

     The second person pronoun you is the most interactive form, explicitly and 

clearly acknowledging the presence of readers, considering their counterarguments, 

engaging them in the construction of discourse, and simultaneously establishing the 

binding relationship (Hyland, 2001a, 2002b, 2005b; Kuo, 1999, Li, 2000). Through 

pronoun you, ―the writer provides the reader with a textual persona with whom the 

reader can identify‖ (Kim, 2009, p.2087). You can refer to any human being in the 

local and global linguistic and social context (Fetzer & Bull, 2008); its domain of 

reference must be retrieved through inference from the context. You may have a 

specific reference to an individual reader, creating the impression that the writer is 

personally addressing the reader. But you may be impersonal or non-referential, 

identifying an indefinite, non-specific group, which can be replaced by general we or 

one (Wales, 1996).  

Impersonal you is usually used in the contexts of making a generalization, a 
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truism or a moral, which typically appears in present tense context. The writer can 

generalize his own experiences and assimilate himself to a wider group of people, 

suggesting that the experience could be anyone‘s in the world (Kitagawa & Lehrer, 

1990, p. 749). However, impersonal you is possible with present progressive when the 

writer involves the reader in a life drama. Assigning a major actor role to the reader, 

the writer is letting the reader into his world view and implying the reader shares his 

perspectives and values (ibid., p.752) The story-like description or a mini-tale helps 

achieve the rhetorical effects of vividness, immediacy and camaraderie (Kuo, 2003), 

and therefore, enhance the persuasiveness of the text. The unique ―life-drama‖ you 

cannot be replaced by impersonal one without affecting the writer‘s intended function.  

In addition to its capability to personalize the reader for closer involvement, 

pronoun you can detach the writer himself from the reader (Hyland, 2005a) and from 

the described situation as a neutral observer (Kim, 2009).You may also suggest a 

presumptuous tone on some occasions (Kitagawa & Lehrer, 1990), representing the 

writer‘s subjectivity and knowledge superiority over the reader (Wales, 1996). When 

reader you is addressed, the reader is directly confronted by the writer‘s arguments. 

Such directness, though straightforward and powerful enough, violates maxims of 

politeness and might threaten the harmonious relationship (Chen, 2010).  

In short, you may embody the reader as an interactant in discourse, function to 

state the general experience, or signify the writer‘s authority over the reader. 

Third Person Pronoun Plural They and Singular S/he 

The third person pronouns refer to the third party outside the immediate 

discourse context, excluding the writer and the reader—a boundary between in-group 

members and outsiders. The interpretation of they needs to be anchored in time and 

space of the context, either anaphorically or cataphorically (Kitagawa & Lehrer, 

1990). They can refer to people in general, but in most cases to a specific group of 
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people within society that can be inferred by the reader from the co-text clues. 

Although specified, the group of people is not identified or identifiable (Kitagawa & 

Lehrer, 1990). 

In a continuum of psychological closeness with the audience, they appears to be 

the most distant as opposed to the closest we and the midway you (Kamio, 2001). 

With its distancing effect, they enables the writer to strategically fulfill several 

functions: First, they can be used to dissociate the writer himself from the third party, 

who, being physically absent, do not share the writer‘s world view and often take a 

converse stance. Also, the writer can dodge the responsibility for things he does not 

want to take the blame. This sense of exclusion makes possible for the writer to attack 

on individuals, make negative comments, and refute oppositions (Wales, 1996). Next, 

they can imply an unspecific authority, making it hard for the reader to question the 

assumed common knowledge, general consensus or moral values (Pennycook, 1994), 

as exemplified in the expression ―they say that . . .‖ Finally, they, more than any other 

personal pronoun, suggests objectivity and formality to writing (Biber, 1988 as cited 

in Albakry, 2005). This is clearly reflected in the high-frequency use of they in 

newspapers, especially in the event and information-focused sections. They distances 

the reporter from the story, which contrasts sharply with the dominant use of first and 

second person pronouns in the entertainment and editorial sections, where an 

interactive and involved style is preferred (Albakry, 2005).  

Grammatically, the vaguely defined plural they can be used in a singular sense. 

The utterance ―Americans will pick the next president based on their ability to lead‖ 

(Chen & Wu, 2011, p.408) exemplifies an asymmetry between singular and plural 

references. ―The next president‖ does not have a definite reference since the speaker 

does not know who it will actually be. Thus, the noun phrase ―the next present‖ 

suggests a sense of uncertainty, which allows it to take a plural entity and thus avoids 
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the gender issue. Another occasion is when the writer cites himself as they in the text, 

as if he is simply reporting his research. In this case, they is undertaken to mitigate the 

FTA and stress solidarity with peer researchers (Myers, 1989). For plural they to take 

reference to a singular antecedent is definitely a pragmatic process because it is 

context-dependent and functionally operated (ibid.).  

As with they, the third person pronoun singular he or she also needs to be 

anchored in time and space (Kitagawa & Lehrer, 1990). S/he can be employed to 

signal disagreement or make negative comments from the writer. For example, the 

expression ―he claims‖ dissociates the writer from the other people, indicating the 

writer‘s unwillingness to identify with the third person (Meyers, 1989). Also, s/he can 

be used to cite a specific example for illustrating a situation or the writer‘s argument. 

 

The Co-Text of Personal Pronouns 

 

Numerous studies have concluded that first person pronouns are used far more 

frequently than any other type of pronouns in academic and scientific writing (Hinkel, 

1997, 1999; Kuo, 1999; Ning, 2008). The high-frequency occurrence is ascribed to 

the multi-functions first person pronouns play, such as stating personal opinions, 

recounting experiment procedures, emphasizing contribution, etc. (Harwood, 2005a, 

2005b). More specifically, the first-person perspective is more likely to appear as we 

than I, partly because we diminishes the writer‘s personal role, shows his modesty, 

and emphasizes the collaborative efforts of the writer and the reader (Zhang, 2008), 

and partly because the inclusive and exclusive senses of we enable the writer to shift 

their references for various pragmatic purposes. The dominant phenomenon of we 

over I is also manifested in classroom talk. Rounds (1987) found that we, with its 

multiple semantic references and varied discourse functions, occurred significantly 

more often than either I or you in mathematics classroom. 
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With respect to their rhetorical forces and pragmatic functions, I and we favor 

diverse linguistic realization forms. According to Vassileva (1998), I, when acting as 

an opinion-holder or an originator, was often combined with verbs of thinking and 

emotion such as think, believe, feel, or hope. Flottum, et al., (2006) pointed out that 

when the writer took on the role of a researcher, he tended to use ―I + research verb‖ 

(e.g. analyze, examine, find), and the pattern ―I + position verbs‖ (e.g. argue, claim) 

was preferred when an arguer role was assumed. Beltran (2001) found that I in 

self-reflective journal writing was often associated with be verb and mental verbs of 

feel, think, and know, indicating that the writers often wrote about what they were as 

well as how they perceived. 

Luzon (2009) analyzed Spanish EFL written reports and identified some 

common lexical verbs accompanying we, such as think, find, want, need, and believe. 

The most frequent clusters included: ―we are going to,‖ ―we have to,‖ and ―we want 

to.‖ The preference for need and want reflected the use of inclusive we as a solidarity 

marker, and the cluster ―we are going to‖ stated the writer‘s purpose or guided the 

reader through the text.  

Even though I and we have higher presences in academic papers, there is still 

debate whether self-mention should be advised in academic or scientific writing. Nor 

is there a consensus about whether I would enhance the construction of author identity, 

or the other way around, carry weighted connotations of authority (Martinez, 2005). 

The answer seems to be diverged (Hinkel, 1999). But cross-discipline studies (e.g. 

Harwood, 2005; Hyland, 2001b) have found that there is a tendency for soft 

disciplines to use more self-mention than hard ones (i.e. natural sciences).  

Compared to I and we, you is less frequently used in academic writing probably 

because of its implied strong subjectivity and authority (Hyland, 2001a; Wales, 1996). 

When a reference to the reader is needed, impersonal pronoun one is usually chosen 
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instead (Myers, 1989). But in sharp contrast, you is found more frequently used than 

we in academic speech due to its power of engaging the audience (Fortanet, 2004; 

Okamura, 2009). In terms of linguistic forms, Okamura (2009), examining the 

undergraduate lectures, discovered that you tended to go with activity verbs such as 

read, need, find, see, and find. One common cluster ―you can see‖ was used to guide 

the audience, and the cluster ―if you are/were‖ functioned to make the audience part 

of the story. In a study on how sports reporters made comments on the athletes in 

games, Kuo (2003) found that you in Chinese collocated most frequently with modal 

verbs of obligation and necessity (e.g. must, should, need to). The rhetorical force 

signaled the power and authority of the sports reporters.  

As for the third person pronouns, either they or s/he is rarely used in academic 

writing. In texts where they or s/he occurs, they are often used to cite other 

researchers, which demonstrates the writer‘s familiarity with the research field and 

secure his positions in that specific discourse community (Kuo, 1999). The purpose of 

foregrounding other researchers‘ contributions is to either make the writer‘s findings 

more pronounced or minimize criticism from others on the writer‘s opposite 

arguments yet to claim. 

 

Pronominal Shift 

 

Observed from the oral or written discourse, it is found that speakers or writers 

often transfer or shift personal pronouns within discourse. The shift may be extending 

from the writer/speaker into a wider scope or vice versa. In other words, the strong 

personal voice may shift towards more impersonal and objective perspective, or 

conversely, a neutral or objective voice may move towards a subjective orientation. In 

general, any pronominal shift involves changes in three aspects: the writer‘s 

perspective (e.g. shifting from the speaker to the audience or the third party, and from 
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referential to impersonal all), the writer‘s affect (e.g. from closeness to detachment), 

and epistemic modality (e.g. from subjectivity to objectivity, certainty to uncertainty, 

or authority to humbleness) (Wang, 2004). Shifts do not occur at random, but rather is 

rhetorically or pragmatically intended by the writer or speaker to realize various 

discourse functions.   

When all the personal pronouns are weighed in the distance scale between the 

writer and the reader, I approaches the writer self most and they is the most distant 

from the writer, with you and s/he in between (Rees, 1983, as cited in Maitland & 

Wilson, 1987). Depending on the writer‘s purpose, he can choose to approach or 

distance himself by adopting different types of strategies—either narrowing or 

extending. For example, Chao (2002) found that Taiwanese high school students often 

shifted personal pronouns in expository writing (e.g. from I to you, you to we, or we to 

he). Apart from EFL students, politicians also shift personal pronouns frequently. 

Fetzer & Bull (2008) identified two major strategies employed by politicians: The 

―over-inclusion‖ strategy extended the relevance of the writer‘s arguments to a larger 

social group‘s ideologies, which was often realized in generic forms of you, we, etc. 

The ―under-inclusion‖ strategy, on the contrary, was used to restrict the validity of an 

argument to a smaller group to escape responsibility. Both over-inclusion and 

under-inclusion strategies were multi-functional, and over-inclusion was far more 

frequent. Similar results were also provided by Chang (1998), who found that 

Taiwanese politicians shifted personal pronouns frequently to boost their self-image, 

attack their opponents, or include/exclude the audience in their favor. 

 

Cross-Cultural Comparisons 

 

The selection of personal pronouns in discourse is very likely to be culturally 

determined. In fact, cross-cultural comparison has shown that the preference for a 
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specific personal pronoun is not so much due to the linguistic variances as to the 

pragmatic or cultural reasons (Vassileva, 1998). Overall, EFL writers reveal more 

personal involvement than equivalent native writers. For example, Chinese learners 

are found to resort to more personal appeals than native speakers in argumentative 

writing, and employ more subjective accounts than objective justifications (Hinkel, 

1999). The interpersonal approach can achieve mutual solidarity on one hand and 

fortify their conviction on the other.  

Moreover, Chinese L2 writers are found to be more direct and authoritative in 

tone and make more use of strong modals than native English-speaking students 

(Allison, 1995). In concert with the findings was McCrostie‘s (2008) study, in which 

Japanese college students displayed more writer-reader visibility through first and 

second personal pronouns in academic essays than native writers. In the same vein, 

the Spanish EFL novice writers in Breeze‘s (2007) study were found to overuse I and 

you in essays, and so were the Spanish EFL engineering students in Luzon‘s (2009) 

study, who used first person pronouns of we and I more frequently than expert writers. 

Similar to Spanish writers, Swedish students overused self-reference I in 

argumentative writing (Herriman, 2007). The heavy writer-reader presence indicated 

the students‘ unawareness of genre conventions and their incompetence of 

constructing authorial identities in academic discourse community.  

Other studies on the distinction between we and I perspectives have clearly 

pointed out writers from an individualistic orientation prefer I, whereas writers with a 

collectivistic orientation tend to use more of we (Na & Choi, 2009). Therefore, 

Chinese ESL/EFL writers are found to predominantly use we over I as opposed to 

native speaker‘s choices of I to stress their assurance of conviction. On occasions 

where authorial identity has to be expressed, they choose to humble themselves for 

considering the collective cultural community (Kim, 2009; Tian, 2001a; Wu & Rubin, 
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2000). Gao‘s (2005) study supported the finding. He found Chinese EFL writers used 

exclusively we in argumentative writing, while native English writers used a variety 

of engagement markers. Similar finding was confirmed by Xiang (2003), who 

compared two sports radio shows in the US and China, and found that the Chinese 

speakers tended to appeal to collective public opinions when commenting on 

controversial issues or expressing negative views.  

In addition to the higher rate of we, EFL writers (e.g. Asian and Spanish L2 

writers) employ noticeably more you to make the text more personal for eliciting the 

group solidarity (Breeze, 2007; Duenas, 2007; Hinkel, 1999). You is often used in a 

general and impersonal sense (Hyland, 2005a; 2005c). Likewise, they are more 

remarkably used by nonnative Asian writers as evidenced in Hinkel‘s (1999) study. 

Since they identifies the boundary between the inside and outside groups, defining 

those who remain outside fortifies the in-group bond that has been highly valued in 

these cultures. 

Finally, writers of different cultures also vary in their functional uses of 

personal pronouns. For example, Petch-Tyson (1998) found that American writers 

differed from non-native European writers (including Swedish, Finnish, Dutch and 

French) in their uses of self-mention I in argumentative essays. While non-native 

writers used I mainly to express opinions, American writers employed I mostly to 

recount their personal experiences. A study conducted by Martinez (2005) on a corpus 

of biology articles also identified the pragmatic differences in the use of we by L1 and 

L2 writers. He concluded that L1 writers used we primarily to indicate their 

responsibility for a particular methodological decision. But quite the opposite, L2 

writers used we to explain a procedure in Results section, which was considered 

inappropriate in English writing conventions.  
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Argumentative Writing 

 

Argumentative Text Genre 

 

The one genre that requires the overt presentation of the writer‘s individualized 

self and the construction of the alternative views of the audience is argumentation. 

Argumentative discourse is interactive and cognitively demanding in nature. It 

comprises a problem-solution structure—situation, problem, solution and evaluation 

(Connor, 1987). The writer has to analyze the rhetorical problem, present his 

arguments clearly and coherently, justify his claims by relevant explanations, and 

more critically, refute potential counterarguments posed by the audience. To attain the 

persuasiveness of the text, the writer is expected to integrate three rhetorical appeals 

into discourse, including: (1) rational appeal (logos)—depending on the logical 

arrangements of arguments, and how the writer appeals to allusion or quotations, (2) 

ethical appeal (ethos)—relying on the projected character of the writer, the language 

he uses, and the credibility he demonstrates in writing, and (3) affective appeal 

(pathos)—leading the reader into a world of empathy and commonality by appealing 

to their emotions (Connor & Lauer, 1985). Any text that successfully incorporates 

these rhetorical features can invite participation and collaboration from the reader and 

contribute to convincing the audience.  

 

Effective Argumentative Writing 

 

Research has attempted to establish valid and reliable measures to assess the 

writing quality. A very comprehensive model was proposed by Connor & Lauer (1985) 

and Connor (1990). In the multi-dimensional linguistic/rhetorical measures, four 

effective indicators are identified: argument superstructure 

(situation-problem-solution-evaluation), logical reasoning (Toulmin‘s categories of 
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claim, data and warrant
1
), types of persuasive appeals, and audience awareness. In 

particular, 23 persuasive appeals (14 rational, 4 ethical and 5 affective appeals) are 

proved to be powerful in predicting the writing quality. For instance, the presentation 

of facts and figures and the organization of ideas in accordance with different genres 

are effective rational appeals. If the writer recounts his first-hand experiences or 

shows respect for the audience‘s viewpoints, a credibility appeal is assured. Affective 

appeals can convey the writer‘s understanding of the audience‘s values and their 

emotions in their situation.  

Connor‘s further study in 1990 also confirmed that the Toulmin‘s measure, 

word count, ethical appeal, and the syntactic style (e.g. nominalizations and agentless 

passives) were most effective indicators. Resonant with the measurement is 

Banerjee‘s (2008) conclusion that a successful argumentative essay is demonstrated 

by explicit and well-developed claims, supports from other texts, a good management 

of counterarguments, knowledge of academic conventions and more importantly, an 

acute awareness of the audience need. 

A recent framework for evaluating argumentative essays was developed by Lee 

(2008). This model, drawing on Systemic Functional Grammar (see below for 

detailed review) and Bakhtinian dialogic literacy,
2
 highlights the interpersonal 

perspective of writing. In addition to the component of information structure, it 

stresses how information is negotiated between the writer and the reader, and how the 

writer evaluates the information through his personal voice, attitude, and 

intersubjective engagement. Lee argues that the major factor that differentiates 

successful and unsuccessful writers is the degree of use of interpersonal resources. A 

                                                 
1 Toulmin (1958, as cited in Connor, 1990) identified the elements of a persuasive argument. A ―claim‖ 

is a statement or proposition for the others to accept, and ―data‖ is composed of hard facts as the basis 

of persuasion. A ―warrant‖ is the link, legitimizing the claim by showing the data to be relevant. 
2 ―Dialogic literacy‖ refers to the ability to engage productively in social interaction in order to 

generate new knowledge and facilitate learning.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

  

36 

 

successful writer exploits interpersonal resources much more frequently to meet the 

reader‘s expectations in the aspects of structure, content and language style. 

 

Previous Studies on Argumentative Writing 

 

Studies on argumentative essays have been approached from several aspects: 

the development of the argument, the meta-structure of paragraph, rhetorical genre 

analysis (e.g. Connor & Lauer, 1985; Hatch, 1992) and a specific characteristic of the 

text such as metadiscourse (e.g. Krause and O‘Brien, 1999). Another line of area 

focuses on cross-cultural comparison of rhetorical strategies employed by writers of 

different cultures. For example, Ferris (1994) found that L1 writers and L2 writers 

differed considerably in their use of rhetorical strategies, including topical structure 

and some rhetorical variables (e.g. reader inclusion and counterargument) due to the 

different rhetorical conventions transferred from their L1. Kamimura & Oi (1996), 

investigating the texts written by Japanese college students, concluded that Japanese 

students used more affective appeals as opposed to American counterparts‘ rational 

appeals. The emotionally-oriented strategy was also reflected in their preferred 

linguistic choices of softening devices, hedges and emotional words such as I think, 

maybe, sad, etc. Likewise, Chinese writers differ from their American counterparts in 

terms of argumentative strategy and typical rhetorical devices. Wu and Rubin‘s study 

(2000) reported that American and Chinese college students varied in directness, 

personal disclosure, use of proverbs or canonical expressions, collective virtues, and 

assertiveness in argumentative writing. Taiwanese writers, under the impact of 

collectivism, tended to express more humaneness (i.e. showing care and love), 

humbleness and collective virtues (e.g. taking responsibility or displaying loyalty to 

the in-group), and use a higher number of first person plural pronouns. American 

students, in contrast, were found to be more direct, assertive, and personally disclosed. 
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Moreover, Hinkel (1999) concluded that Chinese writers used more questions to show 

hesitation, invite the reader‘s participation and sometimes express the thesis 

statement.  

In general, native writers of English write longer compositions and produce 

more persuasive structures, but L2 students are found to be a lack of a strong voice, 

persuasive appeals and counterclaims (Allison, 1995; Crowhurst, 1991). While 

English writers are characterized by a direct and deductive pattern of organization, L2 

writers tend to adopt an indirect and writer-oriented perspective. It follows that native 

writes take the responsibility of clarifications and explanations, but L2 readers are 

held accountable for the interpretation of the text (González et. al., 2001; Hinds, 1987; 

Kirkpatrick, 1995).  

Argumentative genre has been recognized as crucial for academic success and 

general purposes. Crowhurst (1990) even argues for its inclusion in the elementary 

curriculum due to its early emergence in social encounter. Nevertheless, this particular 

genre requires the integration of previously acquired writing skills for construction, 

such as the ability of abstraction and generalization, coherent organization and 

linguistic maturity. Given its complexity and sophistication, even students of native 

speakers have difficulty with argumentative writing (Crowhurst, 1990; Midgett et al., 

2008), let alone L2 learners. The concept of ―argumentation‖ is face-threatening in 

nature, and this might prevent L2 learners, especially Asian students, from overt and 

candid refutation, for it contradicts their assumption that argumentation is a form of 

simply expressing or explaining their views on an issue (Krause & O‘Brien, 1999). 

Therefore, more exposure and instruction of appropriate resources for coherence and 

persuasiveness are essential for L2 writers.  
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Systemic Functional Grammar 

 

The functional view of personal pronouns is actually derived from Halliday‘s 

Systemic Functional Grammar (SFG), which sees language as a system of linguistic 

choices made for its communicative purposes and determined by the context of 

situation and culture (Bloor & Bloor, 2004; Eggins, 2004; Halliday, 1994; Halliday & 

Matthiessen, 2004). Originated in 1960s and influenced by the Prague school of 

linguistics, SFG holds that language is used for making meanings, and the process 

involves a series of choices from a system of linguistic resources (Eggins, 2004). In 

their view, language varies systematically with content and context, and is the 

medium through which meaning is realized. A particular grammatical structure 

conveys a specific meaning; grammar, therefore, develops out of the need for 

speakers or writers to interact for functional purposes (Grabe & Kaplan, 1996; 

Schleppegrell, 1998). This functional, semantic, contextual and semiotic view of 

language enables SFG to explore how people use language in different contexts, how 

language is structured for use, and how contextual meaning is expressed in grammar.  

 

Discourse-Semantic Structure 

 

Halliday (1994; 2004) maintains that language involves three strata, with 

sounds/phonology as basic, words/structures or lexico-grammar in the intermediate 

stratum, and meanings/discourse-semantics in the highest. Discourse-semantics gets 

realized through the lexico-grammar, which in turn gets realized through phonology. 

In discourse-semantic structure, three major meanings or metafunctions are fulfilled: 

ideational, interpersonal and textual functions. The ideational function, subdivided 

into the logical and experiential sub-functions, serves to construe the writer‘s 

experiences of the outside world. The interpersonal function enables the writer to 
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express his attitude and influence the attitudes and behaviors of the reader, and 

therefore establish the social relationship. A textual function is used to construct a text 

logically and coherently, often realized by connectives and the choice of topic or 

subject. The realization of these three functions is made possible by the three 

linguistic elements at the lexico-grammar level respectively: Transitivity, Mood and 

Theme. This is the stratum where linguistic options are made available by word, 

phrase, clause and clause complex. Transitivity expresses the ideational meaning by 

indicating ―who did what to whom in what circumstances‖ (Vande Kopple, 1995, p.3). 

Mood empowers the writer to select the kind of mood and modality to show role 

relationship. Theme serves a textual function in that it is what the clause is going to be 

about. The ideational, interpersonal and textual functions all operate simultaneously in 

any language use.  

 

Lexico-Grammatical Structure 

 

Transitivity 

Since the Transitivity system is concerned with how meanings are represented, 

it is considered to fall within the realm of the ideational function of language (Matu, 

2008). Transitivity mainly contains verb processes, participants (encoded in nominal 

groups), and circumstances (realized by prepositional phrases of time, manner, place, 

etc.). There are six basic verb processes: (1) material process for describing concrete, 

tangible actions, (2) mental process for representing feelings, thoughts and 

perceptions, (3) verbal process for representing verbal actions, (4) relational process 

for establishing a relation between two separate entities, (5) behavioral process for 

describing physiological and psychological behavior, and (6) existential process for 

stating the existences of things. The various verb processes distinguish what the writer 

intends to represent—action, speech, states of mind or affairs, and embody how a 
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person‘s experiential reality is constructed.  

The participant roles are determined by the choice of verb processes. A 

participant can be an actor to perform an action, a senser to feel or perceive things, a 

sayer to convey verbiage, or a carrier to possess a certain attribute, etc. In choosing 

the type of process to express and the participant role to construe, the writer is 

actually representing his perspectives in a particular way (Eggins, 2004). For instance, 

in a study on how ESL children recounted a yo-yo expert‘s performance in class, 

Schleppegrell & Go (2007) found that the children displayed different orientations 

because of their various purposes. Some focused on what had happened and therefore 

used more action processes; others described how it was and their reactions to the 

experiences, which led to more processes of thinking and feelings.  

Mood 

The Mood system carries the burden of the clause as an interactive event. It 

serves the interpersonal function of language, which is mainly expressed by the two 

elements—subject and finite (including modal and polarity) (Eggins, 2004). Halliday 

(1994, 2004) asserts that whenever we interact with others, we take on different 

speech roles in the exchange. We may choose to give or demand, and we may choose 

the kind of commodity for exchange, i.e. information or goods/services. These four 

types—statement (giving information), question (commanding information), offer 

(giving goods) and command (commanding goods)—constitute the major speech 

functions in interaction, which are typically encoded by the mood of declarative, 

interrogative, modulated interrogative and imperative respectively. The Mood 

structure of a clause, then, organizes the constituents for people to exchange different 

kinds of information.  

The rest of the clause, termed as ―Residue,‖ contains the functional elements of 

the predicator, complements and types of adjuncts. The one type of adjunct in Residue 
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component that adds interpersonal meanings to a clause is the modal adjunct, whose 

purpose is ―to indicate some aspect of the speaker/writer‘s attitude to the message or 

his comment on its reference, reliability, interest, and so on‖ (Bloor & Bloor, 2004, 

p.55). For example, the mood adjuncts of probability or usuality (e.g. possibly, 

perhaps, usually) express probability meanings, whereas the comment adjuncts 

convey the writer‘s attitude and assessment about the proposition with respect to the 

extent of assertion, desirability, sensibility, expectation, etc. (e.g. honestly, hopefully, 

understandably, amazingly). The choices of mood (declarative or interrogative), 

modality (expressed by epistemic or deontic modals), and modal adjuncts 

collaboratively determine the interpersonal relationship the writer intends to construct 

(Recski, 2005).  

Theme  

A Theme as defined by Halliday (1994) is the element which comes first in a 

clause and functions as the departure for the message. A Rheme is the remainder of 

the clause, which usually contains new or unfamiliar information about the starting 

message. Theme and Rheme are both important elements in manipulating textual 

cohesion and coherence. The choice of the initial position contextualizes the sentence 

by providing the reader with an interpretive framework for the information that 

follows. In the most natural or unmarked scenario, Theme consists of the grammatical 

subject of the sentence. However, it is common for skillful writers to choose marked 

Themes to realize one or more of the linguistic metafunctions: topical, interpersonal 

or textual (Meyer, 2008, p. 167). For example, conjunction but in the clause ―but 

fortunately, the bomb didn‘t explode‖ acts as the textual theme for adding emphasis. 

The comment adjunct ―fortunately‖ serves as an interpersonal theme to indicate the 

writer‘s evaluation, and ―the bomb‖ is the topical theme. Quite often, the choice of 

theme patterns is determined by the text‘s cohesion and coherence (Eggins, 2004; 
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Hyland, 2001). 

When personal pronouns are fronted as the topical theme, particularly the first 

person I or we, it seems to assume the most potential for negotiation and imply an 

intimate closeness and responsibility. The thematization of the first person pronoun is 

a signal of the writer‘s overt presence in text construction, and is a significant aspect 

of the message (Hyland, 2001b). The fronting of reader pronoun you is 

communicatively motivated and obviously takes into account the importance of the 

reader (Berman, 2004). In contrast, nominalizations as subjects take on a detached 

meaning and distance the assessment (Martinez, 2001). 

To sum up, the choice of verb construction is an ideational matter. The choice 

between types of mood and modality is an interpersonal concern, and the choice 

between clause structure and word order is a textual issue. The grammatical system 

offers the writer/speaker the possibility of creating an unlimited potential of 

meanings.  

 

Application of SFG to Research and Pedagogy 

 

SFG provides a very powerful interpretive framework for practical analysis in a 

wide variety of research, including the investigation of the features of valued texts, 

studies of child language acquisition and development, and studies on language and 

power relations, etc. (Bloor & Bloor, 2004). The most widely known application has 

been the theory of cohesion, which explores the relations between sentences and 

discourse. Another area in which SFG becomes a particularly useful tool is for text 

analysis, which examines the use of a specific linguistic form, lexical choice, thematic 

progression, etc., and for interpreting how these structure forms are systematically 

varied with the larger social and cultural context variables (Connor, 1996; Eggins, 

2004; Grabe & Kaplan, 1996; McCarthy, 1991). Other research has made 
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contributions to the study of metadiscourse in academic writing, register, ideology, 

and critical discourse analysis.  

More recent work on functional grammar has been devoted to its application in 

writing classroom, or content-based and genre-based instruction (Bloor & Bloor, 2004; 

Schleppegrell & Gao, 2007). For instance, Iddings (2007) examined the 

lexico-grammatical forms used in English Humanities and Biochemistry writing. It 

was found that the Humanities texts used more interpersonal themes, and thus were 

more interactive in nature. In addition to themes, other concepts from SFG have also 

been applied to composition courses, including the multiple purposes of language use, 

the influence of context on patterns of content, relation of grammar to meaning, etc. 

(Hartnett, 1997; Vande Kopple, 1996). With the knowledge of how language 

functionally works, writing teachers can ―analyze students‘ texts and account for their 

particular linguistic features in terms of how those features combine to make the text 

the kind of text it is‖ (Schleppegrell, 1998, p. 183). 

 

Research from a Functional Perspective  

 

The review of the literature has revealed that research on EFL learners‘ 

argumentative writing is still insufficient, particularly in the aspects of interactional 

features and linguistic forms. In view of this, this study will explore personal 

pronouns—a major explicit interpersonal marker—from a pragmatic approach to 

identify their discourse functions in various contexts. Moreover, the pragmatic view 

of personal pronouns highlights the need to study the clustering linguistic forms, 

which work together with proceeding pronouns to convey the writer‘s intention and 

attitude. In analyzing the linguistic features, the theory of Systemic Functional 

Grammar would be applied. The exploration of lexico-grammatical structure is 
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expected to help identify the functions of personal pronouns in the discourse-semantic 

structure of a language. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 METHODOLOGY 

 

This study intended to explore personal pronoun uses in argumentative writing 

from both the lexico-grammatical level and the discourse-semantic level. I wanted to 

show how the choices of personal pronoun and other linguistic forms were affected by 

the discourse function to fulfill. To this end, this study contained two major stages: 

The first stage focused on the collection of learner corpus and subsequently a detailed 

text analysis, in which the frequency, distribution, the associated linguistic clusters, 

and discourse functions of personal persons used in the texts were to be identified and 

analyzed. The latter stage collected first-hand information from both post-writing 

questionnaires and individual interviews, through which the students‘ underlying 

assumptions and perceptions of personal pronouns would be revealed. 

 

Participants 

 

The participants in this study were 64 junior English majors at Shih Chien University 

and 12 sophomore English majors at National Chengchi University in Taiwan. 

Students from Shih Chien came from five writing classes (18 to 23 people in each 

class). Out of a total of 100 students, 64 completed the task and agreed to participate 

in the study. They had already taken two composition courses (including Basic 

Writing and Intermediate Writing), with a total of 8 credits earned, and they were 

taking Advanced Writing when the data were collected in the first semester of 2009. 

Over the previous two years, they had been acquainted with the formats and 

organizations of paragraph writing and essay writing. Also, they had practiced a wide 

array of genres, ranging from narration, description, exposition, to argumentation. In 
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the third-year training, they were given more opportunities for opinion and 

argumentation writing as well as creative writing. Students from Chengchi University 

came from one writing class; a total of 12 students (out of 15) signed the consent 

forms. They had already completed Reading and Writing I course (6 credit hours) and 

were taking Reading and Writing II in the academic year of 2009 when the data was 

collected. The tasks were conducted at the second semester after they had already 

completed the learning of argumentative essay writing. The purpose of collecting data 

from two schools was to include students of different English proficiency levels. 

In general, almost all the Shih Chien students‘ proficiency levels were assessed 

to be above Intermediate Level. Among the 64 students, 38 (59.3%) scored over 240 

of a total of 360 in CSEPT (College Student English Proficiency Test) Level II 

proficiency exam administered in May, 2009 in Shih Chien, and were placed into the 

High-Intermediate level. CSEPT is developed by LTTC (The Language and Training 

Center) and specifically designed for college students in Taiwan. Level II is 

equivalent to the midway of GEPT (General English Proficiency Test) Intermediate 

and High-Intermediate levels, and score 240 is the passing grade. Another 23 of them 

(36.0%) fell between score 180-239, and were categorized into the Intermediate Level. 

Only 3 students (4.7%) scored below 180, and belonged to the Basic Level. In 

comparison, students from Chengchi University on the whole were more advanced in 

English proficiency. Only three of them were assessed as Intermediate level, and the 

other 9 either passed GEPT High-Intermediate level or obtained TOEIC scores of 

890-930 (also falling into the High-Intermediate Level). Their self-evaluation of 

writing skills was either ―good‖ or ―very good.‖ Only the three Intermediate students 

claimed as ―poor.‖  

The participants included 14 males and 62 females, with an average age of 

20.82 (ranging from 19 to 26). According to their learning history of English, the 
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participants had learned English at an average of 11.20 years (ranging from 6 to 23 

years). The length of learning English writing ranged from 2 to 20 years, with an 

average of 5.42 years. While 44 students (57.9%) reported that they habitually used 

English in daily writing (e.g. in blogs, diary, clubs, communication with foreign 

friends, part-time work etc.), 32 of them rarely used English in their daily life. 

However, it should be noted that in this study no attempt was made to differentiate 

students by gender. The discrepancy in number was seen as a normal distribution in 

any English department or educational institution in Taiwan.     

 

Instruments 

 

The data in this study were mainly obtained from student writing samples, 

totaling 76 essays, which were used for analyzing the strategic use of personal 

pronouns in argumentative writing. The findings from the learner corpus were further 

supported by the post-writing questionnaire and individual oral interviews. The 

questionnaire aimed to reveal how the students perceived argumentative writing, and 

the interview intended to find out the reasons for the students‘ choices of personal 

pronouns in their writing. The instruments used in the study, then, included the 

writing task, the holistic rating scale, the post-writing questionnaire, and the oral 

interview questions.  

 

The Writing Task 

 

The participants were asked to write an essay in response to the topic ―Do you 

agree or disagree with same-sex marriage?‖ in 500-700 words (see Appendix A). 

They could freely take either side of the issue, and they had to explain and defend 

their claims persuasively by providing specific reasons and examples. The 
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participants were also asked to plan carefully and include the three major parts of 

introduction, body and conclusion for constructing a well-organized text. The prompt 

was assigned to elicit an argumentation essay with the purpose of convincing the 

audience. The topic chosen was considered appropriate for college students‘ ability 

and maturity.  

To collect the samples, I first obtained the six instructors‘ agreement on the 

participation in the research project. The instructors told their students that the essay 

would be graded by other teachers, and the score earned would be counted as a part of 

the final grade. The purpose was to ensure that the students would spend more time 

planning, composing and revising the drafts for a better essay quality.  

The instructors were free to brainstorm with the students on the topic, remind 

the students of the organization of argumentative text, or even demonstrate the 

processes of information collection. The whole-class discussion was also seen as 

appropriate as long as it helped the students embark on the challenging writing task. 

Depending on the instruction and time allotment, the students had two to four weeks 

to collect relevant information and complete the writing. They would then turn in the 

essays at the assigned time.  

 

Holistic Rating Scale 

 

After the papers were collected, they were rated holistically for the overall 

quality, and later sorted into three groups of different qualities—High, Mid, and 

Low—based on the points given. The rating scale was adopted from the Test of 

Written English Scoring Guide, a widely accepted scoring guide for a holistic 

evaluation of an essay (Brown, 2004, pp. 238-239). In this rating system, there are 

seven levels, with Level 0 being the lowest and Level 6 the highest. Each level is 

specified by a set of descriptions that address content, organization and development, 
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supporting ideas, fluency, appropriateness, grammatical correctness and lexical 

choice. 

In assessing the quality of argumentative essays, Connor (1990) and Connor & 

Lauer (1985) found audience awareness and persuasive appeals (i.e. rational, 

credibility and affective appeals) were particularly reliable and valid indicators in 

addition to text coherence and cohesion. Therefore, in response to this specific genre 

and to meet the needs of grading argumentation strategies, three descriptors 

addressing opposing arguments, audience awareness and text persuasiveness were 

added for more effective assessment. These descriptors were all marked in ―*‖ (see 

Appendix C).      

First, all the essays were rated for their overall impression and effectiveness by 

two experienced writing teachers. They had been teaching composition of various 

levels for at least 3 years in college, with one English-speaking teacher and one 

non-native English teacher. The reason for recruiting two culturally diverse teachers 

was to balance the raters‘ evaluation criteria. The raters were shown the writing task 

and made clear of the scoring rubrics by the researcher, especially the three added 

descriptors. Also, they were asked to work independently and rate the papers from 0 

to 6. If the raters felt the quality fell in between two scores, half point was allowed 

(e.g. 3.5 or 4.5). Each paper was then given an average score. In cases where the two 

scores assigned to any paper diverged by more than two points (e.g. 3 points vs. 5 

points), the third rater, who had been teaching writing for over 15 years, would be 

called upon to resolve the disagreement and the score was decided by the third rater. 

The inter-rater reliability would be provided. 

Given that the papers were collected at various time points of the year, when the 

raters were about to grade the next set of papers, the previously graded essays would 

be presented to the raters for maintaining scoring consistency and fairness. Based on 
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the scoring, the papers would then be grouped into three: Those that scored 5 or 6 

demonstrated competence in writing and thus were categorized as ―high-quality‖ 

group. Those scoring 3 or 4, with minimal or developing competence, were grouped 

into ―mid-quality‖ group. The essays that scored below 2 displayed incompetence and 

belonged to ―low-quality‖ group. The differentiation of paper quality contributed to 

the further analysis of personal pronoun use by students of various proficiency levels. 

 

Post-Writing Questionnaire 

 

After the completion of the writing task, the participants were given the 

post-writing questionnaire (See Appendix D) and the consent form (Appendix G). The 

reason for holding back the questionnaires until the end was to avoid its effects on the 

students‘ planning and composing processes. The questionnaires were seen as a 

post-writing reflection and examination, rather than a pre-writing guideline or 

framework.  

In the first part of the questionnaire, the participants were asked to give their 

personal background information, including their English learning history, major 

standardized tests they had taken, and self-evaluation of their writing ability. It was 

aimed to get student profiles in the aspects of English performance, achievements and 

experiences. The participants were encouraged to provide as much information as 

possible. The second part contained six open-ended questions. The participants had to 

give a retrospective account of the writing process, including the writing purpose, the 

intended reader, the relationship they desired to build with the reader, the strategies 

they employed to convince the reader, and the greatest challenges in writing an 

argumentative essay. To ensure appropriate answers, some guidelines were specified 

in more details. For example, in asking about the kind of relationship established with 

the reader, alternatives of ―equal vs. unequal‖ and ―close vs. detached‖ were given. 
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For question five, the students were expected to point out the most effective 

convincing strategies from suggested answers of ―directly vs. indirectly‖
3
 or 

―strongly vs. humbly.‖ To elicit the maximum responses from the participants, the 

questionnaire was written in Chinese, but the students could answer either in Chinese 

or English.  

 

Post-Writing Oral Interview Questions 

 

After a set of papers were rated and categorized, the individual oral interview 

would be conducted as soon as possible to ensure that the students had a better recall 

of what they had written. To get a comprehensive understanding of personal pronoun 

use, the essays that contained an even distribution of personal pronouns were chosen, 

and so were those texts that had extreme uses, such as a complete lack of personal 

pronouns, an overwhelming use of a certain personal pronoun, or the adoption of an 

extremely direct strategy, etc. Twenty percent of the participants were selected for 

further oral interview. Altogether, there were sixteen students chosen—five from the 

High group, six from the Mid, and five from the Low, and they all agreed to 

participate in the individual interview.    

The interview was conducted in a semi-structured format, consisting of a series 

of open-ended questions, including the predominant use of certain personal pronouns, 

the underlying reasons for using or switching personal pronouns within or across 

sentences, the awareness of the reader in composition, and the approaches they had 

adopted for the task (See Appendix F). The purposes were twofold: One was to 

understand their writing processes and their decisions of personal pronoun use. The 

                                                 
3 In this study, the terms ―direct‖ and ―indirect‖ refer to the ways of how arguments are presented. If 

the writer chooses to express his opinions in a clear and straightforward fashion, he leans towards the 

―direct‖ end. But if the utterances appear to be more polite and humble, and there are more elaborations 

and implications, the writer moves towards the ―indirect‖ end. More explanations are given in Ch. 

5—Questionnaire Results.   
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other was to reconfirm or elaborate on the answers provided in the questionnaires. 

During the interview, the students were shown the original essays they wrote, 

with no scoring or mark on them. They were first asked to give a brief description of 

their major arguments presented in the essays, followed by their understanding of 

types of personal pronouns, and the circumstances in which these pronouns would 

normally occur. Then, special attention was directed to those distinctive features 

identified in texts, for example, the most dominant personal pronoun, the non-use of a 

certain pronoun, the co-occurring pronoun pairs (e.g. you immediately following I), 

the rhetorical strategies used, etc. Depending on the student‘s responses, further 

questions would be raised in order to probe more deeply. To create a comfortable 

atmosphere and alleviate the participants‘ fear of speaking English, the interview was 

conducted in Chinese. Each interview lasted about 10-15 minutes, and was 

tape-recorded and later transcribed for in-depth discovery, which could not be easily 

detected from the text analysis.  

 

Data Analysis 

 

In this study, both quantitative and qualitative approaches were used to analyze 

the learner corpus for a detailed exploration of learners‘ use of personal pronouns. It 

contained three major phases: text analysis, analysis of questionnaires, and analysis of 

oral interviews. 

 

Text Analysis 

 

The text analysis was conducted to determine the frequency of occurrence of 

personal pronouns, distribution patterns, semantic references, common associated 

linguistic clusters and discourse functions in contexts.  
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Frequency Analysis 

Frequency analysis was aimed to provide quantitative data for the interpretation 

of the relative prominence and preference of various personal pronouns in the essays. 

It was carried out by using the Wordlist and concordancing software AntConc 3.2.1., 

developed by Laurence Anthony of Waseda University in Japan (2007). AntConc is a 

freeware concordance used to analyze word clusters, collocates, word frequencies, 

and keywords. It helps identify the most frequent occurring lexical words and analyze 

the linguistic forms.   

In frequency analysis, all cases of personal pronouns were 

included—nominative, objective, possessive, possessive pronoun, and reflexive:  

1. First person singular (I, me, my, myself, mine) 

2. First person plural (we, us, our, ourselves) 

3. Second person singular and plural (you, your, yourself, yourselves, yours) 

4. Third person singular (he, him, himself, his, she, her, herself, hers) 

5. Third person plural (they, them, their, themselves, theirs) 

The inclusion of all forms was considered essential because the writer might choose 

to use ―in my opinion‖ instead of ―I think‖ to express his opinion, or ―our society‖ 

instead of ―we live in a society‖ to include the reader. All the calculation would be 

double-checked by the researcher to ensure the coding correctness. 

In calculating the frequency, the raw number of occurrences of each personal 

pronoun was first computed and later the total number was divided by the total 

number of words in the texts (presented in proportion) in order to control for the 

differences in text length. In other words, all the frequency counts were all normalized 

to 100 words for comparison. This part of analysis would be presented in tables in 

terms of various pronouns and groups, including the total number (raw) and the 

percentage out of total words (%).  
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When the frequency count was conducted, several principles were followed:  

1. If there was an obvious typo or a wrong use of pronominal form, the original 

form would be first recovered before analysis. The judgment was based on the 

students‘ intended meanings and determined by the linguistic contexts. For example,  

(3.1a)We don‘t allow they get marriage. (Low#38) 

(3.1b) Perhaps the can raise the baby than the formal couple. (Mid#9) 

They in Low#38 should be replaced by them, and the writer Mid#9 mistyped the word 

they. 

2. The pronouns in a quote would be excluded. For example,  

(3.2a) He said that, ―I‘m a Christian, and so . . .‖ (Mid#22) 

 (he referring to Obama) 

(3.2b) (Genesis 2:24) ―For this reason a man shall leave his father and his 

mother, and be joined to his wife; and they shall become one flesh.‖ 

(High#15)  

Pronoun I in example (3.2a) and pronouns his and they in example (3.2b) would not 

be calculated.   

3. Pronouns in a tag question would not be counted. For instance,   

(3.3) You also have a good life, don‘t you? (Low#38)   

You in the tag question would not be analyzed since it is a repetition of the 

clause-initial you, which has been counted as one occurrence already.  

After correcting the forms and excluding those quoted pronouns, the overall 

frequency and distribution of types of personal pronouns and differences among the 

three groups would be listed, compared and interpreted. Also, one-way ANOVA 

(analysis of variance) would be performed to see if the three groups differed 

significantly in terms of frequency and distribution. The analysis was expected to 

answer research question one.  

Analysis of the Collocated Linguistic Forms 

In addition to the quantitative analysis of frequency of occurrence, the 
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concordancing analysis of personal pronouns is considered crucial for further 

exploration of discourse functions in the next stage. As Berman (2004) argues, to 

construct a valid functional analysis, there is an absolute need to examine the lexical 

and syntactic constructions in the context where personal pronouns occur.  

In this phase, the focus was mainly placed on personal pronouns in the subject 

position. The reason for exploring the nominative case is that in terms of the three 

levels of Mood, Transitivity and Theme of SFG, the subject plays an important role in 

a clause because it can act as an interactant, the participant of an action, and the theme 

of a clause. However, the discourse functions of the other cases, i.e. objective, 

possessive, reflexive, and possessive pronoun, depend largely on the other elements in 

the clause. Given this, the other cases would be excluded in the study regarding the 

associated clusters and discourse functions. 

Principles for coding the collocated forms.  Before the collocated forms were 

analyzed, some screening principles had to be applied:  

1. Adding missing verbs, deleting double verbs, or correcting the typos  

Since verbs reflect the writer‘s perspectives on the world around, they play a 

substantial role in the analysis. Therefore, the verb forms would be first recovered or 

corrected. For example,  

(3.4a) I still their friend. (Mid#60)  

In the sentence, be verb am is missing, so am should be added as the main verb.  

(3.4b) In my opinion, I am disagree same sex marriage. (Mid#60) 

In this case, am should be deleted in order to be grammatical. Therefore, disagree is 

counted as the major verb.  

(3.4c) . . . because we life in a democracy society (Mid#18)  

Apparently, the noun life is a typo or misuse of the verb form of live. Therefore, it is 

changed into live as the main verb.  
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2. Treating the first verb following the semi-modal form (e.g. is going to, would like 

to, have to) as the main verb  

Look at the two examples below:  

(3.5a) And now their child tell them he is going to marry a guy who is the same 

sax with him. (Mid#60) 

(3.5b) We have to look at same-sex marriage in the same position. (High#46) 

The verbs marry in (3.5a) and look in (3.5b) are the main verbs of the clauses. 

3. Excluding tense forms in the analysis  

Tenses are an important linguistic and rhetorical marker indicating how the 

writer perceives things and should deserve more attention in text analysis. However, 

considering Taiwanese EFL learners‘ awareness and control of tense forms, the 

analysis would probably entail no specific finding and even worse, yield very 

confusing results because their use may be randomly selected regardless of the 

discourse context. Therefore, in the analysis, think and thought were both coded under 

the verb think. 

Cluster analysis.  After the forms were correctly coded, the collocated 

linguistic features were analyzed in four aspects based on the insights drawn from 

Systemic Functional Grammar and Hyland‘s (2005c) interpersonal model: (1) main 

lexical verbs, (2) emphatic markers and attitude markers, (3) modals and semi-modals, 

and (4) most frequent clusters.   

1. Main lexical verbs   

The most salient linguistic form that contributes to the primary function a 

personal pronoun performs is the verb, which represents how writers perceive the 

world around them, how they perceive the reader and the propositions involved, and 

to what extent they open up the kind of interaction with the reader. The analysis on 

lexical verbs was based on the element of verb types of Transitivity structure in SFG 
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because it is the core of a verbal construction. In addition to counting the frequency of 

verbs, the verbs were further categorized into four major groups: material verbs (e.g. 

build, do, walk), mental verbs (e.g. think, believe, feel), verbal verbs (e.g. say, tell, 

report) and relational verbs (e.g. be, become, have). For the convenience of 

categorization and analysis, behavioral verb process such as watch, dream, cry, and 

smile would be grouped into ―material verbs‖ category. As for existential process, 

since the analysis was on clauses containing personal pronouns as subjects, the 

syntactic structures such as ―there is‖ or ―there exists‖ were not the concern of the 

study. Existential processes would accordingly be excluded. It should be borne in 

mind that auxiliary be and auxiliary has/have would not be included in the analysis, 

either. 

The top 10 main verbs (or fewer, depending on the total frequency of 

occurrence of a certain personal pronoun) that most frequently collocated with each 

type of personal pronoun would be listed. Then, the most dominant verb group would 

also be identified.  

2. Emphatic markers and attitude markers 

Associated with the main verbs are the emphatic markers and attitude markers 

that spread around the verb construction. Emphatics serve to reinforce the entire 

proposition, exaggerate the state of affairs (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Hinkel, 2005; 

Levinson, 1987) and ―project a credible image of authority, decisiveness and 

conviction‖ (Hyland, 2005a, p. 81). Some typical emphatic markers are: very, 

particularly, strongly, firmly, absolutely, definitely, extremely, etc. On the other hand, 

attitude markers are the comment adjuncts that express the writer‘s attitudes to and 

evaluation on propositions. They are typically writer-oriented (Lau, 2004) and are 

used to express surprise, agreement, importance, obligation, frustration, etc. (Hyland, 

2005a, p. 53), for example, importantly, unfortunately, surprisingly, interestingly, 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

58 

 

 

amazingly, etc. Among a variety of lexico-syntactic devices for showing attitudes and 

reinforcement, only adverbial forms were examined in this study. The analysis would 

not deal with adjectives (e.g. ―it is amazing that‖ and ―it is essential that‖), nouns (e.g. 

―the importance of‖ and ―a necessity‖), prepositional phrases (e.g. ―on the contrary‖ 

and ―in all honesty―), or infinitive clauses (e.g. ―to be precise‖ and ―to be sure‖).  

3. Modals and semi-modals 

Modals in this study contained both modal verbs and semi-modals (e.g. would 

like to, is going to, is able to, etc.). Following Biber, et al.‘s (1999) classification 

scheme, modals are categorized into three sub-groups according to their semantic 

meanings: (1) permission/possibility/ability: can, could, may, might, (2) 

obligation/necessity: must, should, have to, need to, (3) volition/prediction/future: will, 

would, be going to. Each modal can have two different types of meaning, which can 

be labeled as ―deontic‖ and ―epistemic.‖ Deontic modality ―refers to actions and 

events that humans (or other agents) directly control: meanings relating to permission, 

obligation, or volition (or intention). Epistemic modality refers to the logical status of 

events or states, usually relating to assessments of likelihood: possibility, necessity, or 

prediction‖ (ibid., p. 485). 

In analyzing modals, the frequency of each sub-type of modal in relation to 

different personal pronouns would be calculated, and the distribution patterns among 

the three groups would be compared as well. In cases where two interpretations of a 

modal were possible, its meaning would be determined by the discourse context 

where it occurred. For example,  

(3.6) Maybe they could adopt the orphan. (Low#38) 

Although could took the meanings of ability and possibility, the adverb ―maybe‖ gave 

the clue to the meaning of could in this sentence—possibility. If the meaning 

remained ambiguous and undetermined, another writing teacher, who had been 
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teaching English for over 13 years, would be called upon for verification. A list of 

collocated forms and examples is attached in Appendix I. 

4. Most frequent clusters 

The most common clusters for all types of personal pronouns would be 

identified. The clusters searched included ―pronoun + (modal) + (affective marker) + 

(emphatic marker) + main verb‖ (e.g. ―I definitely believe‖ and ―We should respect‖). 

The search would help to reveal the discursive contexts in which a specific pronoun 

was mostly used (Dafouz, et al., 2007). 

Analysis of Discourse Functions  

The examination of clause-structure level of the texts facilitates the subsequent 

identification of rhetorical functions fulfilled by each personal pronoun in various 

contexts (Schiffrin, 1994). The semantic references and discourse functions of 

personal pronouns were analyzed on the basis of actual occurrences and associated 

forms in the texts. Again, only pronouns in subject positions would be dealt with in 

this phase. To begin with, the referent of each personal pronoun had to be identified in 

order to detect if the reference was referential or impersonal in a certain context. The 

functions might vary in accordance with the referential scope. Next, to develop an 

initial classification scheme, I drew on previous findings on the pragmatic functions 

of person pronouns in academic writing, political talk, sports announcement and other 

learner writing corpora, etc. (e.g. Biber, 1988; Biq, 1991; Brown and Levinson, 1987; 

Huddleston, 1984; Hyland, 2001a, 2002b, 2005a, 2005c; Kitagawa & Lehrer, 1990; 

Kuo, 1999; Lin, 1993; Myers, 1989; Muhlhausler & Harre, 1990; Pennycook, 1994; 

Vassileva, 1998; Wales, 1996). With the accumulated findings as core categories, the 

framework also included those revealed from the present learner data to faithfully 

reflect for what purposes Taiwanese students employed a specific personal pronoun. 

The categorization scheme of discourse functions and examples is provided in 
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Appendix J.   

Then, a detailed analysis of the context where each personal pronoun was 

actually used was carried out in order to identify their discourse functions. As has 

been found, the functions of personal pronouns are often overlapping. Therefore, the 

categorization was meticulously analyzed by taking into account the linguistic 

environment and coded manually with the assistance of concordance. In cases where 

two functions were simultaneously operating or the function was ambiguous, the 

researcher would determine which function dominated. For example,   

(3.7a) However, I believe we should not forbid them. (High#5) 

(3.7b) If we permit gay marriage, it will make our society chaos. (High#55) 

Although we in both examples perform the ―solidarity‖ function (See Ch. 4 for 

discourse functions), the obligation modal should in example (3.7a) determines its 

―toning down directive‖ function. Furthermore, to ensure the reliability of function 

categorization, 25% of samples from each group (4 from Low, 12 from Mid, and 4 

from High) were randomly selected and analyzed by another writing teacher to double 

check the coding validity. 

In this section, the frequency of each type of function used by the three groups 

would be presented in tables, and examples of the learner texts would be provided as 

well. When the illustrations were cited, the proficiency group and the number of paper 

(numbered from 1 to 76 in the sequence of the paper received, 1 being the first one 

and 76 the last) would be marked in parenthesis. For instance, ―Low#7‖ referred to 

―the number 7 text out of a total of 76, belonging to the Low group.‖ These qualitative 

analyses were intended to supplement the quantitative analyses. An exploration into 

this area was aimed to answer research questions two and three.  
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Analysis of Questionnaires 

 

At the next stage, the results from the post-writing questionnaires would be 

categorized and tabulated. Because all the 6 questions, although partially guided, were 

open-ended, there were many possible answers. For example, in terms of writing 

difficulty, the students came out with answers of ―vocabulary,‖ ―putting the arguments 

into a logical and coherent order,‖ ―unable to express my ideas in English,‖ 

―constructing an outline,‖ etc. These answers were grouped as one category — 

―language expression.‖ For those answers that occurred less than 3 times (e.g. ―not 

having read the Bible‖ or ―being required to write a lot‖ in this case) were classified 

as ―others.‖ In other words, only those containing 3 occurrences or above were 

considered as one major category. Those below 3 were grouped altogether in ―others‖ 

category.  

Next, the major answer categories for each question were presented and their 

frequency of occurrences calculated. Also, the differences among the three 

proficiency groups in each category would be compared and contrasted. The students‘ 

remarks, both oral and written, would be quoted whenever appropriate.  

In addition to the overall picture of distribution, the study would take a step 

further to analyze the relationship between pronoun choice and the answer category. It 

was aimed to see if the students‘ planning, perceptions, and strategies had any effect 

on their personal pronoun choices. Out of the 6 questions, Questions 1, 2, 3 and 5 (i.e. 

the writing purpose, the reader group, the writer-reader relationship, and the 

convincing strategy) would be examined in this regard because these factors were 

related to the choices of personal pronouns. Question 4 (the persuasive effect of the 

essay) and Question 6 (the writing difficulty) focused on the students‘ evaluations on 

their performance after the composition. Therefore, the relationship between pronoun 
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use and these two question answers was irrelevant. To find the impact, the density of 

personal pronouns for each answer category would be first calculated, and then a 

T-test or ANOVA was computed to see if the uses were significantly different among 

the categories and the three groups.  

 

Analysis of Oral Interviews 

 

The final phase dealt with the 16 students‘ oral interview results to explore their 

strategic uses of personal pronouns from a different perspective. The main focus was 

to analyze the transcripts and identify the reasons for their using and not using the 

pronouns in various contexts. The major reasons would be consolidated and 

categorized on the basis of the students‘ verbal accounts, which were later translated 

into English. The results from the questionnaires and oral interviews helped answer 

research question four. 

To sum up, the data obtained for the study included three parts: the written texts, 

the questionnaires and the oral interviews. The data analysis were conducted in the 

following sequence: (1) counting frequency of occurrence of personal pronouns, (2) 

coding semantic references, (3) describing collocated linguistic forms of pronouns in 

subject positions, (4) identifying the discourse functions of personal pronouns, (5) 

presenting the questionnaire results, and finally (6) analyzing the results of the oral 

interviews.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

63 

 

CHAPTER 4 

ANALYSIS OF PRONOMINAL LINGUISTIC FORMS AND DISCOURSE 

FUNCTIONS 

 

This chapter reports four major results: (1) the descriptive statistics of the 

writing samples, (2) the analysis of frequency and distribution of different types of 

personal pronouns, (3) the linguistic forms associated with types of personal pronouns, 

and finally (4) the discourse functions of personal pronouns fulfilled in the 

argumentative essays. Following the descriptive report of each section are in-depth 

discussions. 

 

Descriptive Statistics of the Writing Samples 

 

Students wrote a total of 76 essays, with the length ranging from 202 to 1,142 

words. The number of words in the corpus totaled 41,142 words, with an average of 

541.3 words. The 76 essays were further classified into three different groups based 

on the scores given: Low group (totaling 16 papers, with a mean score of 2.31), Mid 

group (totaling 45 papers, with a mean score of 3.80), and High group (totaling 15 

papers, with a mean score of 5.31). Table 4.1 shows the results:  

Table 4.1   

Number of Papers and Words for Each Group 

Group No. of papers Mean score Total words Average words 

Low 16 2.31 6,058 378.6 

Mid 45 3.80 24,183 537.4 

High 15 5.31 10,900 726.6 

Total 76 3.80 41,142 541.3 
 

A further calculation showed that the Low group contained an average of 378.6 words, 

the Mid group 537.4 words and the High group 726.6 words. There was a tendency 
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that the higher the quality of the essay, the more words the paper contained. 

T-test and Correlation Coefficient test were later used to compute the inter-rater 

reliability or score reliability. The T-test result showed that the two raters varied 

significantly in terms of the scores given (t=3.27, p＜.001). There was a mean 

difference of 0.62 (3.43 vs. 4.05) between the two. On the whole, the American rater 

scored lower grades than the Taiwanese one. The two culturally-varied raters seemed 

to have different perspectives on what components most accounted for a good-quality 

argumentative essay—grammatical accuracy, text organization, type of rhetorical 

appeal, or the persuasiveness of arguments. However, Pearson Correlation Coefficient 

found the inter-rater reliability of essay rating was 0.602, significant at the 0.01 level 

(2-tailed). To increase the scoring reliability, the third rater was recruited when there 

was a 2-point difference between the two scores of any paper. A total of 13 papers 

were re-rated.   

 

Distribution of Different Types of Personal Pronouns 

 

This study investigated the frequency of personal pronouns in all 

cases—subject, object, possessive, possessive pronoun and reflexive pronoun. 

Frequency analysis was conducted to provide quantitative information about the 

preferred choices in these texts by the three groups of students. 

 

Overall Frequency of Occurrences of Personal Pronouns 

 

An examination of the total use of personal pronouns in the corpus showed the 

frequency gradually decreased from 5.59 occurrences per 100 words in the Low group 

to 5.32 in the Mid, and abruptly dropped to 2.80 in the High. Table 4.2 presents the 

frequency of types of personal pronoun, including raw number, percentage, and 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

65 

 

 

normalized frequency per 100 words (%). 

Table 4.2  

The Raw Number, Percentage, and Normalized Frequency per 100 Words 

Pronoun 

Group 

I We You They S/he Total  % 

Low 22.4% 

(76)  

12.1% 

(41) 

5.6% 

(19) 

47.5% 

(161) 

12.4% 

(42) 

100% 

(339) 

5.59 

Mid 16.9% 

(218) 

16.0% 

(206) 

7.3% 

(95) 

50.9% 

(655) 

8.9% 

(114) 

100% 

(1288) 

5.32 

High 14.7% 

(45) 

18.6% 

(57) 

0% 

(0) 

59.5% 

(182) 

7.2% 

(22) 

100% 

(306) 

2.80 

Total 17.6% 

(339) 

15.7% 

(304) 

5.9% 

(114) 

51.6% 

(998) 

 9.2% 

(178) 

100% 

(1933) 

4.69 

 

As evidenced above, the Low group writers overall used more pronouns when 

presenting their arguments. In comparison, the Mid group had a slightly less use but 

the High group was remarkably lower than the Low group (almost 50% less). The 

frequency differences among the three groups could be related to the types of strategy 

available to the students. The High group students, due to their higher linguistic 

competence, may employ linguistic forms or devices other than personal pronouns to 

encode their arguments such as nominalization, it-clause, and passivization. Therefore, 

the total frequency of personal pronouns decreased remarkably. For example, student 

Low#59 explicitly encoded her opinion in pronoun I as in, ―I guess everyone has a 

different point of view on this word.‖ But student High#70 chose a nominal group as 

the subject and formulated her argument in passivization, ―The debate over same sex 

marriage has been waged for years.‖ The more use of subtle linguistic devices made 

the High group students less dependable on personal pronouns.   

To see if the three groups varied significantly in personal pronoun use either on 

the whole or in each type, one-way ANOVA (analysis of variance) was computed. The 
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statistical results showed that there was a significant difference among the three 

groups in their use of personal pronouns (F(2,73)=5.690, ＜.05). Post-Hoc analysis 

revealed that the High group differed from the other two, but there was no difference 

between the Low and the Mid groups. Regarding the frequency distribution of each 

type of personal pronoun, the three groups did not differ significantly from one 

another. That is, the three groups were quite similar in their preferences of personal 

pronouns.     

Overall, they occurred most frequently (998 occurrences, comprising 51.6% of 

the total), outnumbering the other four. One explanation for the overwhelming use of 

they is probably due to the prompted topic on ―same-sex marriage,‖ which involves 

the specific group of homosexuals and deals with their human rights. Next to they was 

the use of I (339 occurrences, 17.6%), signaling the students saw themselves as the 

constructors of the essays, who projected themselves in discourse and asserted their 

ownership from time to time. Only slightly less frequent than I was group marker we 

(304 occurrences, 15.7%). We, though not the most frequent pronoun in the corpus, 

had a prominent presence in argumentative writing. However, the result does not 

support the previous findings (Gao; 2005; Kim, 2009; Tian, 2001a; Wu & Rubin, 

2000) that nonnative speakers tend to use more we than I in argumentative texts. This 

can be partly attributed to the dominant use of I by the Low group writers and partly 

to the students‘ awareness of authorial visibility in text.  

Comparatively, there was a much lower presence of s/he in the data (178 

occurrences, 9.2% of the total). The least frequent pronoun of all was you (114 

occurrences, 5.9%), only about one-third of I or we. The lowest use of you reflects the 

students‘ hesitations about the reader-addressed pronoun, which interestingly contrasts 

sharply with its prevalence in spoken academic language (Fortanet, 2004).  

In brief, the overall occurrences of personal pronouns in the data were in the 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

67 

 

 

sequence of they>I>we>s/he>you. To get more understanding, a detailed description 

of each personal pronoun use by the three groups will be discussed in the following. 

 

Frequency Distribution in Three Groups 

 

Although the frequency distribution pattern of personal pronouns was not 

statistically significant among the three groups, there are still obvious variances that 

should be noted. As can be seen in Table 4.3 below, the Low group used I most 

constantly for self-involvement. The uses decreased from 1.25 occurrences per 100 

words in the Low group to 0.90 in the Mid, and then to 0.41 in the High group. 

Table 4.3   

Frequency of Personal Pronoun per 100 Words (%) 

Pronoun 

Group 

I we you they s/he 

Low 1.25 0.67 0.31 2.65 0.69 

Mid 0.90 0.85 0.39 2.70 0.47 

High 0.41 0.52 0 1.66 0.20 

Total 0.82 0.73 0.27 2.42 0.43 
 

Noticeably, the Mid group used more group marker we to bring the reader into 

the discourse (0.85 per 100 words), signaling their awareness of the reader‘s presence 

and the interaction between the writer and the reader. Their reader-inclusion strategy 

was also reflected in the most use of you (0.39 per 100 words). The zero occurrence of 

you of any case in the High group made it distinctively different from the other two. It 

seems that the reader-involvement marker you implies certain pragmatic connotations 

that prevent the high-proficient students from using it at will. The implications of you 

and their reasons for not using any will be explored in the subsequent sections of this 

Chapter and in Chapter 5.    

     Unsurprisingly, they was ranked top for all the three groups. Like we and you, 
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the Mid group used they most frequently (2.70 per 100 words). Their constant 

references to people in and outside the discourse may suggest that they pay more 

attention to the interpersonal relationship. As for he and she, the Low group was most 

likely to cite specific individuals (0.69 per 100 words) in presenting the arguments.  

One more thing worth mentioning was on the whole, the nominative case of any 

type of personal pronoun was ranked top (57.3%, 1108 out of a total of 1933 

occurrences), mostly tripling or quadruplicating the rates of the other cases. Placing 

personal pronouns in the clause-initial position as grammatical subject, the students 

made the person prominent as the topic, and what he said, thought, or did was far 

more important than the objective accounts of things. 

 

Summary of Personal Pronoun Use and Frequency Distribution 

 

In sum, the use of personal pronouns in the three levels of writing quality 

differed in quantity, type and distribution. In general, the lower the quality of the essay, 

the more use of personal pronouns. The High group used significantly fewer pronouns 

than the Low and Mid groups. Of all the personal pronouns, they accounted for over 

half (51.6%) of the total occurrences, followed by I, we, s/he, and finally you. In 

general, the Low group writers tended to be more self-involved, as opposed to the 

Mid group students‘ frequent connection with the reader and the other groups as 

signaled by their more uses of we, you and they. The absence of you in the High group 

distinguished itself from the other two in interacting with the reader. Finally, it was 

found that the nominative cases were the most for all types of personal pronouns.  

 

Analysis of Linguistic Forms and Discourse functions 

 

Personal pronouns alone do not carry any pragmatic function; rather, a pronoun 
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combined with its lexical and grammatical forms takes on a specific discourse 

function that has to be determined from the context. The examination of the clusters 

―will help identify the discursive contexts in which the personal pronouns are mostly 

used‖ (Dafouz, et al., 2007, p. 655). The first part of this section consists, then, of an 

exploration of the occurrences of personal pronouns in relation to text structure. The 

second part investigates the associated linguistic forms, including main lexical verbs, 

modals, emphatics, attitude markers, and most salient linguistic constructions. The 

final part identifies the discourse functions performed by types of personal pronouns. 

It should be reminded again that in calculating the frequency of occurrences in 

text parts, all cases of the target personal pronoun were calculated. However, in 

analyzing the linguistic forms and discourse functions, only the target personal 

pronoun in subject position was examined.    

 

First Person Singular I 

 

I was the most explicit rhetorical resource for the writer to position himself in 

the discourse. All the instances of I in the corpus (338 occurrences) were deictic and 

self-referent, representing the authorial self. There was only one impersonal use in the 

Mid group in which I was used to represent the generic people.
4
 The examples below 

are typical of self-referent I in the corpus:  
 

(4.1a) In my opinion, I support gay marriage. The following statements are 

my reasons. (Mid#56) 

(4.1b) When I heard the words, I can‘t believe it. Why they want to do this? I 

had many question marks. (Low#38) 

 

                                                 
4 The mismatched referent was found in text Mid#8: 

    ―People may think I do not have any relation with this issue. It is ok if they marry because it is 

their own business nothing to do with us.‖ 

The referent of I was actually people—non-homosexuals. The writer, assuming her authority, voiced 

those people‘s inner thoughts. 
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The Use of I in Relation to Text Structure 

Practically in all cases, self-reference I appeared in the introduction of the essay, 

and might linger on through the essay until the conclusion, where the personal 

assertion was restated and made visible to the reader again. The density of I in relation 

to text structure among the three groups is presented in Table 4.4: 

Table 4.4 

Density of I in Relation to Text Structure (per 100 Words) 

Structure 

Group 

Introduction Body Conclusion 

Low 1.35 1.25 1.27 

Mid 1.44 0.56 1.82 

High 1.32 0.13 0.92 

Total 1.40 0.53 1.53 
 

As illustrated above, the conclusion paragraph on the whole had the highest density of 

I (1.53 per 100 words), immediately followed by Introduction (1.40), whereas the 

body paragraphs contained the least number of I—only one-third of the rate in 

Conclusion. This tendency held true for the three groups.  

I in the first paragraph (100 occurrences) was used to convey the writer‘s stance 

and often emerged after the more generic reference of people or the third group they. 

The examples below are illustrative: 
 

(4.2a) Same-sex marriage is one of the most controversial issue in the world. 

Many people especially those who has a strongly faith always claim that 

same-sex marriage is a sin, a crime, a guilty behavior. However, in my 

opinion, I do not recognize same-sex marriage as a sin. (Mid#1) 

(4.2b) Today, more and more nations have an enormous argument on same-sex 

marriage. . . They are like common people that fall in love with each 

other and walk into the red carpet. They are not different from people. 

They just have the same gender. Base on the civil right, in my opinion, I 

agree with same-sex marriage certainly. (Mid#2) 
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It was found that the students often started with appealing to general opinions by 

referring to a broader group of people, and then narrowed down to the writer‘s 

viewpoints by self-mention I to pose a contrast between the opinions of the two. To 

this end, adversative conjunction of however (13 tokens) and coordinator but (10 

tokens) often worked to signal the contrast. There seemed to exist a pattern of moving 

from ―general‖ to ―specific‖ reference: People→Some people→They→But (However) 

I think.  

When I occurred in the last paragraph, it was used to restate the thesis statement 

(98 occurrences). The conclusive restatement of personal claim was often led by 

causal conjunction of therefore (4 tokens) or conclusive phrase in conclusion (3 

tokens) as shown in the following examples: 
 

(4.3a) In conclusion, I think same-sex marriage should be legalized as soon as 

possible. It not only ensures the human rights for each human being, 

makes every couple be able to enjoy the marriage benefit, but also . . . 

(High#66) 

(4.3b) Same-sex marriage may cause direct and indirect social consequences in 

the society . . . Therefore, I am quite convinced you have the same ideas 

as me now. (Mid#8) 
 

In addition to reassuring the writer‘s claim, I in the last paragraph also served to 

express the writer‘s hopes and declare the actions he was going to take: 
 

(4.4) And I will also do my best to support the same-sex marriage and advocate 

the correct concept about homosexual marriage. At least, I hope people 

don‘t have misunderstanding of it. (Low#24) 
 

In cases where I emerged in the body part of the essay (141 occurrences), it was 

employed either to reinforce the writer‘s claim or to refute the counterclaim made by 

the others as shown in the examples below: 

(4.5a) Marriage is a committed relationship between two lovers; it does no 

harm to other individuals or society (Messerli, 2009). I have seen no 
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reason not to allow it. (High#73) 

(4.5b) Today, the homosexuals eagerly struggle for the right of marriage, but I 

don‘t think their right should be accepted. (High#65)  
 

Sometimes, the writers might take on a very personal tone to share their experiences 

or to have a close, casual style of conversation with the reader: 
 

(4.6) Though I am not a lesbian, when I wonder those gay couples‘ feeling, I am 

so painful, because some of them are innately homosexuals. (Mid#53) 
 

In sum, the density distribution revealed the importance of self-mention I in 

making the writer‘s claim in the beginning and restating his thesis in the end. But 

self-projection was least likely found in the body paragraphs, which was most evident 

in the High group (only 0.13).  

Linguistic Collocations of I in Subject Position 

Main verbs and emphatics after I.  The data showed that the most common 

verbs associated with nominative I by far was what Halliday (1994) terms mental 

processes of thinking and believing, such as think (41 tokens), believe (21 tokens), 

agree (24 tokens), disagree (22 tokens), support, consider, and accept. This type of 

stance-marking verbs comprised 77.8% of the top ten, and the three groups 

demonstrated a similar tendency of preference. The relational verb be (19 instances) 

and other verbs such as see, say, and hope (39 tokens altogether, 22.2%) mainly 

described the writer‘s personal experiences, attributes, or states of mind. The top10 

main verbs accounted for 71.5% of the total 246 occurrences. The higher the quality 

of the essay, the more top 10 verbs it contained (82.3% in High, 74.8% in Mid, and 

53.0% in Low).  

Moreover, mental verbs (188 tokens, 76.4% of the total) far exceeded the other 

types of verbs—relational (9.4%, 23 tokens) and material (8.9%, 22 tokens) verbs. 

The results indicate that the students tend to project themselves as an opinion-holder 

and self-expresser, and they are quite unanimous in selecting verbal realizations. 
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Table 4.5 shows the top 10 verbs and frequency distribution among the three groups: 

Table 4.5  

Main Verbs that Most Frequently Collocated with I 

Rank Verb Frequency 

  Low Mid High Total 

1 think 9 26 6 41 

2 agree 3 20 1 24 

3 disagree 2 15 5 22 

4 believe 0 14 7 21 

5 be 3 15 1 19 

6 support 1 9 3 13 

7 say 0 6 2 8 

8 see 4 1 2 7 

9 hope 1 4 1 6 

10 mention 0 5 0 5 

 consider 1 4 0 5 

 accept 2 2 0 5 

Total  26 122 28 176 

 

In the corpus, there were 30 instances of emphatic markers associated with I (6 

in High, 18 in Mid and 6 in Low). Still was the most frequent marker (7 tokens), 

followed by strongly (4 tokens), always (4 tokens), totally (3 tokens) and definitely (3 

tokens). They were often followed by stance-marking verbs to reinforce the writers‘ 

viewpoints or to amplify the certainty of the commitment (Lau, 2004; Recski, 2005), 

such as ―I always believe/think.‖  

Modals after I.  As shown in Table 4.6 below, modals of ability—can, can’t, 

could and couldn’t—stood out (16 tokens, 53.3%), mostly indicating the writer‘s 

incapability of understanding or accepting the facts, for example, ―I can‘t imagine/ 

believe it.‖ Modals of volition will and would followed (7 tokens) as in ―I will also do 

my best to support the same-sex marriage.‖ The place for necessity modals (only 5 
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tokens) to occur was when the students used the combination ―have to + verbal verb‖ 

(e.g. mention, say, declare) or ―have to + conclude‖ to strengthen the necessity of 

making their standpoints apparent, for example, ―I have to conclude that I am for 

same-sex marriage‖ (Mid#72). This seems to reflect the students‘ commitment to their 

claims.  

Table 4.6 

Modal Distribution after I 

Modal 

Group 

Possibility Ability Necessity Volition Future Total 

Low 1 7 0 1 0 9 

Mid 0 8 5 5 1 19 

High 0 1 0 1 0 2 

Total 1 16 5 7 1 30 

 

Most frequent clusters with I.  The pattern ―I + stance verbs‖ was most 

prominent in the data as shown in Table 4.7 below:  

Table 4.7 

Top 10 Clusters Associated with I 

Rank Cluster Frequency 

  Low Mid High Total 

1 I agree/disagree with/that 5 25 5 35 

2 I think (that) 9 22 3 34 

3 I believe (that) 0 13 7 19 

4 I am (against / a Christian) 3 15 1 19 

5 I don‘t +mental/relation verb 0 12 3 15 

6 I cannot + mental verb 1 8 3 12 

7 I cannot + mental verb 4 5 1 10 

8 I have + p. p.(found/heard) 2 4 1 7 

9 I hope that/to 1 4 1 6 

10 I consider (that) 1 4 0 5 
 

The cluster ―I agree/disagree‖ was ranked top (35 occurrences). The cluster ―I am‖ 
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followed, such as ―I am too conservative‖ and ―I am a Christian.‖ The finding is in 

line with Baumgarten & House‘s (2010) conclusion that ―I+ verb‖ collocations 

remarkably encode the speaker‘s perceptions, feelings, opinions and evaluations in 

discourse. Moreover, the combination ―I cannot + mental verb‖ (e.g. ―I cannot support 

gay marriage‖ and ―I cannot see a rational meaning‖) was also common.  

Discourse Functions of I 

In the data, I was found to encode the strong self in contexts and fulfill three 

major discourse functions: 

1. Asserting the writer‘s stance 

The highest-occurring cluster of ―I + stance verb‖ primarily realized the 

function of expressing the writer‘s personal stance, views or attitudes in relation to the 

same-sex marriage issue as illustrated in examples (4.7a) & (4.7b): 
  

(4.7a) I strongly believe that same-sex marriage should be accepted. (High#46) 

   (4.7b) In my opinion, I support the law of same-sex marriage. (Mid#28) 
 

To amplify the writer‘s commitment to his proposition, emphatic markers were often 

utilized, such as ―I strongly support,‖ ―I definitely disagree,‖ ―I deeply believe,‖ etc.  

Besides stance verbs, ―I + verbal verb‖ sometimes served to define the writer‘s 

position or clarify his previous argument. Examples (4.8a) and (4.8b) are illustrative: 
 

(4.8a) First, I would say that such argument is unreasonable. (Mid#68) 

(4.8b) All I say is not to blame these homosexuals. (Mid#36) 
 

One thing worth noting is that all the students used quite a number of possessive 

forms ―in my opinion‖ and ―from my point of view‖ (38 occurrences) as an 

alternative to nominative I to perform the function of stance claiming. Moreover, ―in 

my opinion‖ frequently co-occurred with ―I + stance verbs‖ as in ―in my opinion, I 

think . . .‖ (15 occurrences).  
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2. Referring to the writer‘s experiences 

    Pronoun I was also used to describe the writer‘s personal anecdotes, experiences, 

state of mind or expectations. In voicing his opinions and evaluations, the writer 

resorted to his personal examples to enhance credibility and justify his arguments. 

More often than not, the writer described what he actually saw or heard, and thus 

employed many material verbs related to daily activities (e.g. read, study, hear, see, 

meet):  

(4.9a) I studied in a girl school . . . I saw two girls kiss each other. (Low#38) 

(4.9b) I hear he said, ―Is he or she a boy?‖ (Low#7) 

(4.9c) I read a book named ―The Melancholy of Adiantum‖ once. (High#71) 
 

The description of personal stories and life experiences provides a ―hook‖ to draw the 

reader into the discussion and to win their trust.  

The writer‘s credibility can also be intensified by stating personal 

characteristics and facts, which either strengthened the argument or legitimized the 

foregrounding the writer set in the discourse. The relational verbs be and have were 

often used for this:  

(4.10a) I have so many friends who are getting together, so I may familiar. . .  

(Low#51) 

(4.10b) As I‘m being Catholic, same sex marriage is disobeying my religion and 

the nature‘s law. (Low#7) 
 

Sometimes, the writer may choose to express his emotional states or feelings 

about homosexuals (doubt, unpleasantness, helplessness) to gain the reader‘s 

sympathy. In this case, emotional verbs such as feel and wonder were often found. For 

instance,  

(4.11a) I wonder whether the rate of abortion would increase. (Mid#68) 

(4.11b) So I feel it is nothing to get along with them. (Mid#60) 
 

Or, the writer‘s expectations were explicitly voiced, most frequently expressed by the 

pattern ―I + hope that/to,‖ expecting the reader to align with his feelings:  
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(4.12) I truly hope that they can be treated equally in the society in the future. 

(High#59) 
 

The cluster ―I hope,‖ suggesting a hedging meaning, usually appeared in the final 

paragraph of a text to achieve solidarity with the readers, and project a more modest 

self-image (Vladimirou, 2007).  

3. Indicating discourse structure  

In addition to stance and involvement functions, the cluster ―I + verbal verb‖ 

(e.g. talk about, mention) often served to provide an overt structure marker for the 

discourse and lead the reader through the essay for easier comprehension and 

interpretation. These organizers foretold the schematic structure of the essay—what 

had been mentioned (4.13a), what would follow next (4.13b), and when the 

conclusion came up (4.13c):  

 

(4.13a) Just as I mention in the previous paragraph and those reasons may result   

the chaos in society. (Mid#8) 

(4.13b) First, I want talk about the marriage‘s meaning and definition. (Mid#42) 

     (4.13c) From all these seemingly small but actually very fundamental reasons, I 

have to conclude that I am for same-sex marriage. (Mid#72) 
 

Example (4.13a) and (4.13c) appear in the final paragraph, where the writer re-asserts 

the validity of his arguments and urge the reader to weigh the advantages against the 

disadvantages before taking his side. Example (4.13b), however, appearing in the 

beginning of the Body, is used to mark the emergence of the writer‘s propositions.  

The Function Distribution of Pronoun I 

Table 4.8 clearly indicates that the ―stance‖ function was most common (170 

instances, comprising 69.1% of the total), followed by ―writer‘s experiences‖ (63 

instances, 25.6%) and ―indicating structure‖ (13 instances, 5.3%). The results support 

the finding that non-native writers of English use I mostly to express opinions or to 

talk about themselves as writers (Breeze, 2007; McCrostie, 2008; Petech-Tyso, 1998). 
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Table 4.8  

Distribution of Functions of I (Percentage and Raw Number) 

 

However, there are substantial differences in the rhetorical use of personal 

pronoun I among the three groups. While all the three groups performed ―stance‖ 

function, it was most pronounced in the High group. The higher the quality of the 

essay, the more the use (88.2% for High, 71.1% for Mid, and 49.0% for Low). More 

advanced writers seem to commit more strongly to their claims and project a more 

dominant authorial persona, arguing for the legitimacy of their views in this issue. In 

other words, they tend to identify themselves with a particular argument and gain 

credit for their personal perspectives.  

The function of ―referring to the writer‘s experiences‖ was most marked in the 

Low group, and the higher the quality of the essay, the less the use (dropping from 

51.0% to 20.9% for Mid and 11.8% for High). The Low group students utilized more 

than half of I to describe their experiences in relation to the issue. The dominant use 

may suggest that they have a higher degree of personal involvement, and resort to 

affective and credibility appeals more frequently. Also, in sharing their experiences, 

they tend to see the reader mostly as equal and carry on a very personal and intimate 

conversation as if they were talking to a friend.
5
 

Sometimes, the Low group students described a scenario in great detail in order 

to construct a framework in which both the writer and reader could interact. The 

                                                 
5 The supportive evidence will be provided in oral interview results in Chapter 5. 

Function 

Group 

Asserting 

the stance 

Referring to the 

writer‘s experiences 

Indicating 

structure 

Total 

Low 49.0% (24) 51.0% (25) 0 % (0)  49 

Mid 71.1% (116) 20.9% (34) 8.0% (13) 163 

High 88.2% (30) 11.8% (4) 0 % (0)  34 

Total 69.1% (170) 25.6% (63) 5.3% (13) 246 
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following example is typical: 
 

(4.14) When I transferred into Shih-Chien University . . . , I had begin to 

experience somehow of wearing differences between boys and girls. 

Walking in the campus I saw variety kind of style . . . can‘t distinguish 

their sexuality. (Low#7) 
 

Intriguingly, only the Mid group used ―discourse structure‖ function although at 

only a low percentage of 7.9% (13 occurrences employed by 8 students). It seems to 

tell that the students perceive I as more powerful in fulfilling pragmatic purposes than 

serving the text structure purpose. That is, the writer as an ―owner‖ of the text is 

evidently seen in the data, but the role as an ―organizer‖ appears to be less visible.  

Summary of the Use of I  

Self-mention I had a dense concentration in the first and last paragraphs—to 

present the writer‘s stance and to reassure it respectively. It often appeared after more 

generic people or they for drawing a contrast with the others‘ beliefs.  

Stance-marking verbs (e.g. agree, believe) were top collocated verbs used by 

the three groups. Ability modals can and can’t were most frequent in conjunction with 

I. Emphatic markers were employed to intensify the writer‘s assertions. As expected, 

the pattern ―I + stance verb‖ dominated the top cluster list. 

In fulfilling the functions, the cluster ―I + mental verb‖ affirmed the writer‘s 

stance, whereas the combinations of ―I + be/have‖ and ―I + material verb‖ were 

mainly used to involve the writer‘s experiences in discourse. As for the least common 

―indicating discourse structure‖ function, verbal verbs were often selected. 

Comparatively speaking, the Low group writers favored subjective accounts of their 

personal experiences as opposed to the High and Mid groups‘ priority for stance 

assertion.  
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First Person Plural We 

 

Almost all of we in the data were used in an impersonal, non-definite and 

reader-inclusive sense (299 occurrences), referring to the general public (4.15a), 

non-homosexuals (4.15b), and Taiwanese people (4.15c), etc. There were only 5 

occurrences of referential and exclusive we, i.e. the writer,
6
 the writer and his friends, 

the writer and his Christian fellows. The examples below illustrate the impersonal 

use:  

(4.15a) We are born in the world and it has two different sexes originally. 

(Low#52) 

     (4.15b) Homosexuality is not a disease and we should respect them. (Mid#6) 

(4.15c) Nevertheless, it is illegal in Taiwan. We don‘t allow they get marriage. 

(Low#38) 
 

The Use of We in Relation to Text Structure 

As can be clearly seen from Table 4.9 below, the most conspicuous density of 

we was in the final paragraph (1.70 per 100 words), where the writer‘s arguments 

were recapped or the reader was brought back again to the shared responsibility and 

the society they belonged to. The number quadrupled the rate in Introduction (0.47) 

and tripled the rate in the body paragraphs (0.60). 

Table 4.9 

Density of We in Relation to Text Structure (per 100 Words) 

Structure 

Group 

Introduction Body Conclusion 

Low 0.47 0.55 1.36 

Mid 0.64 0.73 1.69 

High 0.06 0.37 1.98 

Total 0.47 0.60 1.70 

 

                                                 
6 Three marked uses of ―authorial we‖ were found in the data, in which we referred to the writer 

himself, for example, ―Before we talk about same-sex marriage, I like to talk about the homosexual.‖ 

(Mid#3) 
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Of the 57 texts that contained we, 39 were used to wrap up the essay with we. 

Obviously, the writers intended to maintain affinity with the reader towards the end of 

the essay. Some typical examples are provided below:  

(4.16a) Therefore, we should take it serious on the issue of same-sex marriage. 

Finally, we should change our value and accept same-sex marriage 

people step by step. Then there is a peace world. (Mid#12)  

(4.16b) To sum up, we should only encourage heterosexual marriage nowadays 

so that stable family will be practiced more often. (High#76) 
 

When examined more closely, the use of we in the last paragraph was common to all 

the three groups, and the tendency was most distinguished in the High group (1.98), 

far outnumbering the rates in Introduction (0.06) and Body (0.37).  

The data analysis revealed that there were two primary patterns for we to occur 

in the text: (1) I-we pattern, and (2) we-they contrast, the former of which was mostly 

found in the Introduction while the latter in the Body. 

1. I-we pattern  

When we was used in the first paragraph, it often occurred towards the end of 

the paragraph after some lead-in sentences. The purpose was to engage the reader in 

the discussion from the start, and to show that the writer was not too dogmatic or 

dominant in presenting his ideas. For example,  
 

(4.17) In recent years, the issue of gay marriage has been debated and widely 

discussed . . . However, actually, there are a lot of misunderstandings and 

stereotypes on homosexuality so that we should clear up above mentioned 

misunderstandings and facts of gay relationships. (Mid#74) 
 

Particularly, we often emerged after I. Having expressed his stance, the writer came 

up with a general claim to support his personal assertion. For example, 

     (4.18a) I strongly agree with him. All of us are human beings. We should have 

equal rights and freedom to do what we love. (Mid#6) 

(4.18b) In my opinion, I support the law of same-sex marriage, because we 

should respect the human rights, everyone in the world has the rights to 
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choose their lover . . . (Mid#28) 
 

After a brief discussion of the heated same-sex marriage issue, student Mid#6 aligns 

himself with the famous activist Jonathan Rauch. His personal opinion is 

subsequently supported by the claim ―we are all human beings.‖ In the same vein, 

―we should respect the human rights‖ in example (4.18b) is used to support the 

writer‘s viewpoint. Such an ―I-we‖ pattern was especially common in the Mid group.   

     Sometimes, the assertion following we was actually the extension of 

I-perspective:  

(4.19a) However, I believe we should not forbid them. (High#5) 

(4.19b) As for me, we should keep the human right from infinite 

extension. (Mid#8) 
 

Although the phrase ―I believe‖ manifests an authorial voice, the inclusion of other 

community members seems to mitigate the writer‘s personal intrusion. Being a polite 

tenor of solidarity, we makes the proposition less subjectively sounded, and therefore, 

more easily accepted by the general public.  

2. We-they contrast  

Another occasion where we appeared was when we contrasted with the other 

group they, which marked a clear-cut boundary line between the two and affectively 

united the in-group members we more closely. For example,  
 

(4.20) Christians oppose to same-sex marriage, because they regard same-sex 

marriage break the purpose of marriage . . . Furthermore, Judaism refuse 

gay or lesbian . . . However, we should not let religion control the 

couples. (High#5)  
 

We stood in opposition with they Christians. They might have some misconceptions, 

but we could not and should not act like this. In the same vein, representing self in a 

collective term we, the writer would find it easier to argue against the others or make 

criticism on those on the other side.  
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Linguistic Collocations of We in Subject Position     

Main verbs and emphatics after we.  Unlike a high concentration on 

stance-marking verbs in pronoun I, the verbs associated with we were comparatively 

varied among the three groups. The top 12 verbs accounted for only 39.4% of the total 

occurrences (78 out of 198 instances). Table 4.10 reports the results:  

Table 4.10  

Main Verbs that Most Frequently Collocated with We 

Rank Verb Frequency 

  Low Mid High Total 

1 have  4 14 2 20 

2 respect 1 7 1 9 

3 be 2 4 3 9 

4 live 1 6 1 8 

5 see 2 5 0 7 

6 know 0 2 3 5 

7 love 1 3 0 4 

8 agree 1 3 0 4 

 talk 1 3 0 4 

 say 1 3 0 4 

 think 0 2 2 4 

Total  14 52 12 78 
 

The group that employed more of these verbs was the Low group (53.8%). But the 

High group students seemed to be most diversified in their choices; only 36.4% of the 

occurrences were attributed to the top verbs. The 3 top verbs have (20 tokens), be (9 

tokens) and know (5 tokens) were used to state the general truth, as in ―we have 

freedom,‖ ―we are human beings,‖ and ―we all know our traditional thinking.‖ The 

mental verbs think and agree and verbal verbs talk and say mainly appealed to the 

reader‘s alliances as in ―Why can‘t we agree with the same-sex marriage?‖ The action 

verb respect (9 tokens) told the reader what action to take, which often clustered with 

modal should as in ―we should respect the homosexuals.‖  
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Altogether, mental verbs still outnumbered the other types (51.5%, 102 out of a 

total of 198 instances) and material verbs halved to 26.3% of the total use. There was 

a very low presence of emphatic markers in we. Only one marker still (4 occurrences) 

was used to emphasize the obligation to fulfill, e.g. ―we still need to pay attention to 

those opposed opinions.‖ The low proportion suggests that we is not meant to 

highlight its emphatic force, but rather to display its encompassing nature.   

Modals after we.  The modals that overwhelmingly collocated with we were 

obligation/necessity modals, including should, have to, must, need to, etc. (47.8%, 54 

out of 113 occurrences). Next to obligation modals were possibility modals of can, 

could, and may (21 tokens, 18.6%), often accompanied by verbs of see, find, hear, say, 

etc. as in ―Maybe we could say they do right thing,‖ and ―We can hear lots of same 

sex marriage‘s information.‖ Modals of ability (18 tokens, 15.9%) and permission 

modals of cannot and couldn’t (14 tokens, 12.4%) followed. Table 4.11 reports the 

distribution patterns: 

Table 4.11 

Modal Distribution after We 

Modal 

Group 

Possibility Ability Permission Obligation Volition Future Total 

Low 1 2 3 7 0 0 13 

Mid 20 11 9 34 3 2 79 

High 0 5 2 13 0 1 21 

Total 21 18 14 54 3 3 113 
 

The reason for relating obligation modals with we is probably that the writer 

being included, the force of imposition is mitigated; not only the reader but the writer 

is held accountable. By the same token, since prohibition implies intense imposition 

on the reader, the combination of cannot with we may soften the tone and turn 

imposition into mutual understanding, e.g. ―We cannot judge/discriminate them.‖  
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Most frequent clusters with we.  Given a high number of obligation modals, 

the pattern ―we + obligation/necessity modal‖ was most common. Among them, the 

cluster ―we should (not)‖ came first (32 occurrences), and was often preceded by 

connectives of cause-and-effect (therefore, so), conclusion (to sum up, finally), 

transition (however, on the contrary) and opinions (in my opinion, I believe), for 

example, ―Finally, we should change our value and accept same-sex marriage.‖ Table 

4.12 lists the top 10 clusters: 

Table 4.12  

Top 10 Clusters Associated with We 

Rank Cluster Frequency 

  Low Mid High Total 

1 we should /should not (agree/respect) 4 17 11 32 

2 we can/could (see/find) 2 18 3 23 

3 we can‘t /couldn‘t (change/deny) 4 14 4 22 

4 we (don‘t) have to (forbid/preserve) 2 7 1 10 

5 we have (main verb) 1 7 0 8 

6 we don‘t + verb (discriminate/harm) 2 3 2 7 

7 we are (born/human beings) 2 4 1 7 

8 we need to (care/follow) 0 6 0 6 

9 we would /wouldn‘t (find/ meet) 0 4 1 5 

10 we must (stop/take)  0 3 0 3 

 

Discourse Functions of We 

With its unifying and engaging nature, we was used by the students to perform 

the following functions: 

1. Establishing solidarity  

The most prominent function performed by we was to promote solidarity by 

arousing the reader‘s sympathy, understanding and thinking, or illustrating the 

situations we were facing. To heighten the persuasive weight, the proposition was 

very often presented in a hypothetical clause subordinated by if coupled with modals 
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of possibility, such as can, could, and cannot. Examples (4.21a) and (4.21b) are 

typical: 

(4.21a) If we could treat homosexual and heterosexual equally, what sex we 

love we could live happily in the world. (Mid#28) 

(4.21b) If we can‘t deny that homosexuals are also humans, of course we have 

no rights to deprive their basic rights. (Mid#68) 
 

Grammatically, the if-clause sets up a condition and the main clause gives the result 

or outcome (Celce-Murcia, 1990, p. 546). Therefore, if, admittedly, what the writer 

proposes is acceptable by the reader, the outcome that ensues should be acknowledged 

as undeniable truth. The reader would find no room for refutation.  

Also, if-clauses served to warn the reader of the adverse consequences that 

might incur if the reader insisted behaving or thinking in a certain way: 
 

(4.21c) If we permit gay marriage, it will make our society chaos. (Low#55) 

(4.21d) If we make same-sex marriage legal, it will confuse a marriage system. 

(Mid#10) 
 

Apart from the conditional clauses, questions—a politeness device to display 

hedging and indirectness (Hinkel, 1997)—were also commonly found:  
 

(4.22a) What can we do for them? (Mid#35) 

(4.22b) Why don‘t we just open up and accept the homosexual? (High#73) 
 

Like the hypothetical situations, questions stimulated the reader‘s profound thinking 

about the situations and put the reader into others‘ shoes for empathy. For this purpose, 

modals of can and could also accompanied. 

In other cases, the writer would directly appeal to the reader‘s reasoning by 

revealing the reality to them or clarifying their misconceptions: 

(4.23a) However, some issues contain a lot more truths and darkness sides than 

we think. (High#16) 

     (4.23b) As a result, we can be sure that homosexuality is genetically 

predetermined. (High#66) 
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In Example (4.23b), the statement comes out after the writer presents a series of 

explanations so that he would be in a better position to win the reader‘s agreement.  

2. Toning down directives  

Another common function was to tone down a directive, realized by the cluster 

―we + obligation modal.‖ The writer may urge the reader to perform an action that 

was in his own interest (Muhlausler and Harre, 1990), to take the shared responsibility, 

or to encourage a certain attitude to hold. Since the use of obligation modals 

represents the writer‘s authority over the reader, the combination with we could 

minimize his authority in making such claims and further shorten the interpersonal 

distance (Vassileva, 1998). Look at the following examples: 
 

(4.24a) We should build a sound concept to the next generation. (High #34) 

(4.24b) We have to look at same-sex marriage in the same position. (Mid#46) 
 

The writer High#34 believes that there is a need to build a sound concept; not only the 

reader but the writer are held accountable because they belong to the same 

community. 

3. Presenting a general claim 

We could be used to claim the common ground and shared social values, beliefs, 

experiences, knowledge, and traditions by all the people. For this type of function, the 

semantic references were most likely human beings, and the clusters ―we have 

rights/freedom‖ and ―we are human beings‖ dominated. For example,  

(4.25a) We have no rights to call them abnormal. (Mid#68) 

(4.25b) We are human beings so we have the same equality. (Low#37) 
 

The generalities were sometimes preceded by the phrases ―we all know‖ or ―as we 

know‖: 

(4.26a) We all know that homosexuals are natural for the human races, and we 

also know all human beings should be equal. (High#65) 

(4.26b) As we know, most of children depend on imitation from adults to adjust 
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a thing. (High#34) 
 

Modal cannot may also be used to fortify the indisputability of the universal claim. 

(4.27) but we cannot deny that everyone has their right. (High#64) 

The mention of generalities functioned to pave the way for the upcoming 

arguments (4.28a) or to set a basis for which the writer‘s counterarguments are 

constructed (4.28b). For example: 

 

(4.28a) And we live in a free and democratic society, we should support and 

encourage equal right to all of the people. (High#64)  

(4.28b) We all know that homosexuals are natural for the human races, and we 

also know all human beings should be equal; nevertheless, judging from 

our moral or economic development, I disagree with same-sex marriage. 

(High#65) 
 

In example (4.28a), in any free society, equality should be enjoyed by all people, 

including homosexuals. The writer‘s stance in (4.28b) contrasts with the common 

belief that homosexuals are genetically determined and should be treated equal. The 

sharp difference highlights the writer‘s arguments that follow. 

4. Indicating discourse structure 

Like I, we also served the structure-marking function. The realization forms 

often contained verbal verbs or ―can + material verb.‖ The following two examples 

show how the writers manage the flow of the information:  

 

(4.29a) Before we talk about same-sex marriage, I like to talk about the 

homosexual. (Mid#8)  

(4.29b) From the declaration, we can find that it is not wrong for homosexual 

people to get married. (High#66)  
 

―Before we talk about‖ in example (4.29a) foretells the structure of the text, and the 

cluster we can in example (4.29b) guides the reader towards a preferred interpretation 

(Harwood, 2005).  

     Although both I and we could serve the function of indicating text structure, 
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there seems to be a subtle difference between the two as illustrated in Example (4.29a). 

Comparatively, we seems to be more general, which sets a global framework for the 

reader to follow. Later, the subjective I would come in to lead the reader towards a 

more specific direction predetermined by the writer. Thus, student Mid#8 in example 

(4.29a) starts with we and then I follows in the same sentence.   

The Function Distribution of Pronoun We 

As shown in Table 4.13 below, the function of ―establishing solidarity‖ was 

overall most dominant (78 occurrences, 39.4% of the total). Particularly, the Mid 

group used it almost twice as frequently as the other two groups (45.3% vs. 26.9% for 

Low and 24.2% for High).  

Table 4.13 

Distribution of Functions of We (Percentage and Raw Number)  

Function 

Group 

Establishing 

solidarity 

Toning down 

directives 

Presenting 

a claim 

Indicating 

structure 

Total 

Low 26.9% (7) 46.2% (12) 26.9% (7) 0% (0) 26 

Mid 45.3% (63) 25.2% (35) 26.6% (37) 2.9% (4) 139 

High 24.2% (8) 51.6% (17) 21.2% (7) 3% (1) 33 

Total 39.4% (78) 32.3% (64) 25.8% (51) 2.5% (5) 198 

 

The pronounced use in the Mid group may be an indication that they intend to arouse 

commonality and sympathy from the reader, and build affinity among each other. We 

as a solidarity mechanism conveys a sense of camaraderie because the reader is no 

longer a passive recipient of information but is assigned an active role by the writer to 

share his world view (Kuo, 2003). Such common use can be attributed to the concept 

of collectivism in Taiwanese culture, which denotes the inclusion of ―self‖ in a joint 

cultural community. Within the confinement of the social frames, we as members of 

the community should strive for its smooth operation and harmony. The collective 

identity seems to make the writer‘s rational reasoning and emotional appeals more 
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easily accepted by the reader.  

Different from the Mid group, the High group utilized we mostly for ―toning 

down directives‖ function (17 occurrences, 51.5%), and so did the Low group (12 

occurrences, 46.2%). The high rates in both groups may imply that they focus more 

on the shared responsibilities, and aim to tell the reader such an intention. Following 

the two was the function of ―presenting a general claim,‖ which was quite evenly 

distributed among the three groups (around 25% each).  

Nevertheless, we was proportionally less frequently used as a discourse marker 

(only 2.5% of the total) and there were only 5 instances in the data. This may suggest 

that we is more often regarded by the students as an interpersonal marker, which 

stresses the solidarity and affinity of community members, than as a textual marker 

contributing to the cohesion of the discourse.  

Summary of the Use of We  

We in the corpus mostly had impersonal and inclusive semantic references. It 

frequently occurred in Conclusion for restating the writer‘s stance and sustaining the 

writer-reader bond. When we was placed in the first paragraph, it often appeared after 

some introductory sentences or after I to support the writer‘s arguments. We in the 

Body paragraphs was used to contrast with the other group they. 

On the whole, be, have and know were most frequently chosen to state the 

generalities. Those verbs that aroused the reader‘s solidarity were also common such 

as respect, think, and agree. Nevertheless, the top 12 verbs accounted for only 39.4% 

of the total verb occurrences, indicating that the verbs associated with we were more 

diversified among the three groups. In terms of modals, we preferred to collocate with 

should and have to, resulting in the top cluster of ―we + obligation modal.‖ However, 

there was no marked use of emphatic markers in we. 

For discourse functions, the function ―establishing solidarity‖ was overall most 
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prominent, followed by ―toning down directives‖ and ―presenting a general claim,‖ 

with ―indicating discourse structure‖ ranked last. While the Mid group favored 

―solidarity‖ function, the Low and High group preferred the ―toning down‖ function.  

 

Second Person Pronoun You 

 

All the occurrences of you in the data were used as impersonal and 

non-referential except one.
7
 Impersonal you often expressed generic meanings 

(Fetzer & Bull, 2008) and mainly referred to three groups in the data: people in 

general (4.30a), those taking the opposite standing from the writer (4.30b), and 

homosexuals or non-homosexuals (4.30c). Some exemplified instances are presented 

below: 

     (4.30a) Same-sex marriage is a new trend. You can‘t deny it. (Mid#43) 

     (4.30b) It is not fair. You disagree because you think they are disgusting and 

irregular. (Mid#9) 

     (4.30c) When the children talk [ask] them why you are the same sex? What is 

the appropriate answer? (Low#38) 
 

The Use of You in Relation to Text Structure 

You appeared in all parts of the text, but the highest density fell in the 

Conclusion (0.31 per 100 words), where the reader was often called upon to ponder 

over all the arguments that had been discussed earlier, and left with the final 

decision—to agree or disagree. The following examples are typical: 

(4.31a) It is up to you to choose who a person loves or has the right to love. 

(Mid#9)  

                                                 
7 Text Mid# 35 contained the only one referential you: 

―She saw two boys hugging each other closely, the tone of her voice was so terrified and despiteful. 

It seemed she was talking about something had been cursed or there was a dead man in her family. 

You don‘t have to agree with them, but as least shows some respect.‖ 

The writer was describing how the old woman she met on the bus was talking about homosexuals—so 

despitefully and cursedly. Suddenly, she shifted from she to referential you to make moral judgments. 

The switch reflected the writer‘s authority and knowledge superiority (Kuo, 2003). 
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(4.31b) Gay marriage might not be so horror as you have imagined. Perhaps, 

you should give them the same equality because they also need respect 

from others as married couples. (Mid#45) 
 

Almost equal was the rate in the body paragraphs (0.30), where a dialogic 

interaction was often conducted. The reader was thrust into an imaginary situation and 

a series of questions were posed. The detailed densities are reported in Table 4.14: 

Table 4.14 

Density of You in Relation to Text Structure (per 100 Words) 

Structure 

Group 

Introduction Body Conclusion 

Low 0.31 0.36 0.18 

Mid 0.21 0.44 0.46 

High 0  0  0 

Total 0.18 0.30 0.31 

 

As observed from the data, irrespective of the text structure, there were three 

major patterns for you to occur: (1) you-we contrast, (2) you-I contrast, and (3) you 

following people or everyone. 

1. You-we contrast 

You often referred to a group other than we. The main purpose was to juxtapose 

two distinctively different arguments as a contrast. Under such circumstances, you 

tended to occur after or before we. For example,  

(4.32a) If we agree with same-sex marriage, there comes polygamous and 

incestuous marriage. Because when you approve of same-sex marriage, 

it‘s unfair you deny other kinds of marriage. (Mid#14) 

(4.32b) For some conservative person, you can maintain silence. For the rest of 

people, all we have to do is educating our descendants. (Mid#35) 
 

Another example demonstrates the strategic depiction of you as a ―rebel‖ behaving 

against the social norms: 

(4.32c) We need to follow the parents‘ idea to find the mate. If you don‘t like 
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him/her, we cannot disobey elders. (Mid#44) 
 

We is seen as a tamed, well-behaved group of people constrained by the traditional 

culture. The writer shifts to specific you in the next sentence to indicate that even 

though you hold opposite views, you still have to obey the elders just like the rest of 

us.  

Apart from you-we contrast which presented two opposite standpoints regarding 

same-sex marriage, you may also follow we to link the generalities to the reader 

himself. Look at the example below: 

(4.33) As everyone knows, we are human beings so we should respect the 

human rights. No matter you are homosexual or heterosexual, you should 

be treated equally. (Mid#28) 
 

In this case, we is used to claim the universal truth: we are human beings and have 

equal rights. Despite a well-recognized generality, the reader might not see this as 

self-related and act as if it is none of his business. Therefore, the writer employs you 

to lead the reader into one of the very specific rights—the right of equality, forcing 

him to reflect on it more closely. In other words, we guides the general truth, but you 

further involves the reader in that truth so that they would find no way out but to 

think it over carefully. 

2. You-I contrast  

You could also follow I. The you-I contrast worked to confront or challenge the 

reader‘s viewpoints. For example, 

(4.34) They thought of gay sex is repulsive. To my opinion, I support same-sex 

marriage rights. Gay and lesbian have the right to choice what they 

want. . . . You cannot oppose because of your prejudices or religious 

views. (Mid#9) 
 

The writer starts with generic they who disagree, then brings in her position of 

disagreement, and later targets specifically at you (one of the they group). You and I 
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are standing on the opposite side of the issue, exactly as the pros and cons in the 

debate. By specifying you as one of the opponents, the writer finds it easier to 

challenge the other side, which in turn justifies the writer‘s contention. The writer is 

actually seeing herself as knowledge superiority, and the ―superior self‖ is speaking 

on behalf of homosexuals. Separating you from the generic group they makes her 

sound more aggressive, vocative and strong in tone.  

3. You following people or everyone 

You might also appear after generic everyone or people. The purposes were 

twofold—either to justify the writer‘s argument (4.35a) or to enhance the immediacy 

of the argument (4.35b).  

(4.35a) Everyone should listen to their voice and need to treat them just like 

treating your friends. (Mid#43) 

(4.35b) People might claim that base on their religious freedom, they are 

against [same-sex marriage], but in doing this, you do not really gain 

freedom in religion because you lose out of yourself. (Mid#45) 
 

In example (4.35a), there is no reason for you to object to the general rule since it is 

applicable to each one of us, including you. Narrowing from general people down to 

you in example (4.35b) serves to warn the reader of the unfavorable consequences. 

Some religious people are against same-sex marriage, but you should not because it 

would do you no good. In this case, the writer is not talking to a vague group of 

people but to a targeted, chosen opponent for an imminent touch.  

Linguistic Collocations of You in Subject Position  

Main verbs and emphatics after you.  The verbs that collocated with you were 

not as concentrated as with I. The top 10 verbs (40 tokens) accounted for 50% of the 

total 80 occurrences, with think, see, be, and have being the top. They were mainly 

used to involve the reader in the described situation in one way or another. But verbs 

be and have were particularly used to express the general truth as with we.  
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Mental verbs in you still outnumbered the other three (42 tokens, 52.5%). Like 

we, emphatics were extraordinarily few—only 3 instances (even, really, and very 

much). The low presence can be attributed to the imposing tone inherent in you. If an 

emphatic tint is added, it may sound too strong.
8
 Table 4.15 presents the top 10 list:  

Table 4.15 

Main Verbs that Most Frequently Collocated with You 

Rank Verb Frequency 

  Low Mid Total 

1 think 2 5 7 

2 see  1 6 7 

3 be 1 5 6 

4 Have 2 3 5 

5 say 0 4 4 

6 get  0 3 3 

7 agree 0 2 2 

8 know 1 1 2 

9 imagine 1 1 2 

10 find 0 2 2 

Total  8 32 40 

  

Modals after you.  As opposed to a substantial number of modals found in we, 

only 30 modals were present in you and were almost employed by the Mid group. 

Table 4.16 shows the distribution in the two groups: 

Table 4.16 

Modal Distribution after You 

Modal 

Group 

Possibility Ability Permission Obligation Future Total 

Low 0 1 0 0 1 2 

Mid 11 7 2 4 4 28 

Total 11 8 2 4 5 30 
 

Obviously, possibility modals were most common (36.7%, 11 tokens). There were 5 

                                                 
8
 The reason will be given in the oral interview results in Ch. 5.  
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instances of may and might used to hedge or mitigate the force of counterargument. 

One typical example is presented below: 
 

(4.36) ―They are so disgusting!‖ Some of you might say this when you see 

gays or lesbians. (Mid#3) 
 

Given that confrontation is a face-threatening fact, the opposite proposition is 

embedded in a politeness marker in order not to embarrass the reader. Using hedges to 

soften the refutations, these students displayed stronger audience awareness.  

Next were ability modals (8 tokens, 26.7%), which were often accompanied by 

verbs of see, find, hear, and those related to the described situation, such as ―you 

should get out of the restrictions that religions impose on you so that you could hear 

your inner voice‖ (Mid#45). Except these two, the other types were relatively 

few—only 2 to 5 tokens.    

Most frequent clusters with you.  Despite the lower presence of you, some 

patterns still emerged as shown in Table 4.17: 

Table 4.17   

Top 7 Clusters Associated with You 

Rank Cluster Frequency 

  Low Mid Total 

1 you are (in love/homosexual) 1 7 8 

2 you can (agree/find/say)  0 8 8 

3 you don‘t (care/gain/know) 1 4 5 

4 you have (a good life/the same ideas) 2 2 4 

5 you can‘t (humiliate/deny) 0 4 4 

6 you may/might (think/concern) 0 4 4 

7 you should (be/give) 0 3 3 
 

The clusters that included be, have and possibility/ability/permission modals were 

among the top list. ―You are‖ and ―you can‖ were the most common (8 tokens each). 

While the cluster ―you can‘t‖ showed the writer‘s strong judgment, ―you may/might‖ 
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displayed modesty in dealing with the reader‘s alternative claims. When examined 

more closely, the top clusters were not equally distributed. For example, the cluster 

―you + modal‖ was only found in the Mid group. The Mid group students often used 

this combination to show their sensitivity to the reader‘s responses by arguing (―you 

can‘t deny it‖), imposing (―you should give them the same equality‖), or conceding 

(―you may think‖).  

It is also interesting to find that these clusters were often embedded in clauses 

led by if and when (17.3%, 14 of the total 81 instances) to either ask the reader a 

hypothetical question or put them into an imaginary scene. 

Discourse functions of You 

The impersonal you with its accompanying forms provided different functions 

in the discourse. You can bring the reader closer but on the other hand, risk losing 

modesty. It can display the generalities to the reader for easier persuasion and yet 

challenge the reader from time to time. The choice of you was in fact contextually and 

functionally determined. There were three major functions found in the data: 

1. Involving the reader 

This function generally appealed to the reader‘s feelings, by seeing him as a 

friend who could be talked to and invited into the discourse. Being a participant, the 

reader had to make his own judgment rather than being an outsider. The function is 

similar to the ―establishing solidarity‖ function in we, where the writer resorts to the 

reader‘s understanding and empathy to justify or elaborate on his claims.  

The linguistic forms realizing the function were seen as most varied. More 

often than not, the reader was projected into a protagonist role in a story-like 

description or in a hypothetical situation, just like in we, whose vividness and 

immediacy produced a dramatic effect. In this case, the conditional if-clause and 

when-clause were often selected and verbs such as think, say and see accompanied:  
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(4.37a) So if you see an ugly man who makes you feel disgusting, . . . will you 

say he is an ugly person?(Mid #62) 

(4.37b) When you walk into the school, you can only see the same gender. In 

this kind of school, you can only see few who are opposite gender than 

you. (Mid#44) 
 

Following the hypothetical situations were often some thought-provoking questions as 

manifested in the examples below: 
 

(4.38a) Could you image the scene? Two girls make sex in the bed. (Low #38) 

(4.38b) but why don‘t you look on the positive side that the benefits of gay 

marriage might solve current social problems? (Mid#45) 
 

The use of conditional clauses and questions directly included the reader on one hand 

and weakened the imposition on the other. 

Likewise, the use of possibility adverbs (e.g. maybe, perhaps) and modals of 

possibility or obligation toned down the force of direct reference to reader you. Look 

at the example below:   

(4.39) Perhaps, you should give them the same equality. (Mid#45) 

There were also times when the writer attempted to convince the reader by 

warning him of the unfavorable consequences or the inequality caused to the people 

and the society:  

  

(4.40a) Because when you approve same-sex marriage, it‘s unfair you deny 

other kinds of marriage. (Low#14) 

(4.40b) People might claim that base on their religious freedom, they are 

against but in doing this, you do not really gain freedom in religion 

because you lose out of yourself. (Mid#45)  
  

The two writers issue warnings for the undesirable outcomes that might occur, and 

hope to convert the reader‘s beliefs into the writers‘.  

2. Confronting an opposite stance 

Unlike the first function, which served to signal a strong interpersonal 
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involvement of the reader, this type of function intended to separate the reader from 

the writer, whose positions were exactly opposite. Although no specific referent was 

identified, it appeared to single out one specific reader for direct confrontation, trying 

to make a contrast between ―self‖ and ―the other‖. The purposes were multiple: to 

attack a false concept, to take blame on the other, to challenge the opponents, or to 

criticize. Instead of evoking commonality, the author adopted a more or less harsh and 

sharp tone to convince. The depreciation of the other‘s view was exactly the 

reassurance of the writer‘s strong subjectivity and authority.  
 

(4.41a) They also have rights to marry. You cannot oppose because of your 

prejudices or religious views. (Mid#9) 

(4.41b) You can agree or disagree, but you can‘t humiliate them. They have the 

right to enjoy their true happiness. (Mid#43) 
 

The two writers challenge the reader‘s counterarguments and state what is supposed 

to be right. In this case, modal cannot was often selected to directly refute the reader‘s 

immature thoughts or misconceptions.  

3. Presenting morals or truism  

The moral or truism is something that is commonly acknowledged or accepted 

by the general public, rather than a one-sided argument by the writer. Since 

impersonal you may refer to anyone in the world, it makes the expression of general 

statements, structural knowledge, or universal experiences more easily understood 

and accepted. Look at the example below: 
 

(4.42) Laws that say if you are married, have children, or support your parents, 

then you can have some sort of welfare. (Mid#30) 
 

Laws clearly specify what people are entitled to and thus, the regulations could not be 

argued against. 

This function is quite similar to ―presenting a general claim‖ function in we. 

But one difference between the two is probably the pragmatic force they carry. In 
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general, we, with the writer himself being included, implies a milder tone. But you, 

due to the exclusion of the writer, seems to contain a stronger and direct tenor. The 

utterance of a general truth by you appears to instill its value or importance into the 

reader more forcefully. Compare the following two sentences in example (4.43): 
 

     (4.43) As everyone knows, we are human beings so we should respect the 

human rights. No matter you are homosexual or heterosexual, you should 

be treated equally. (Mid#28) 
 

In this example, we suggests a general inclusion of all people, but you seems to imply 

the specification of an individual or group as target, who, being one of the human 

beings, should fight for his endowed right of equality.  

    In addition to their differences in pragmatic force, the selection of we and you 

may also rest in the content message that follows. As demonstrated in example (4.43) 

above, we is often associated with everybody‘s rights and freedom, or refers to 

everyone as human being. But you tends to refer to some specific groups of people, 

such as homosexuals or heterosexuals as in ―No matter you are homosexual or 

heterosexual.‖ In this way, the use of you for this function is more limited as 

compared to we.  

The Function Distribution of Pronoun You 

Table 4.18 shows that the majority of Low and Mid group writers utilized you to 

actively interact with the reader as indicated by the most frequent function of 

―involving the reader‖ (41 instances, 56.9% of the total use). With the intention to 

orient the reader towards a particular line of reasoning and engage him in discourse, 

the students often put reader you in a dramatized scenario to create vividness. Such 

dominance was particularly observed in the Low group, where 9 out of the total 10 

instances fulfilled this function. The students‘ preference for this function will later be 

borne out in the individual oral interview.  
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Table 4.18 

Distribution of Functions of You (Percentage and Raw Number) 

Function 

Group 

Involving 

the reader 

Confronting 

a stance 

Presenting 

morals 

Total 

Low 90.0% (9) 0% (0) 10% (1) 10 

Mid 51.6% (32) 32.3% (20) 16.1% (10) 62 

High 0 0 0 0 

Total 56.9% (41) 27.8% (20) 15.3% (11) 72 

 

On the other hand, the reader involvement was also reflected in the students‘ 

recurrent references to your mind, your thought, your rights, your freedom, or ―your + 

related people‖, e.g. brother, parents, friends, classmates, etc. Stimulating the reader 

to ponder over the possible effects that might have on homosexuals, the reader 

himself or his beloved people, the students could have a better chance to gain the 

reader‘s acceptance.  

The next function was ―confronting an opposite stance‖ (20 instances, 27.8%). 

Only the Mid group students chose to openly confront the reader‘s counterclaims; no 

examples of direct opposition were found in the Low group data. It is possible that the 

Low group students do not intend to strongly rebut the reader. Another possibility is 

that they choose to deal with the potential counterclaims by addressing a more general 

group. For example, student Low#47 selected general people rather than you in the 

sentence, ―The reasons why people against homosexual are they are disgusting, 

abnormal, violating the morality, and so on.‖ Finally, the least frequent function was 

―presenting morals or truism‖ (only 11 occurrences, 15.3 %) probably because of its 

implied stronger tone as has been discussed earlier. 

Summary of the Use of You  

You was mostly used impersonally to refer to the general public or the group 

different from we or I. You in discourse could be an active protagonist in a scenario, 
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an engaged conversationist in the immediate context, a recipient of warning and 

accusation. In the data, you concentrated in the final and body paragraphs. When 

following we or I, you was used to make a contrast, but when following generic 

everyone or people, you served to justify the writer‘s arguments.  

The top 10 main verbs accounted for 50.0% of the total occurrences. Those 

verbs that engaged the reader in discourse were most common, such as think, see, say, 

and imagine. Like I and we, mental verbs outnumbered, but unlike I, only three 

emphatic markers were used. Modals of possibility can and could were found most 

frequent to indicate the prospect of things, and modals may and might mitigated the 

force of counterclaims. The most frequent clusters were ―you are,‖ ―you have,‖ and 

―you + modal + verb.‖ 

You fulfilled three major functions—involving the reader, confronting an 

opposite stance, and presenting truism, with the reader-involvement function most 

pronounced for both Low and Mid groups. 

 

Third Person Plural They 

 

As revealed in the data, they had the widest ranges of semantic references. The 

majority of impersonal they referred to generic people (4.44a), homosexuals (4.44b), 

children (4.44c), opponents (4.44d), advocates, heterosexuals and parents. The 

examples below are representative:  

(4.44a) Everyone has their freedom to choose whom they love. (Low#49) 

(4.44b) We cannot judge them because they love the same gender with them. 

(High#16) 

(4.44c) They may not admit their same sex parents when they grow up. 

(Mid#27) 

(4.44d) so they don‘t approval of same - sex marriage. They think same-sex 

marriage may change the society of traditional values. (Mid#29) 

On the other hand, referential they often referred to people in relation to the 
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writer (e.g. friends, parents) or some celebrities whose words and anecdotes were 

cited as illustration. For example,  
 

(4.45a) Take my parents for example . . . They would mumble the same-sex 

marriage and regard as an abnormal things. (Mid#24) 

(4.45b) They violated not only monogamy, but also regularized polygamy. 

(High#70) 
 

They in example (4.45a) refers to the writer‘s parents, and to Jack & Abraham from 

Bible in example (4.45b). The explicit references enhance credibility, just like the 

function of describing anecdotes in self-mention I.   

Due to its diverse semantic references, they enables the writer to stand on 

different positions and approach the issue from different perspectives. He may choose 

to present the reality or his personal voices, or he may sound critical or sympathetic. 

Therefore, in identifying its uses, the co-text should be carefully examined because of 

its elusiveness and diversity.  

The Use of They in Relation to Text Structure 

Pronoun they appeared more freely and dispersed in the texts than I, we and you 

due to its multiple references. As shown in Table 4.19 below, they centered in the 

body paragraphs (2.67 per 100 words), followed by Conclusion (2.58) and then 

Introduction (1.78). The frequency was quite consistent in the Mid and High groups, 

but the Low group writers placed most of they (3.10) in the final paragraph.    

Table 4.19  

Density of They in Relation to Text Structure (per 100 Words) 

  Structure 

Group 

Introduction Body Conclusion 

Low 1.82 2.90 3.10 

Mid 2.11 2.98 2.82 

High 0.90 1.93 1.49 

Total 1.78 2.67 2.58 
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It is understandable that the highest density fell in the Body because this is where the 

main arguments are developed and positions contrasted. Take for example one body 

paragraph from text Mid#50, which contains the highest number of they—63 tokens 

in the corpus:  
 

(4.46) First of all, they keep fighting for their love without violence. Even 

though a lot of people were against them, they still express their love with 

no fear and they are proud of themselves. For example, they join Taiwan 

LGBT Pride every year to proclaim their emotions. . .   
 

The writer spent a whole paragraph describing how homosexuals fought for their 

rights and why they deserved our respect.  

When they appeared in the final paragraph, it was often used to call for the 

support of same-sex marriage:  
      

(4.47a) . . . considering the gay couple‘s love and intention of forming a 

committed and stable relationship with their partner, it is very important 

that same sex marriage be legalized. (High#73) 
 

Also, the writer may express his concerns about homosexuals or the adopted child 

through they as manifested below: 
 

(4.47b) They do not do anything wrong. We can not judge them, because they 

love the same gender with them. (High#5) 

     (4.47c) They are not a bad man at all, they just have different concept with us. 

(Mid#60) 
 

Winding up the essay by resorting to affective appeals (i.e. ―they do not do anything 

wrong‖ and ―they are not a bad man‖) reinforced the writers‘ proposition that 

same-sex marriage should be accepted.  

Finally, the placement of they in Introduction was mainly to present the general 

truth or belief, or describe the current situations homosexuals were facing. Here are 

two typical examples:  

(4.48a) For most people, while they think of marriage, there are a man and a 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

105 

 

 

woman they fall in love with each other and get married. (Mid#29) 

(4.48b) . . . therefore, homosexuals also want to gain more rights for themselves 

like same-sex marriage. At the same time, it is difficult for them to cut 

down others‘ repel to the homosexuals . . . (Mid#14) 
 

Example (4.48a) points out people‘s common perception and example (4.48b) states 

what homosexuals want and the tough dilemma.  

Linguistic Collocations of They in Subject Position 

Main verbs and emphatics after they.  They collocated with a wide variety of 

verbs for fulfilling different communicative purposes. Unsurprisingly, mental verbs 

still exceeded in number. But of the top 10 verbs, be and have (49.4%, 136 out of 275 

occurrences) were ranked top to state the generalities, and this preference was 

consistent for all the three groups. Table 4.20 presents the result:  

Table 4.20 

Main Verbs that Most Frequently Collocated with They 

Rank Verb Frequency 

  Low Mid High Total 

1 be 5 59 8 72 

2 have 12 40 12 64 

3 want 9 22 1 32 

4 think 0 18 5 23 

5 get 2 12 7 21 

6 love 3 13 3 19 

7 adopt 8 6 1 15 

8 do 0 9      3 12 

9 feel 2     7 1 10 

10 marry 0 4 3 7 

Total  41 190 44 275 
 

Other verbs such as want, love, feel, get, live, and adopt (116 tokens, 42.2%) 

expressed the third party‘s desires, feelings, and the situations they were facing as in 

―Although they love each other, but they cannot be accepted in society,‖ and ―so that 
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they can live more happily.‖ The mental verb think (23 tokens, 8.4%) was used to 

present the third party‘s claims. The top 10 verbs comprised 55% of the total 

occurrences.  

Considering the vast occurrences of they (a total of 500 occurrences), the use of 

emphatics was not remarkable at all. There were only 24 instances, and the majority 

came from the Mid group (20 instances). Among them, still (6 tokens), never (4 

tokens) and really (4 tokens) were most common. The low occurrence is probably 

because a high number of they refer to homosexuals and children, the students, not 

wanting to threaten their faces or exerting their authority on the third parties, choose 

not to use emphatics frequently.   

Modals after they.  For they to take modals, the referents were predominantly 

homosexuals and children. The analysis showed that modals of possibility were most 

marked (35.3%, 54 of the total 153 tokens). The students used can and could to offer 

plausible solutions or express the promising future homosexuals could have once 

same-sex marriage was legalized, as in ―they can adopt an orphan‖ and ―they could 

finally get the benefits and protection.‖ Table 4.21 displays the distribution: 

Table 4.21 

Modal Distribution after They 

Modal 

Group 

Possibility Ability Permission Obligation Volition Prediction Total 

Low 12 9 1 6 0 8 36 

Mid 31 14 2 21 2 20 90 

High 11 6 5 4 1 0 27 

Total 54 29 8 31 3 28 153 
 

Next to modals of possibility were obligation modals, especially have to and 

must (31 tokens, 20.3%), for example, ―because they have to bear the discrimination 

from other people, they have to press themselves for a long time.‖ The students did 
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not mean to impose responsibility on homosexuals, but rather to disclose the unfair 

treatments that they had to bear. The ability modals came third (29 tokens, 18.9%), 

indicating the harsh realities they were facing, such as ―they can‘t have children,‖ and 

―they could not tell the child how was he or she born.‖ Another 28 prediction modals 

(28 tokens, 18.3%) voiced the writer‘s worries and expectations, for example, ―they 

will affect children in a bad way,‖ and ―they will relatively treasure each other to get 

together.‖ Noticeably, the pattern ―they + modal‖ preferred material verbs (72 

instances) to mental verbs (45 instances). It seems to reflect that the students are more 

concerned about the actions that homosexuals will have to undertake in order to deal 

with the predicaments.  

Most frequent clusters with they.  As shown in Table 4.22, the top clusters in 

the data included ―they are‖ (68 tokens), ―they have‖ (39 tokens), ―they think‖ (21 

tokens), ―they want to‖ (16 tokens) and ―they love‖ (13 tokens): 

Table 4.22 

Top 10 Clusters Associated with They 

Rank Cluster Frequency 

  Low Mid High Total 

1 they are (different/charming) 8 49 11 68 

2 they have (right /responsibility) 3 29 7 39 

3 they can‘t (choose/give birth) 7 21 8 36 

4 they can (adopt/get/do) 5 16 7 28 

5 they don‘t (have/want/know) 5 16 2 23 

6 they think 0 16 5 21 

7 They will (realize/encounter) 4 14 0 18 

8 they want to (do/marry/be) 4 11 1 16 

9 they could (adopt/say/choose) 4 7 2 13 

10 they love (each other) 3 7 3 10 
 

The other recurrent clusters were associated with modals of possibility, ability and 

prediction, such as ―they can‘t‖ (36 token), ―they can‖ (28 tokens), ―they could‖ (13 
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tokens), and ―they will‖ (18 tokens).  

Discourse Functions of They 

Although the occurrences of they are associated with the antecedents, their uses 

together with the accompanied linguistic forms are nonetheless functionally-oriented. 

It was found that they realized two primary discourse purposes: ―detaching the third 

party‖ and ―stating the generalities.‖ 

1. Detaching the third party 

The detached nature of they separates the writer and the reader from the other 

groups. This distinction makes possible for the writer to either present contrasts with 

the third group or voice his opinions about them.  

a. Making contrasts  

They could serve to make a contrast between they group and we group or I. In 

this case, the references were often advocates (4.49a), opponents (4.49b) or 

homosexuals (4.49c). For example,   
 

(4.49a) People might often find that the advocates of the same-sex marriage 

frequently ask for their rights. They consider they should be treated 

equal as the others. (High#16) 

(4.49b) They also state that the legalization of gay marriage would cause the 

radical change of society. . . However, in my point of view, it‘s my 

argument that people cannot discriminatively deny that same sex 

couples…enjoy the same rights as others. (High#69) 

(4.49c) Gays and lesbians want to claim the right of marriage, because they 

think tradition is not a reason to deny same-sex marriage. (High#65) 
 

The presentation of the third party‘s counterclaims paved the way for the subsequent 

proposal of the writer‘s own viewpoints. For this purpose, verbs of thinking and 

claiming such as think, consider, state, argue, claim, etc. were used, and the 

adversative transition word however was also common. For instance, however in 

example (4.49b) divides the boundary line between the opponents and the writer.  
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Moreover, they could be used to give negative comments on the third party. The 

typical pattern was ―they are + negative adjective‖ or included verbs of criticism such 

as blame and criticize. Semantically, the criticism was made on some unfavorable 

effects same-sex marriage would bring to the society and the undesirable impacts it 

would have on the adopted children. The following examples are exemplary: 

(4.50a) The reasons why people against homosexual are they are disgusting, 

abnormal, violating the morality, and so on. (Low#47) 

(4.50b) The opponents always blame them that they did not follow the rules of 

the Bible. (High#16) 
 

b. Being neutral  

Being detached from the third party did not always suggest hostility. The 

references to the third party might be neutral in tone and there was no negative 

connotation involved. In this sub-function, the semantic references centered on 

homosexuals, adopted children and their family members. There were several 

situations where neutral they was most likely to occur:  

For one thing, the writer simply wanted to express his personal opinions on the 

third party, which was often overly marked by the cluster ―I think‖ or ―I consider.‖ 
 

(4.51a) I think they would be more treasure and love the kid. (Low#49)  

(4.51b) It is true that the same gender could not have a baby after they married. 

However, I consider that they could adopt a child. (Mid#2) 
 

The writer might use they to offer some solutions for the problem. In giving advice, 

they was often collocated with modals of can, could, or may: 
 

(4.52a) They could borrow a sperm. (Mid#68) 

(4.52b) They may have babies from previous opposite-sex marriage, or they can  

adopt children. (High#69) 
 

Another situation where neutral references were made was when the writer 

attempted to show his concerns, sympathy, and understanding for the third-party. This 
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sub-type was often associated with if-clause, modals of possibility and prediction (e.g. 

may, will). For example,  
 

(4.53a) If homosexual will be expended, then, children and teenagers will be 

misled, and they may imitate the abnormal love or have incorrect 

concepts. (High#34) 

(4.53b) So if a child‘s parents are the same gender, will they still be mentally 

healthy like other kids whose parents are in different genders? (Mid#14) 

(4.53c) Moreover, they would often feel like outcasts of society and hardly form 

a shelter for themselves. (High#46) 
 

The writers are hypothetically foretelling what will be happening ahead. Given the 

adversities that might ensue, the reader would have to readjust their positions 

regarding the issue. 

The final situation involving a neutral reference to a third party was when the 

writer was utilizing a particular anecdote as illustration. In this case, the references 

were specific. For example,  

(4.54a) They violated not only monogamy, but also regularized polygamy. 

(High#70) 

(4.54b) Nevertheless, the doctor can‘t tell the heroine‘s health condition to the 

hero . . . because they haven‘t married. (High#71) 

In example (4.54a), they refers to Jacob and Abraham in the Bible, and they in 

example (4.54b) refers to the hero and heroine in a Japanese book. They are both used 

to support the writer‘s arguments.  

2. Stating the generalities 

When they referred to people or homosexuals, especially in the Introduction, it 

was often used to state the generalities—the well-accepted truth, the reality 

homosexuals were situated in, or the features homosexuals equally shared (e.g. rights, 

values, freedom, etc.). As with we and you, the aim was to set up a background 

framework. For example,  
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(4.55) So, we had better not have any double standards on gay and lesbian. 

They are as the same as rest of us, they are all human beings. The intrinsic 

of gay relationships have no different from some of the people called it 

―normal‖ relationships. I just couldn‘t understand why so many people 

against gay or lesbian relationships. (Mid#35) 
 

The student‘s personal pledging—―gay relationships have no different‖—was 

preceded by the truth ―they are all human beings.‖ Given that the premise was true, 

there was no reason to reject homosexuals‘ rights for marriage. 

The background setting function was frequently realized by the clusters of 

―they are,‖ ―they have,‖ and ―they can‘t‖ as exemplified below:  
 

(4.56a) People have rights to choose whom they like, and they have freedom to 

select what they want to be. (Mid#56) 

(4.56b) They are as the same as rest of us, they are all human beings. (Mid#35) 

(4.56c) Most importantly, they can‘t have children. (Low#47) 
 

Despite fulfilling the similar function of stating general truth as we and you, they 

differs from the other two in that its use is more restricted. While we often refers to all 

human beings and you to specific groups of people, they in this study seems to mostly 

refer to a smaller group of people—homosexuals.  

The Function Distribution of Pronoun They 

As can be seen in Table 4.23, the function of ―detaching the third party‖ was the 

most marked, accounting for 84.4% of the total occurrences:  

Table 4.23  

Distribution of Functions of They (Percentage and Raw Number)  

  Function 

Group 

Detaching the third party Stating the  

generalities 

Total 

Contrastive Neutral 

Low 31.0% (27) 52.9% (46) 16.1% (14) 87 

Mid 10.8% (36) 73.6% (245) 15.6% (52) 333 

High 23.8% (19) 61.2% (49) 15.0% (12) 80 

Subtotal 16.4% (82) 68.0% (340)   

Total 84.4% (422) 15.6% (78) 500 
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Furthermore, the students mostly used they for neutral references (68.0%) rather than 

for making contrasts (only 16.4%). In other words, they in most cases did not imply 

negative connotations towards the third party. The students tended to present their 

judgments, evaluations and viewpoints neutrally about the third group, pledge the 

reader to think for homosexuals, and encourage the reader to solve the tough problem. 

In comparison, the Mid group used the sub-function of ―neutral references‖ far more 

notably (73.6% of the total) than the other two. The Low group carried out the 

―contrasting‖ sub-function at a higher rate of 31.0% (27 instances), where the 

opposite views were highlighted. As opposed to the high number of ―detaching‖ 

function, the function of ―stating the generalities‖ only comprised 15.6% of the total 

occurrences (78 tokens), and the three groups had a rather equal distribution of around 

15% of each. 

Summary of the Use of They  

Carrying a detached tone, they had a wide range of antecedents, with generic 

people, homosexuals and children most dominant. Due to its multiple semantic 

references, they appeared freely in any part of the text but mostly centered in the body 

paragraphs. They in the final paragraph referred to homosexuals to draw conclusion. 

The placement of they in the Introduction was mainly to present the general truth and 

provide the background information for subsequent discussion.  

As with other personal pronouns, mental verbs outnumbered the other verb 

types. The top two verbs were be and have, and those verbs that expressed the third 

party‘s desires and feelings such as want, love, and feel were also frequently used. 

When they were followed by modals, the antecedents were most often homosexuals 

and children. In the data, modals of possibility were highest in number, followed by 

obligation modals. The clusters ―they are‖ and ―they have‖ were found to be most 

frequent. Finally, there was only 24 emphatics in the data.   
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The two major functions of they were ―detaching the third party‖ and ―stating 

the generalities,‖ with the former most dominant (84.4% of the total). The students 

employed they primarily to voice their opinions about the third group, and to a much 

lesser degree, to make a contrast with the third group‘s viewpoints.  

 

Third Person Singular S/he 

 

Quite different from I, we, and you, whose occurrences were frequently 

pragmatically invoked, the third person pronoun singular—he or she mostly 

responded to the grammatical structure requirement and referred to a third singular 

party either anaphorically or cataphorically (Kitagawa & Lehrer, 1990).  

Like other personal pronouns, s/he had either impersonal or referential 

references. When s/he was used in a generic sense, it could refer to any human being 

(4.57a), or a specific but unidentifiable person (4.57b): 
 

(4.57a) Everyone is equal no matter whom he/she loves. (Mid#26) 

(4.57b) It is impossible for them to have a baby by themselves, they must to 

adopt child. But how their child will feel when he grow up? (Mid#60)  
 

In the corpus, the majority of s/he referred to a specific but unidentifiable person such 

as a child, a mate, a parent, etc. (52.3% of the total 178 occurrences). On the other 

hand, when s/he was used in a referential sense, it often referred to a person in a story, 

a homosexual celebrity, or a close person of the writer. For example,   
 

(4.58) [in Bible] Jacob was actually a polygamist. He procreated children with 

different women. (High#70)  
 

On closer inspection, there were cases of pronoun-antecedent disagreement as 

illustrated below: 
 

     (4.59a) In the modern time, everyone has their thoughts; also they have the 

right to seek their dream. No matter he or she is homosexual, they 

actually have the right to marry. (Mid#57)  
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(4.59b) So how big bravery does those who admit he or she is homosexual have, 

needless to say those who want to marry in public. (Mid#36) 

(4.59c) Because people come from different environments, he/she has his/her 

own opinions. (Low#24) 
 

In example (4.59a), everyone is seen as denoting a plural sense, and thus plural 

possessive form their immediately follows. But the writer shifts to ―he or she‖ in the 

next sentence to stress the individuality, and then back to they again to claim their 

shared rights—getting married. By the same token, he or she in example (4.59b) 

refers to ―those brave people‖ for emphasis. Student Low#24 in example (4.59c) 

chooses he/she to heighten the individual variances in their opinions. Since each and 

every one of us is different, the idiosyncrasy is highlighted.  

In the corpus, when the antecedent was everyone, they was preferred (16 out of 

a total of 21 instances) probably because they is a collective term, whose use is more 

neutral, but he or she may imply singularity and involve gender selection. Another 

interpretation is everyone often introduces rights, freedom and equality that are shared 

by all the people. Therefore, the use of they may sound more reasonable when shared 

features are mentioned. In comparison, when an unidentifiable person was referred, he 

and she accounted for 8 occurrences each. The equal distribution suggests that the 

students‘ perceptions of an unidentifiable person diverge.  

The Use of S/he in Relation to Text Structure  

S/he concentrated in the body paragraphs (0.59 per 100 words), where a specific 

individual was often cited. The density in Introduction dropped to 0.28. But the least 

likely place for s/he to occur was in the Conclusion; only one instance was found in 

the Mid group. The explanation for its low occurrence may lie in the fact that the 

writer often moves back to his assertions in the final paragraph. To reassure the 

reader‘s recognition and maintain rapport, reader-involving we and sometimes you are 

more likely to occur. Table 4.24 presents the densities in three groups:  
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Table 4.24 

Density of S/he in Relation to Text Structure (per 100 Words) 

Structure 

Group 

Introduction Body Conclusion 

Low 0.63 0.95 0 

Mid 0.23 0.67 0.02 

High 0.12 0.26 0 

Total 0.28 0.59 0.01 

 

Linguistic Collocations of S/he in Subject Position 

Main verb and emphatics after s/he.  As with other pronouns, mental verbs 

overshadowed the others (26 tokens, 35.6% of the total 73 occurrences). The most 

frequent verbs that collocated with s/he were again verbs of be and have for 

presenting the individual‘s rights or states of being (47.1%, 16 out of a total 34 

instances). The other top verbs either conveyed a specific referent‘s remarks (e.g. say 

and think) or described the third party‘s feelings and expectation (e.g. love and want). 

The top 6 verbs are listed in Table 4.25: 

Table 4.25 

Main Verbs that Most Frequently Collocated with S/he 

Rank Verb Frequency 

  Low Mid High Total 

1 be 5 7 0 12 

2 say 3 4 0 7 

3 love  0 4 0 4 

4 want 0 4 0 4 

5 have 2 2 0 4 

6 think 0 3 0 3 

Total  10 24 0 34 

 

The six verbs, although ranked top, could only account for 40.9% of the total 

occurrences (34 out of 83). Particularly, the High group did not use any of them; they 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

116 

 

 

chose to collocate s/he with the other 6 verbs—procreate, sleep, find, define, consider 

and recognize. The following examples display a marked difference between the High 

group and the other two in the choice of verbs: ―He procreated children with different 

women‖ (High#70), and ―He defined marriage as ‗a relation of one or more men to 

one or more women . . .‘‖ (High#15).   

There were only 3 instances of emphatic markers following s/he—still, totally, 

and personally, all used by the Mid group students. The low occurrence can be 

accounted for by the detached nature of he and she, and hence the emphatic force 

should be decreased to the minimum. It can also be attributed to the low frequency of 

s/he used in the data.   

Modals after s/he.  Modals had very little representation in s/he (only 7 

instances), and they were only used by the Mid group students. Prediction modal was 

the most (5 instances), used to indicate what the third person would do if an imaginary 

situation took place. Example (4.60) exemplifies this:    
 

(4.60) . . . a mother with many sons but she wants a daughter. She would select 

the youngest one to dress him skirt (Mid#44) 
 

Most frequent clusters with s/he.  Despite the low frequency of s/he, some 

clusters still surfaced from the Low and Mid group texts as shown in Table 4.26:  

Table 4.26 

Top 6 Clusters Associated with S/he 

Rank Cluster Frequency 

  Low Mid Total  

1 s/he is (a gay/her only daughter) 4 6 10  

2 s/he would (feel/ select) 0 5 5  

3 s/he said   3 2 5  

4 s/he has (reason/right/child) 2 2 4  

5 s/he has (reason/right/child) 0 4 4  

6 s/he thinks (that) 0 3 3  
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The most frequent clusters were ―s/he is‖ (10 instances) and ―s/he would‖ (5 

instances), for example, ―for he is not considered as a spouse or family member,‖ and 

―she would select the youngest one to dress him skirt.‖ 

Discourse Functions of S/he 

Although referentially required, the purposes of s/he varied in accordance with 

the different semantic references. The generic reference to everyone served to express 

the general truth that was commonly acknowledged, and provide the background 

information for the lead-in discussion, just like impersonal they. When an indefinite 

reference was made, s/he was used to present personal views or judgments. The 

linguistic realization forms were often associated with be verb, questions and 

if-clauses. For example,  
 

(4.61) If your brother or good friends tell you that he is gay, what are you 

thinking about them? (Low#52) 
 

When a specific and definite reference was made, s/he was often followed by 

action verbs and encoded in past progressive tense to vividly describe how the event 

was taking place. Relating the reader to a long scenario, the writer was in a better 

position to certify his points. Look at the two examples below: 
 

(4.62a) The guy in front of me, he was discussing the one who is dressing in 

skirt. . . . He yelled at the staff madly and said didn‘t you see I‘m 

wearing a skirt? (Low#7) 

(4.62b) Once on my way home, I‘ve heard an old maid mentioned about gay on 

the bus because she saw two boys hugging each other closely. . . . It 

seemed she was talking about something had been cursed or there was a 

dead man in her family. (Mid#35) 
 

Sometimes, the illustration was often preceded by ―for example‖ and ―for instance‖:  

(4.63) For instance, a famous host, Mr. Tsai, admits that he is a homosexual. 

(Low#37)  
 

The words from celebrities were also quoted by verbs of say, define, or advocate to 
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shore up the writer‘s position. 
 

(4.64a) According to an anthropologist, Edvard Westermarck, . . . [h]e defined 

marriage as ‗a relation of one or more men to one or more women . . .‘‖  

(High#15) 

(4.64b) The definition of civil union (Geoff Kors, 2007), executive director 

equality California, he said civil rights is a universal recognize. 

(Low#25) 
 

Summary of the Use of S/he  

The third person singular s/he could refer to all human beings, a specific but 

unidentifiable person, or a referential person. It was referentially initiated rather than 

pragmatically motivated in most cases. While a generic reference worked to claim 

shared features, a vague reference mainly portrayed the possible situations 

homosexuals or their children would be in. When a specific person was singled out, it 

was used to cite that person as illustration. The pronoun-antecedent mismatch had 

pragmatic connotations. Replacing s/he by they was aimed to assert commonality, but 

a shift from they to s/he amplified the individuality or variances.  

In terms of discourse structure, the body paragraphs had the highest density of 

s/he, but there was only one instance in the Conclusion, where generic references 

were often expected. The Low and Mid groups favored verbs of be, have, say, and 

accordingly the clusters ―s/he is,‖ ―she has,‖ and ―s/he says‖ stood out. Modals had 

little representation in the data.  

 

Summary of the Chapter 

 

The analyses of the data have yielded a number of frequent and salient 

linguistic features associated with types of nominative personal pronouns in terms of 

verbs, modals, emphatic markers and clusters. Also, the distinctive discourse 

functions of personal pronouns have been identified.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

119 

 

 

  Overall, the Low group writers appear to be most self-involved and 

self-expressive. The Mid group students seem to include the members, both in-group 

and out-group, more passionately. The High group students, however, tend to present 

their arguments more objectively and attend to the reader‘s counterclaims more often.  

A table that concludes the major findings of the chapter is presented in Table 

4.27 on next page, including the most dominant verb types, top main verbs, emphatics, 

modals, clusters, pronoun densities in text structure, and finally discourse functions.



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

120 

 

 

Table 4.27 

The Linguistic Forms and Discourse Functions Associated with Types of Personal Pronouns  

Pro- 

nouns 

Verbs Emphatics Modals Clusters Text 

Structure 

Functions 

I Mental 

(think, 

agree, 

believe) 

30 tokens  

(still, strongly 

always) 

30 tokens 

(ability) 

● I think/believe 

● I agree/disagree 

● I am 

Conclusion   

 

● Asserting the writer‘s stance 

● Referring to the writer‘s experiences 

● Indicating discourse structure 

We Mental 

(have, 

respect, be) 

4 tokens 

(still) 

113 tokens 

(obligation/

necessity) 

 

●We + should/have to  

●We can/could 

●We can‘t/couldn‘t 

 

Conclusion 

 

● Establishing solidarity 

● Toning down directives 

● Presenting a general claim 

● Indicating discourse structure 

You Mental 

(think, see, 

be) 

3 tokens 

(even, really,  

very much) 

30 tokens 

(possibility) 

 

●You are 

●You can‘t  

●You don‘t  

Conclusion 

 

● Involving the reader 

● Confronting an opposite stance 

● Presenting morals or truism 

They Mental 

(be, have, 

want) 

24 tokens 

(still, never, 

really)  

153 tokens  

(possibility) 

● They are 

● They have 

● They cannot 

Body ● Detaching the third party 

● Stating the generalities 

 

S/he Mental 

(be, say, 

love) 

3 tokens 

(still, totally, 

personally) 

7 tokens  

(future) 

● S/he is 

● S/he would 

● S/he said 

Body 

 

Referentially required; often serving to 

give an illustration or express the 

general truth  
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CHAPTER 5  

ANLAYSIS OF QUESTIONNAIRES AND INTERVIEWS 

 

The first part of this chapter presents the results of the post-writing 

questionnaires answered by all the 76 students, including the students‘ writing 

purposes, the target reader, the perceptions of writer-reader relationship, the 

convincing strategies adopted, the persuasive effects of the text, and the problems 

encountered by the students. The extent of how different answers affect the use of 

personal pronouns will be explored as well. The second part of this chapter 

summarizes the major results of the oral interview on 16 students from the three 

groups, primarily with regard to their underlying reasons for choosing different types 

of personal pronouns. To validate the data analysis and interpretation, the written and 

oral remarks from the students will be provided for both parts. The final part presents 

the integrated insights from the three data sources—the writing samples, 

questionnaires, and interviews. It is aimed to depict a holistic picture of how the 

students strategically employ personal pronouns, and also to reveal the cultural 

perspectives reflected in the texts. 

 

Results and Analysis of the Questionnaires 

 

     The questionnaire results will be presented and discussed in the sequence of 

question 1, 2, 3, 5, 4 and finally 6. The reason for the reversion of Q4 (persuasive 

effect) and Q5 (convincing strategy) is that Q5 is related to Q1, Q2, and Q3, all of 

which investigate the students‘ schemes either before or during composition, and thus 

have some impact on the use of personal pronouns. On the other hand, Q4 and Q6 

deal with the students‘ evaluations of the overall essay quality, the judgment of which 
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is made after the composition.  

 

Question 1: The Purpose of Writing 

 

The first question was designed to know for what purposes the students wrote 

the argumentative essays. The purpose the writer intends to accomplish illuminates 

how he thrusts himself into the discourse and how he constructs the arguments. It also 

relates to the linguistic realization forms he chooses, the discourse functions to be 

achieved, and the overall impression of the text he is trying to create. As revealed in 

the data, three major purposes were identified: (1) expressing the writer‘s views, (2) 

convincing the reader, and (3) fulfilling the assignment requirement.  

The majority of the students (60.5% of the total, 46 instances) aimed to express 

their personal views on same-sex marriage, and such intention was consistent among 

the three groups. In sharp contrast, the ―convincing‖ purpose drastically decreased to 

34.2% (26 instances), almost half of the rate of ―expressing‖ purpose. Only four 

students (5.3%) wrote the essay for the assignment‘s sake. Interestingly, none of the 

High group students gave this answer. The frequency distribution among the three 

groups is presented in Table 5.1 below:  

Table 5.1 

The Purposes of Writing by Three Groups (Percentage and Raw Number) 

Purpose 

Group 

Expressing Convincing Assignment Total 

Low 75.0% (12) 18.8% (3) 6.2% (1) 16 

Mid 55.5% (25)  37.8% (17) 6.7% (3) 45 

High 60.0% (9) 40.0% (6) 0% (0) 15 

Total 60.5% (46)  34.2% (26) 5.3% (4) 76 

 

To get a clear picture of how each group perceived the three purposes, a detailed 

analysis on each category is provided in the following:  
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Expressing Purpose 

The data proved that most of the students intended to express themselves more 

than convince the reader. Noticeably, the Low group overwhelmingly wrote for 

self-expression (75.0% of the group).The students from the three groups clearly 

illustrated such a perspective:   
 

(5.1a) I wanted the reader to understand my viewpoints. (Low#39) 

(5.1b) I sincerely expressed my objection and explained the reasons clearly. 

(Mid#14) 

(5.1c) I just humbly expressed my viewpoints, not to argue with people. 

(High#71) 
 

The preference for self-expression was on the grounds that the students, seeing 

themselves as opinion presenters, could not force the reader to accept their views. As 

the students pointed out:   
 

(5.2a) Each one of us has his own opinion. I could only express my own 

viewpoint and ‗exhort‘ the reader. (Low#55) 

(5.2b) I‘m not an authoritative figure . . . Other people wouldn‘t necessarily 

agree with me. (Mid#36)  
 

The higher frequency of self-expression could also explain why the students, 

especially the Low group, used a lot of I to describe their life experiences and others‘ 

anecdotes. Although their credibility as a writer is enhanced, they hardly act as 

―arguers,‖ which may weaken the persuasive effect of the essay. 

Convincing Purpose 

Contrary to the ―expressing‖ purpose, the frequency for ―convincing‖ purpose 

was highest in the High group (40.0%, 6 instances) and lowest in the Low (18.8%, 3 

instances). In other words, the predilection for ―convincing‖ grew as the proficiency 

level increased.  

Those who aimed to convince the reader attempted to change the reader‘s 

perceptions and strongly fought against the opponent‘s counterclaims. The ultimate 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

124 

 

purpose was to win the reader‘s acceptance. This goal was strongly felt in the 

following comments from the Mid and High groups:  
 

(5.3a) To fight against who believe in the legalization of same-sex marriage. 

(High#65) 

(5.3b) I expected that homosexuals could be accepted and made opponents 

change their standings. (Mid#32) 
 

To convince the reader, some students believed that the examples they gave sufficed, 

as demonstrated by student Mid#36: 
 

(5.4) I wanted to convince the others why I was against same-sex marriage. I 

gave a lot of examples to prove that it was not an empty talk. 

 

Assignment Purpose 

Although the writing task was required by all the teachers as part of the final 

grade, only four of them (5.3%) regarded the assignment fulfillment as the main 

purpose. Particularly, no High group students chose this. A typical answer was given 

by student Low#38:  

(5.5) I just wanted to get it done as soon as possible. 

In brief, while the ―expressing‖ purpose was mostly chosen by the Low group 

writers, the ―convincing‖ purpose was most favored by the High group. No High 

group students simply wrote for fulfilling the class requirement.  

 

The Choice of Personal Pronoun in Relation to Writing Purpose 

As displayed in Table 5.2, the ―assignment‖ group overall employed more 

personal pronouns in texts (7.44 occurrences per 100 words of the text), but there was 

a relatively equal use of personal pronouns for both ―expressing‖ and ―convincing‖ 

groups (5.11 and. 5.28 respectively). One-way ANOVA (analysis of variance) further 

proved that the ―assignment‖ group differed significantly from the other two in the 

use of s/he (F(2,73)=4.716, ＜.05). The four students remarkably cited a third person‘s 
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anecdotes or words in their texts as support, and they also used the most of I, we and 

you.  

Table 5.2  

Density of Pronouns in Relation to Writing Purpose 

Pronoun 

Purpose 

I We You They S/he Total 

Expressing (46) 0.96 0.78 0.22 2.79 0.36 5.11 

Convincing(26) 0.91 0.95 0.52 2.43 0.47 5.28 

Assignment (4) 1.68 1.02 0.59 2.53 1.62 7.44 
 

Furthermore, there were more occurrences of we and you in the ―convincing‖ 

group than in the ―expressing‖ group (0.95 vs. 0.78 and 0.52 vs.0.22 respectively). It 

may suggest that to convince the reader, the students attend to the reader‘s visibility 

more often, and thus, references to the reader as you or as one member of the same 

community by we are favored.  

In addition to the overall picture, the employment of personal pronouns by the 

three groups will be examined more closely:  

Expressing purpose. As indicated in Table 5.3, the Mid group used more 

pronouns for the ―expressing‖ purpose than the other two, especially I and they. It 

suggests that the Mid group students are more likely to project themselves and voice 

their opinions about the third group.  

Table 5.3 

Pronoun Use (%) by Three Groups for Expressing Purpose 

Pronoun 

Group 

I We You They S/he Total 

Low (12) 0.8 0.97 0.45 2.61 0.19 5.03 

Mid (25) 1.27 0.79 0.19 3.25 0.44 5.95 

High (9) 0.24 0.54 0 1.64 0.33 2.76 

 

However, the High group contained a low density of I (only 0.24 as opposed to 
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1.27 in Mid) and had the least occurrences of pronouns in total. This seems to tell that 

self-expression does not necessarily require an obvious writer projection in text. 

Rhetorical or linguistic resources other than personal pronouns such as passivization, 

it-clause, or nominalization are also effective in articulating the writer‘s arguments. 

For example, student High#65 wrote, ―The paradox is that even if homosexuality is 

acceptable for modern society, there are only eight countries legalizing same-sex 

marriage.‖ The writer‘s personal attitude is conveyed in the noun ―paradox‖ rather 

than in self-mention I. Another example is provided by student High#70, ―However, 

either from religious or civil institution viewpoint, same sex marriage should be 

legalized since it has nothing illicit.‖ The student clearly states her stance without any 

use of personal nouns.  

Convincing purpose. The Low group used pronouns most frequently for 

convincing purpose especially they and s/he (see Table 5.4), which were substantially 

higher than those in the ―expressing‖ purpose. The higher rates suggest that the Low 

group students tend to include the reader as an in-group member and differentiate 

themselves from the outside group they in order to convince the reader.  

Table 5.4  

Pronoun Use (%) by Three Groups for Convincing Purpose 

Pronoun 

Group 

I We You They S/he Total 

Low (3) 0.71 0.71 0 4.51 1.24 7.17 

Mid (17) 0.96 1.10 0.80 2.23 0.49 5.58 

High (6) 0.84 0.66 0 1.95 0.02 3.47 
 

Compared to the ―expressing‖ purpose, the occurrence of I in the High group 

considerably increased (from 0.24 to 0.84), which suggests that in convincing the 

reader, the writer‘s projection into the discourse for stating his stance or reinforcing 

his claims is seen vital. But in the Mid group, pronoun I slightly decreased and at the 
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same time, we increased. The density changes may be an indication that the Mid 

group students attempt to bring the reader into the discourse when convincing them.  

Assignment purpose. Since there were only four instances in this group, the 

employment of personal pronoun might be too idiosyncratic to be generalized. But the 

analysis evidenced that overall the Low group used more pronouns as with the 

―convincing‖ purpose. The rates are reported in Table 5.5:   

Table 5.5  

Pronoun Use (%) by Three Groups for Assignment Purpose 

Pronoun 

Group 

I We You They S/he Total 

Low (1) 4.76 0.99 1.39 3.37 2.18 12.7 

Mid (3) 0.65 1.03 0.32 2.25 1.43 5.68 

High (0) 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 

The analysis on the three groups showed that the High group consistently used 

the least pronouns, and the Low group used more pronouns both for ―convincing‖ and 

―assignment‖ purposes. While the Mid group was salient in the use of I for 

self-expression, they chose to emphasize the reader visibility (we and you) in 

convincing the reader. In comparison, the High group tended to highlight the writer 

visibility (I) and the Low group opted for they in persuading the reader.  

 

Question 2: The Intended Reader  

 

The second question was concerned about the reader group the students 

targeted in their pre-writing stage. The intended reader has a decisive role in 

determining the needs of the reader and the potential arguments to rebut, which in 

turn affect the kind of convincing strategy the writer will adopt, the tone he will set, 

and the relationship he attempts to build with the reader. 

The data analysis revealed five major reader groups: (1) general public, (2) 
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opponents—those standing in opposition from the writer, (3) homosexuals, who the 

writer might or might not be identified with, (4) teachers/researchers, and finally (5) 

others, including classmates, friends, Christians, family, and those on the same side. 

The top group was ―general public‖ (42.1%, 32 instances), followed by 

―opponents‖ (27.6%, 21 instances) and ―teachers/researchers‖ (17.1%, 13 instances). 

The least frequently targeted groups were ―homosexuals‖ and ―others‖ (6.6%, 5 

instances each). The preferences for general public, as voiced by some students, were 

that it was easier for them to present their views and that it avoided the impression of 

giving pointed arguments about the reader. On the other hand, the choice of opponents 

was probably because their counterclaims, being in direct opposition from the writer‘s, 

were more easily refuted against. Notably, the higher the students‘ proficiency, the 

more likely they chose general public and opponents as the intended readers. However, 

the selection of teachers or researchers as the target group was mostly made by the 

Low and Mid groups; there was only one instance in the High group. The detailed 

distribution of the reader groups is reported in Table 5.6:  

Table 5.6 

The Intended Readers Chosen by Three Groups (Percentage and Raw Number) 

Reader 

Group 

General 

public 

opponents Teacher/ 

Researcher 

Homo- 

sexuals 

Others Total 

Low 31.3% 

(5) 

25.0% 

(4) 

18.7%  

(3) 

18.7% 

(3)  

6.3%  

(1) 

16 

Mid 42.2% 

(19) 

26.7% 

(12) 

20.0% 

 (9) 

2.2% 

(1) 

8.9%  

(4) 

45 

High 53.3% 

(8) 

33.3% 

(5) 

6.7%  

(1) 

6.7% 

(1) 

0%  

(0) 

15 

Total 42.1% 

(32) 

27.6% 

(21) 

17.1% 

(13) 

6.6% 

(5) 

6.6%  

(5) 

76 
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The Choice of Personal Pronoun in Relation to the Intended Reader 

The descriptive statistics presented in Table 5.7 below clearly shows that the 

―others‖ group (i.e., classmates, friends, etc.) used far more personal pronouns on the 

whole (7.13 occurrences per 100 words). The one-way ANOVA analysis proved that 

the ―others‖ group significantly differed from the ―public,‖ ―opponents,‖ and 

―teachers‖ groups in the use of I (F(4,71)=3.211, ＜.05). The only exception was the 

―homosexuals‖ group, which showed no sign of obvious difference probably because 

of its low number—only five instances.  

Table 5.7  

Density of Pronouns in Relation to Reader Group 

Pronoun 

Reader 

I We You They S/he Total 

Public (32) 0.95 0.71 0.39 2.60 0.30 4.97 

Opponents (21) 0.73 0.91 0.41 2.85 0.57 5.48 

Homosexuals (5) 0.95 0.95 0.45 1.34 0.57 4.27 

Teachers (13) 0.78 0.87 0.11 3.05 0.63 5.45 

Others (5) 2.71 1.36 0.15 2.47 0.43 7.13 
 

The higher rate of self-mention I in ―others‖ group can be interpreted by twofold: One 

is attributed to the writers‘ close relationship and familiarity with the reader, which 

makes them feel freely to express themselves. The other explanation is that four of the 

writers aimed to express themselves rather than to argue, and thus an enormous 

number of I was used. In the same vein, the highest rate of we in ―others‖ group was 

ascribed to a strong bond formed between the writer and his close members. However, 

the other four groups were relatively equal in the use of I and we.   

In terms of pronoun type, they had the highest presence in the top four major 

groups, i.e. general pubic, opponents, homosexuals, and teachers. It was used most 

frequently when the teacher was addressed, but least commonly when homosexuals 
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were targeted. This suggests that the students tend to include the teacher in the same 

group and distinguish themselves from the homosexual group. On the contrary, the 

avoidance of they in ―homosexuals‖ group is probably that the students do not want to 

give the impression of separating them. Moreover, pronoun you was least frequently 

employed when the reader group was set as teachers or researchers. It is very likely 

that the teachers‘ authority and superiority over the students prevent them from using 

the strong you.  

To take a step further, how the personal pronouns are employed by the three 

groups in addressing the top three reader groups will be investigated more carefully. 

General public group.  On the whole, the Low group utilized the most 

personal pronouns in addressing the general public, and the rate of they was the 

highest for all the three groups. The distribution is shown in Table 5.8:  

Table 5.8 

Pronoun Use (%) by Three Groups for General Public 

Pronoun 

Group 

I We You They S/he Total 

Low (4) 0.40 0.76 0.84 3.34 0.11 5.45 

Mid (20) 1.20 0.75 0.46 2.57 0.38 5.37 

High (8) 0.62 0.60 0 2.30 0.22 3.73 

 

Among the three, the Mid group was most marked in the use of I (1.20 per 100 words). 

Assuming the reader as generic and vague, the Mid group students seem to find it 

more comfortable to present themselves in discourse because they feel they are 

talking to their peers. Similarly, the vague target makes the Low and Mid groups 

students use more of you without apprehending the imposing force of direct address. 

Opponents group. As shown in Table 5.9, pronoun they again was used most 

frequently by the three groups to highlight the differences between the writers and the 

third group. But the Mid group was most remarkable in the total use of pronouns and 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

131 

 

also in each type of pronoun except s/he.  

Table 5.9 

Pronoun Use (%) by Three Groups for Opponents  

Pronoun 

Group 

I We You They S/he Total 

Low (4) 0.76 0.53 0.19 2.48 0.99 4.95 

Mid (12) 0.86 1.18 0.67 3.62 0.63 6.94 

High (5) 0.40 0.57 0 1.29 0.10 2.37 
 

Even though the Mid group students used a high number of they in texts, they 

employed more of we than the other two groups to include the opposing reader. It 

seems to the students that by having the opponents on the writer‘s side may make 

their counterarguments less threatening.  

Teachers/Researchers group. Table 5.10 indicates that in addressing teachers or 

researchers, the Low group used pronouns most frequently (7.76). In particular, the 

rate of they far outnumbered the other two groups. The Low group students also used 

a high number of I (1.50 per 100 words) to underscore their visibility. But the Mid and 

High groups seemed to be more cautious about self-projection in addressing the 

teacher as demonstrated in their lower occurrences of I (0.60 and 0.27 respectively). 

Table 5.10 

Pronoun Use (%) by Three Groups for Teachers/Researchers 

Pronoun 

Group 

I We You They S/he Total 

Low (3) 1.50 0.78 0 5.00 0.49 7.76 

Mid (9) 0.60 0.96 0.17 2.60 0.69 5.02 

High (1) 0.27 0.40 0 1.19 0.53 2.39 

 

To summarize, the ―others‖ group used significantly more pronouns than the 

other four groups, especially I. Overall, the High group used pronouns least frequently 

irrespective of the reader group. The Mid group was most pronounced in the use of I 
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when addressing the ―general public,‖ and contained the highest rate of we to embrace 

the opponents into the writer‘s group. Comparatively speaking, the Mid and High 

group writers de-emphasized their self-projection in targeting at the teacher to show 

their respect. 

 

Question 3: The Writer-Reader Relationship 

 

Question 3 was aimed to know the relationship the students intended to build 

with their target reader while composing the essay—whether they saw the reader as 

equal or unequal. The equality of writer-reader relationship may have an impact on 

the distance to keep from the reader in discourse—either being close or detached. The 

interplay between equality and closeness may further determine the pronoun selection 

and discourse functions to perform.   

Table 5.11 reports the students‘ perceptions of the writer-reader relationship. 

Apparently, the students overwhelmingly saw the reader as equal (88.2%, 67 

instances), especially the High group (100%). Quite the opposite, there were only 9 

instances of inequality (11.8%) in the data.  

Table 5.11 

The Perception of Writer-Reader Relationship by Three Groups  

Equality 

Group 

Equal Unequal Total 

Low 93.7% (15) 6.3% (1) 16 

Mid 82.2% (37) 17.8% (8) 45 

High 100% (15) 0% (0) 15 

Total 88.2% (67) 11.8% (9) 76 

 

Equal Relationship  

The predominant perception of writer-reader relationship as equal (88.2%) was 

probably derived from the belief that all people are equal and their views should be 
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respected. The examples below are representative: 
 

(5.6a) Equal because each one of us has his own viewpoints and perspectives. 

(Hgih#34) 

(5.6b) I couldn‘t command others to do anything. (Mid#4) 

(5.6c) Equal. Standing at the same level, we should respect each other‘s 

viewpoints. (Mid#58) 
 

Another reason was that the students simply wanted to ―express‖ themselves. 

As has been discussed in Quesiton1, given the main purpose to express the writer‘s 

personal views, the students may not want to exert their authority over the reader, and 

thus it is not necessary to place the reader at a different status. As well illustrated by 

student Low#11,  
 

(5.7) I think the writer-reader relationship was equal. Precisely because of that, 

I would like to express and share my ideas with the reader in a clear and 

strong fashion. 
 

Moreover, the students, being college students who were still too young to 

claim authority or omniscience, hardly put themselves at a higher position than the 

reader. Therefore, they would rather leave more space for them to think. 
 

(5. 8a) The reader was seen as equal because I hoped the reader had more room 

for contemplation. And I didn‘t want to present myself as an omniscient 

writer. (Low#27) 

(5.8b) I wish to have an equal relation with my readers in the essay, for it is an 

argument essay, in which my role is to pull people on my side. (Mid#75) 
 

While holding an equal status, some of the students further expressed their 

intention to maintain an intimate relationship with the reader as illustrated in the 

comments below: 
      

(5.9a) I would like to build a close and equal relationship with my readers and 

try not to offend them. I would like to persuade them to adopt my 

standpoint by rational arguments. I would make friends rather than 

enemies. (High#70) 
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(5.9b) When I bring the reader closer, it helps the reader to understand what I 

write. (Low#39) 
 

Seven out of 76 students considered the reader as distant to a more or less 

degree. As student High#15 said,   
 

(5.10) I kept an equal tone . . . [but] I was kind of detached with the reader 

because I didn‘t want to get involved into that situation.  
 

The intention to keep away from the reader seems to make the writer handle the 

relationship more cautiously. Student Mi#72 made it clear,  

     (5.11) Close but careful. (Mid#72) 

The final reason, though not explicitly indicated in the students‘ answers, may 

be related to the reader group the students targeted. As has been examined in Question 

2, most of the reader groups were more or less generally-oriented and their identities 

were not specific except ―teachers/researchers‖ group. When facing a vague group, 

the student probably do not feel an imminent confrontation from the reader. It is 

therefore understandable that the students tend to regard themselves as equal in rank.  

Unequal Relationship 

Nine students (11.8%) clearly indicated the inequality between the writer and 

the reader. Among them, seven students placed themselves at a lower status in 

addressing the target reader of their teachers or the researcher. It seems that the 

pre-existing status differences between the students and the teachers inhibit them from 

seeing themselves as knowledgeable and confident as their teachers.  

The other two students regarded the writer-reader relationship as high-to-low 

but from different perspectives: 

(5.12a) I think it‘s a high-to-low relationship because I was expressing my 

viewpoints to the reader. (Low#52) 

(5.12b) Because I quoted the laws . . . I guess it was high-to-low relationship. 

(Mid#30) 
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Student Low#52 thought that the writer instilled his views into the reader, and only an 

authoritative writer was bestowed with such a right. But student Mid#30 held a 

high-to-low status on the grounds that the presentation of solid evidence was a symbol 

of authority. 

In a word, the specificity of the target reader and the purpose of writing have 

some impact on the writer-reader relationship. When the target group is more 

generally-oriented, an equal relationship is more likely to be sustained. The 

―teacher/researcher‖ group often implies an unequal relationship. Also, the writer‘s 

attempt to express his own opinions would probably lead to an equal view of 

writer-reader relationship.  

The Choice of Personal Pronoun in Relation to Writer-Reader Relationship 

The T-test did not show any significant difference between the two groups in 

their employment of personal pronouns. But as can be seen from Table 5.12, the 

―unequal‖ group on the whole contained slightly more personal pronouns than the 

―equal‖ group (5.62 vs. 5.24 per 100 words).  

Table 5.12 

Density of Pronouns in Relation to Writer-Reader Relationship 

Pronoun 

Equality 

I We You They S/he Total 

Equal (67) 1.04 0.77 0.31 2.64 0.48 5.24 

Unequal (9) 0.54 1.45 0.60 2.72 0.32 5.62 
 

Specifically, those who viewed the reader as equal were inclined to use more 

self-mention I (1.04) as opposed to those who viewed as unequal (0.54). The 

frequency is explicable because I conveys subjective authority, and an equal 

relationship may make it easier for the writer to express his own opinions at will. The 

interpretation is verified by student Mid#22: 

(5.13) We are equal to each other. I didn‘t feel stressed when conveying my 
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ideas. (Mid#22) 
 

Take text Mid#58 for example. The student demonstrated her strong personal 

voice through numerous uses of I (11 occurrences). Stance markers of ―I think,‖ ―I 

disagree,‖ and ―I absolutely agree‖ repeatedly occurred all through the essay, 

especially in the first and last paragraphs. Look at the excerpt from the conclusion: 
 

(5.14) In this modern society, there are still many debates about homosexual. I 

absolutely agree with that everybody should be treated as equals. . . . As 

for marriages, . . . I shouldn‘t matter who they fall in love with. However, 

some churches see things differently, and I disagree with their 

perspectives. I also disagree with the government not allowing legal 

same-sex marriages . . . 
 

The student placed more attention to what she wanted to say. In the text, there were 

only three instances of we and one you—a low degree of reader involvement. 

Alternatively, the equal relationship could be conveyed through the writer‘s 

very emotional attachment towards the reader. The text Low#51 was representative of 

this:  

(5.15) I am not watching them differently. I have so many friends who are 

getting together so I may familiar with this kind of not ‗natural‘ thing . . . 

and how much discrimination they have to bear . . .  
 

In the excerpt, I mostly collocated with writer-involving verbs such as be, have, and 

watch, which functioned to express the writer‘s concerns and describe his personal 

experiences. 

On the other hand, the unequal group had a higher rate of we (1.45 as opposed 

to 0.77 in ―equal‖ group) probably because the solidarity marker enables the writer to 

identify with the reader and bridge the status gap so that it may be easier to argue and 

convince the reader. This explanation is confirmed by student Low#52, who assumed 

a higher status than the reader:  

(5.16) I used we to include all the reader, hoping they would identify with me.  
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One more feature worth noticing is that the occurrence of you in the ―unequal‖ 

group was also high, twice as many as that of the ―equal‖ group (0.60 vs. 0.31). 

Considering the unequal status, the students appear to feel a need to enhance the 

reader visibility in discourse for stronger involvement.  

A further comparison among the three proficiency groups in their uses of 

personal pronouns is conducted.  

Equal relationship. Table 5.13 shows that overall the High group used the least 

personal pronouns (3.04), but the Low and Mid groups had quite a similar total 

frequency of occurrence (5.67 and. 5.95 respectively) and also in any pronoun type.  

Table 5.13 

Pronoun Use (%) by Three Groups for Equal Relationship 

Pronoun 

Group 

I We You They S/he Total 

Low (15) 1.09 0.8 0.21 3.02 0.54 5.67 

Mid (38) 1.24 0.84 0.46 2.85 0.56 5.95 

High (14) 0.48 0.59 0 1.77 0.21 3.04 
 

It is noteworthy that the Low and Mid groups found an equal relationship more 

favorable for self-projection but not the High group (1.09 and 1.24 vs. 0.48).  

Unequal relationship. When the write-reader relationship was seen as unequal, 

the Low group used a lot more pronouns than the Mid group (10.08 vs. 5.07). 

However, since there was only one student in the Low group, his performance could 

be idiosyncratic. Comparatively speaking, the Mid group tended to use more of we 

and less of you. As discussed earlier, the Mid group students, being sensitive to the 

status gap, adopted an encompassing strategy to bring the reader in. Therefore, the 

rate of we rose from 0.84 in ―equal‖ to 1.32 in ―unequal.‖ Conversely, you decreased 

from 0.46 to 0.25 probably for fear of over-imposition on the reader. Table 5.14 

presents the frequency distribution:  
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Table 5.14 

Pronoun Use (%) by Three Groups for Unequal Relationship 

Pronoun 

Group 

I We You They S/he Total 

Low (1) 0.42 2.52 3.36 3.36 0.42 10.08 

Mid (8) 0.55 1.32 0.25 2.64 0.31 5.07 

High (0) 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 

In brief, although the writer-reader relationship did not affect the pronoun use 

significantly, a closer examination found that an equal relationship seemed to make 

the writer more self-expressive, and an unequal one would probably keep the writer 

more vigilant about reader visibility, and therefore, more of we was used.  

 

Question 5: The Convincing Strategy 

 

The fifth question was designed to understand what strategies the students 

employed to convince the reader—whether they approached the issue directly or 

indirectly, strongly or humbly. The adopted strategy may determine how the 

arguments are organized, where and how the reader‘s counterclaims are handled, and 

what tone is set by the writer. 

The data showed that the students favored a ―direct‖ strategy to an ―indirect‖ 

one (53.9%, 41 instances vs. 46.1%, 35 instances). The preferences for these two 

types of strategies were quite consistent in the three groups as shown in Table 5.15:  

Table 5.15 

The Convincing Strategies Adopted by Three Groups 

Strategy 

Group 

Direct Indirect Total 

Low 56.3% (9) 43.7% (7) 16 

Mid  53.3% (24)  46.7% (21) 45 

High 53.3% (8) 46.7% (7) 15 

Total 53.9% (41)  46.1% (35) 76 
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The reasons for selecting the two strategies are expounded in the following:   

Direct Strategy  

A direct strategy involves the writer‘s having strong voice and his presenting 

the arguments in a clear and straightforward manner. The comments below best 

describe the method:  
 

(5.17a) I used the most direct way to state my position and tried to evoke the 

reader‘s empathy. I would give examples or research results. (Low#47) 

(5.17b) Hitting the nail on the head would work more effectively. (Mid#45) 

(5.17c) I think the most effect strategies to convince my readers are expressing 

my opinions strongly and directly as well as providing convincing 

references. (High#73) 
 

The direct method, in some students‘ eyes, implied an imposing force, 

compelling the reader to stand on the writer‘s side. For example,  
 

(5.18a) I strongly and directly expressed my views. I led the reader into a 

situation where only one option or answer was possible. (Mid#64)  

(5.18b) As a writer, I adopted a direct strategy. Assuming a higher position, I 

intended to force people to accept my arguments by telling them their 

beliefs were wrong. (Mid#9)  
 

But being direct may risk the writer-reader bond. Therefore, some cautions were 

mentioned by the students, particularly with regard to the attitude held and the 

subjective voice expressed: 
 

(5.19a) I had to be strong, but I couldn‘t be too subjective nor arrogant. (Mid#1) 

(5.19b) I adopted a direct but not strong approach. I think the reader needed 

some space to compare the differences between my arguments and their 

own views. (Mid#12) 

(5.19c) If I expressed myself too strongly, the reader might feel invaded. 

(Mid#35) 
 

The students used different techniques to implement the direct strategy but 

mostly with strong evidence, as demonstrated by the statements below: 

(5.20a) I adopted a direct strategy, supported by evidence to increase the 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

140 

 

persuasiveness. (Mid#26) 

(5.20b) I would use statistics, facts and other information which I believe was 

more convincing. (Mid#62)  
 

One representative text is written by student Mid#45, who employs you 19 times 

altogether to directly challenge the reader:  
 

(5.21) While it is true that you hold your religious freedom and believes the 

holy Bible, but this objection ignores what your own thought toward the 

issue. Sometimes, you should get out of the restrictions that religions 

impose on you so that you could hear your inner voice . . . but why don‘t 

you look on the positive side the benefits of gay marriage might solve 

current social problem . . . In doing this, you do not really gain freedom 

in religion because you lose out of yourself. . . . Perhaps, you should give 

them the same equality. . . . 
 

The concentration of you in one single paragraph leaves the impression that the writer 

is direct and straightforward. 

Indirect Strategy 

An indirect strategy often involves a mild tone and a modest attitude in 

presenting the arguments, and there are more elaborations and implications in texts, as 

illustrated by the two remarks below:  
 

(5.22a) The reader would not object so strongly if I adopted an indirect method, 

and they would be more willing to take my arguments into consideration. 

(Low#55) 

(5.22b) In an indirect way. I convinced the reader tenderly and logically. 

(Mid#54) 
 

The major reason for their choices was that an indirect and humble way of 

presenting arguments would not arouse hostility, offense or antipathy from the reader. 

Instead, a rapport between the writer and the reader would most likely be constructed. 

The students justified their reasons:     
 

(5.23a) An indirect expression would minimize the risk of eliciting hostility. 

(Low#11) 
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(5.23b) I used an indirect but not too dogmatic approach to convince the reader 

so that it wouldn‘t cause antipathy from the reader. (Mid#10) 

(5.23c) I think the effective way to convince readers is to befriend with them. It 

would be easier for them to listen to my ideas if they are relax[ed] and 

calm. If I express my arguments strongly, provoking my readers, they 

may get offended and become angry. Once people get angry, they may 

not want to listen to me anymore. I would like to have humble 

arguments to convince my readers. (High#70) 
 

The other reason was that an indirect method enabled the writer to hide himself 

rather than directly voice his own opinions: 
 

(5.24) By standing on the others‘ side, I adopted a mild method, sort of fighting 

as a group. I had my own stance, but I included the others by we. 

(Low#49)  
 

Like the direct strategy, an indirect strategy involved the writer‘s using real 

examples, stories and facts to induce the reader into his contentions: 
 

(5.25a) I used examples to support my own ideas but in an indirect way. 

(Mid#17) 

     (5.25b) I led the reader to the topic indirectly, and then brought forth the 

evidence to support my arguments. (Low#25) 

(5.25c) I cited a lot of examples. I wouldn‘t give an empty talk or attack the 

reader directly, which would leave the impression of being on the high 

horse. The reader wouldn‘t be convinced in this way. (Mid#30) 
 

The most common technique was to bring forth the writer‘s arguments politely 

and rationally after responding to the opponents‘ counterclaims. The students 

explained how they implemented this strategy:  
 

(5.26a) In response to the opponents‘ arguments, I would refute indirectly and 

then my personal views were brought in. (Mid#3) 

     (5.26b) I think an indirect method would work better. I listened to the 

opponents‘ claims, put myself into their positions, and then pointed out 

the unreasonable viewpoints tactfully. This would make it easier to win 

the reader‘s acknowledgement. (High#59)  
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The results attest that regardless of the strategy adopted, the students seemed to 

agree that evidence and logical arguments worked most effectively to convince the 

reader. The only difference was how the arguments were presented. Some were more 

careful about the writer-reader relationship, and hence a soft tone and a modest 

attitude were maintained during argumentation. But the rest of the students believed 

that a clear, straightforward, and strong manner would amplify the argument force and 

thus produced a better persuasive result.  

As observed in the data, in order not to sound obtrusive or direct, the students 

may use hedging phrases (e.g. ―I guess‖) or polite modal markers (e.g. ―I would‖). 

Indirectness could also be expressed through the use of we. For example, instead of 

using I to reassert his stance, student Mid#57 used we in the conclusion, ―In 

conclusion, we can‘t deny same-sex marriage.‖ At other times, a dialogic and friendly 

style was chosen to add to the indirect impression of the text, for example,  
 

(5.27) . . . some even don‘t get married. . . . They reveal the fact that it is no 

longer easy to find ‗true love.‘ Just like I always say, ‗It is so hard to find a 

soul mate in the world, why should I limit it?‘ If someone still argued 

about the legality, and I would say, ‗Law is created by humans, so it can be 

changed.‘ (High#59) 
 

In conclusion, the students in the study favor the direct strategy over the indirect 

one. However, it must be noted that the strategy the students claim to adopt in texts 

may not exert the anticipated effects on the reader. For example, the writer Mid#53 

claimed she adopted an indirect approach to express her ideas; however, the overuse 

of I (20 occurrences altogether) made the tone of the text very direct and subjective. 

Undoubtedly, there is sometimes a mismatch between what the students assume and 

what the texts actually come out.  

The Choice of Personal Pronoun in Relation to Convincing Strategy 

T-test showed that these two groups did not differ significantly in terms of 
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personal pronoun use although the ―indirect‖ one contained slightly more personal 

pronouns altogether (5.58 vs. 5.05 per 100 words). In other words, the strategy 

adopted did not have any impact on the choice of personal pronoun in texts either in 

terms of the total use or the use of each pronoun type. The frequency of occurrence is 

reported in Table 5.16:   

Table 5.16  

Density of Pronouns in Relation to Convincing Strategy 
 

Pronoun 

Strategy 

I You We They S/he Total 

Direct (41) 0.93 0.3 0.83 2.53 0.46 5.05 

Indirect (35) 1.03 0.39 0.89 2.81 0.46 5.58 
 

However, a further examination into these two strategies indicated that there were 

some subtle differences among the three proficiency groups: 

Direct strategy. Table 5.17 clearly shows that the Low group used the most 

pronouns (6.48 in total), and there seemed to be a gradual decrease in the use of any 

type of personal pronoun as the proficiency level increased.   

Table 5.17 

Pronoun Use (%) by Three Groups for Direct Strategy 
 

Pronoun 

Group 

I We You They S/he Total 

Low (8) 1.46 1.01 0.17 3.15 0.68 6.48 

Mid (25) 0.93 0.81 0.43 2.52 0.49 5.19 

High (8) 0.39 0.69 0 1.92 0.16 3.16 

 

Pronoun they still stood out for all the three groups, but the Low group used the most 

of self-mention I and we. This suggests that with a direct approach, the Low group 

students are most likely to project themselves in discourse and convey their opinions.  

Indirect strategy. On the whole, the Low and High groups used fewer personal 

pronouns for the ―indirect‖ strategy than for the ―direct‖ strategy. But the Mid group 
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employed more pronouns with the total density rising from 5.19 to 6.52 per 100 words. 

One possible explanation for this is that the Mid group students wish to display their 

modesty and politeness in argumentation, so they attempt to show their attention, 

concerns or sympathy by making more references to people involved in the issue. 

Table 5.18 clearly illustrates the differences: 

Table 5.18 

Pronoun Use (%) by Three Groups for Indirect Strategy 

Pronoun 

Group 

I We You They S/he Total 

Low (7) 0.57 0.80 0.70 2.91 0.37 5.38 

Mid (21) 1.33 1.04 0.41 3.17 0.55 6.52 

High (7) 0.58 0.47 0 1.60 0.25 2.91 

 

Moreover, the rate of each pronoun type in the Mid group was found to increase as 

well. Take we for example. There was an increase from 0.81 to 1.04. Student Mid#36 

explained, ―I used an indirect approach. I tried to conceal I by including myself in 

we.‖ The self-concealment therefore may contribute to the higher number of we. 

In short, although the data showed that these two types of strategies did not 

have a noticeable impact on the frequency of pronouns, there seemed to exist subtle 

differences among the three proficiency groups. The Low group used the most 

pronouns in the ―direct‖ strategy, but the Mid group outnumbered the other two in the 

―indirect‖ strategy.    

 

Question 4: The Persuasive Effect of the Text 

 

Question 4 focused on the writer‘s self-evaluation on the holistic effect of the 

essay—whether the essay successfully convinced the reader. Also, the students had to 

explain why or why not they believed it was as successful as expected.  

The data showed that 60.5% of the students (46 tokens), especially the High 
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group, believed that the reader would be convinced even though their main purpose 

was not to convince the reader (as already discussed in Question 1). Another 31.6% 

(24 students) indicated their hesitations about the effect, particularly the Low group. 

In contrast, only 6 students (7.9%) admitted to their failure regarding text 

persuasiveness. The distribution is reported in Table 5.19: 

Table 5.19 

Perception of Text Persuasiveness by Three Groups 

 

For those who were assured of the persuasiveness of the essays, their 

confidence was derived from the examples and evidence provided in texts (e.g. 

research findings, authoritative information, and facts). Such an assertion was rather 

unanimous among the three groups, irrespective of the proficiency level. Some 

students further highlighted the strategies they adopted in presenting the arguments 

such as a clear arrangement of ideas and showing politeness to the reader, which they 

believed had facilitated the persuasiveness. Notably, the higher the proficiency level, 

the more confidence the student demonstrated (73.3% in High vs. 60.0% in Mid and 

50.0% in Low).  

Those who had no confidence in the text persuasiveness (7.9%) stated that the 

reader was either too conservative or often had strong presuppositions, who, despite 

an understanding of the writer‘s position, would not necessarily accept it easily. 

Others expressed their concerns about the weak arguments offered. Still others 

 Persuasiveness 

Group 

Yes No Depends Total 

Low 50.0% (8) 6.3% (1) 43.7% (7) 16 

Mid 60.0% (27) 8.9% (4) 31.1% (14) 45 

High 73.3% (11) 6.7% (1) 20.0% (3) 15 

Total 60.5% (46) 7.9% (6) 31.6% (24) 76 
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suspected the effectiveness because of their ambivalence in taking the side.  

Quite a number of students (31.6%) cast doubts on the persuasive effect 

because people usually held various beliefs and they might be too obstinate to change. 

Particularly when the reader was extremely faithful to their religion, it was even 

harder to change.  

In conclusion, the students in the study held that the text persuasiveness lied in 

the solid and robust evidence provided, the writer‘s firm stance, the clarity of 

arguments, and the reader‘s flexibility about the issue. Nevertheless, it should be 

made clear that there may be a mismatch between the students‘ self-evaluations and 

the writing teachers‘ judgments. This question was simply asked to elicit the students‘ 

perceptions of their own writing effects.  

 

Question 6: The Major Difficulties in Composing the Essay 

 

The final question was intended to find the major difficulties the students 

encountered in composing the argumentative essay. The question was open-ended, 

and four types of difficulties emerged from the data: (1) idea development
9
, (2) 

language expression, (3) unfamiliarity with the topic, and (4) others. 

As revealed in Table 5.20 below, over half of the students (57.9%, 44 instances) 

indicated that they did not know how to find appropriate supporting evidence to 

convince the reader. Another 30.3% (23 students) pointed to the problem with clear 

language expression. Still another 5 students (6.6%) were hampered by their 

unfamiliarity with the issue. The other 4 students (5.2%) were baffled by other 

reasons, including ―struggling which stance to take,‖ ―having never read the Bible,‖ 

―being required to write a lot,‖ ―hard to imagine my brother or father was a 

                                                 
9 The term ―idea development‖ in this study is defined as developing the content and ideas pertinent to 

the topic, and formulating strong arguments for the writer‘s personal stance. It also includes the process 

of organizing the information.  
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homosexual.‖ 

Table 5.20 

The Difficulties in Composing the Essays by Three Groups 
 

Difficulty 

Group 

Idea 

development 

Language 

expression 

Unfamiliarity Others Total 

Low 62.5% (10) 18.8% (3) 12.5% (2) 6.2% (1) 16 

Mid 53.3% (24) 33.3% (15) 6.7% (3) 6.7% (3) 45 

High 66.7% (10) 33.3% (5) 0  0 15 

Total 57.9% (44) 30.3% (23) 6.6% (5) 5.2% (4) 76 
 

The most difficult part for the students was how to come up with authoritative, 

credible arguments and how to collect the relevant data. It was even harder to find 

evidence on the ―for‖ side due to the long-held common belief in the society. This 

difficulty was consistently reported by the three groups, even for High group students 

(66.7%, 10 instances).  

The second major problem—language expression—was related to how to 

construct the arguments logically and cohesively, and how to express their ideas 

objectively and politely in language forms. Some students specifically pointed out 

their inadequate skills of incorporating the data collected into their own ideas, which 

could explain why some students simply cited the quotations as evidence without 

further elaborations. Also, a lack of vocabulary was seen as thorny. Among the three 

groups, the Mid and High groups had an equal rate (33.3%) in this regard, but there 

was only 18.8% (3 students) in the Low group. It was probably because the Low 

group students were more preoccupied with ―what to say‖ than with ―how to say it.‖  

Contrary to our common belief that language expression would cause the 

biggest problem to the students in writing, the results showed that in writing an 

argumentative essay, which requires a lot of abstract and logical thinking, the students 

found idea development and data collection most challenging and frustrating. The 
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finding has some pedagogical implication in college writing classroom, which will be 

elaborated in Chapter 6.  

 

Results of Oral Interview 

 

This section reports the results of the semi-structured oral interview on the 16 

students‘ decisions on their personal pronoun use in texts (five from the High, six 

from the Mid, and five from the Low group). In the interview, the students verbalized 

their perceptions of types of personal pronouns. While re-examining the texts they 

wrote, they explained the reasons for choosing the type of pronoun in different 

structure parts. The results will be synthesized and summarized, together with the 

students‘ quotations.    

 

The Choice of I 

 

The results showed that there were two major reasons for the students‘ 

employment of I—its strong subjectivity and the writer-involvement function. On the 

other hand, the students avoided I because of the teachers‘ discouragement, the 

requirement of objectivity, and the intention to play safe.  

Seven out of the 16 students used I to denote egocentricity—marking a very 

subjective mind of state, contrasting sharply with you or they. The perception was 

well expressed by the following students:   
 

(5.28a) I is a very strong and subjective concept. (Mid#36)  

(5.28b) I strongly expresses the writer‘s opinion. (Mid#4) 

(5.28c) I conveys [the writer‘s] ideas to the opponents they. (Mid#9) 

(5.28d) I carries a strong tone. (High#59)  
 

As found in the data, some of the students demonstrated their subjectivity by 

using a considerable number of I (over 10-20 occurrences) in texts, which displayed 
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that they had great confidence in their own arguments. Student High #59 pointed out, 

(5.29) I was assured of my own reasoning and very confident of myself. I was 

holding a firm but nice attitude, so I was sure the others would accept 

what I said.  
 

The other reason for using I was that I fulfilled the writer-involvement function. 

Student Mid#53 was typical of this. She clearly stated,  
 

(5.30) I used I to give examples. Seeing many examples, the reader would think 

the writer had a lot of ideas about the issue. And I prefer using my 

personal experiences to tell stories, which I believe is more convincing . . . 

I hoped people could identify with me . . . Even though I used a lot of I, I 

tried to politely present my own ideas. I was trying to say, ‗I‘m not 

forcefully convincing you.‘ I want the examples and experiences to soften 

I.  
 

Believing the persuasive effects of the writer‘s personal experiences, student Mid#53 

had the most uses of I (20 times) in the corpus. She adopted a very interpersonal and 

dialogistic style to converse with the reader by describing her personal feelings, 

experiences and stories, just as two friends were having a private conversation. In so 

doing, she attempted to draw the reader closer. Student High#71 also confirmed by 

saying,  
 

(5.31) With only two occurrences of I, I used one of them to express my stance 

and the other one to describe my experiences, aiming for a more 

emotional approach. 
 

On the other hand, some writers were very skeptical of the use of I. Among the 

16 students, four students did not use any I in the texts at all. One major reason for not 

opting for any I or only a couple of I was that they were discouraged by the writing 

teachers. Students Low #19 and Mid#21 were representative. As student Low#19 said, 
 

(5.32) I used to use I and you in the text, but I avoided them this time all by 

following my teacher‘s instruction.  
 

Another reason was that the students intended to hide themselves to achieve 
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objectivity (e.g. Low#27, Low #52, High#15, High#16 & High#69). The comment 

from student High#69 best illustrates the view: 
 

(5.33a) Without I, the reader might find the essay more objective . . . I suggests 

subjectivity. Since I tried to maintain objectivity, I discarded its use in 

the text. 
 

By the same token, student Low#27 chose to place I towards the end of the essay to 

avoid over-imposition onto the reader, and also boosted her confidence in making her 

claim. She made it clear:  
 

(5.33b) I put ‗in my opinion‘ in the last paragraph because I wanted to present 

all the examples first before explicitly expressing my real stance. In so 

doing, I wouldn‘t sound too subjective or direct, nor would I disturb the 

reader‘s thinking. (Low#27)  
 

In addition to dodging over-imposition, the avoidance of I was also to play safe. 

As stated by student Low#55,  
  

 (5.34) I tried to hide my own position and didn‘t like to become the focal point. 

It was safer to hide behind. Besides, I‘m just a college student. If I had 

used I, the others might have been displeased and further challenged why 

I said so. This might get myself into a big trouble. 
   

The writer apparently tried to evade his responsibility for the proclaimed arguments 

and protect himself from being attacked by the reader.  

 

The Choice of We 

 

In tune with the text analysis results reported in Chapter 4, the use of we was 

accounted for partly due to its sense of identification and solidarity, and partly due to 

its softening the writer‘s voice. In contrast, the students avoided we primarily because 

of its implied sense of authority and the responsibility involved.  

In the students‘ perception, we, with its inclusive sense, suggested a sense of 

equality. The non-distinction of we blurred the real status and identity differences 
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between the reader and the writer (Rounds, 1987), and therefore, commonality and 

solidarity were conveyed. 
 

(5.35a) The use of we implied that I‘d already taken the side . . . and I tried to 

identify with this specific group. (High#16) 

(5.35b) We, like you, was used to bridge the distance with the reader. (Low#19) 
 

The group identification and solidarity were believed by some students to make 

arguments more credible as shown in the remarks below:  
 

(5.36a) We can soften or mitigate the strong tone . . . We refers to the things we 

all will and have to face together. And I hope the others would take it 

into consideration because they‘re involved in the situation. (Mid#14) 

(5.36b) The reader and I are a unified whole. By involving the reader, my tone 

would sound milder. While I think only means my ideas, we includes 

everyone. This would be safer and more convincing. (Mid#36)  
  

Moreover, the use of we enabled the students (e.g. Low#55 & High#15) to 

downplay their individual voice or egocentricity. Student High#15 commented:  
 

(5.37) Influenced by my religion [Christianity], we see the others as a unified 

whole, so I wouldn‘t emphasize myself . . . I tried to hide myself in we.  
 

In order not to highlight themselves, the students therefore hid themselves in a 

collective group we. In this way, the writer‘s self-confidence and comfort could be 

both boosted. Student Low#55 best described the reason:   
 

(5.38) If I expressed the idea through we (the general public), it would be 

broader and safer. The words from the general public wouldn‘t cause 

displeasure or discomfort to the others.  
 

On the other hand, some student writers were very conservative about the use of 

we due to its implied sense of inclusion. For one thing, the use of we might imply the 

exertion of the writers‘ authority over a group of people. It was very likely that the 

reader did not take the same side with the writer (e.g. Low#27 & Mid#53). In view of 

this, we might sound too strong to claim (Mid#21) and the reader might feel forced to 
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accept what the writer said (High#71). Seen from a different perspective, we was 

avoided because the writer could only be responsible for what he said and he could 

not represent the reader. Student Mid#4 best elucidated this, who used only one we in 

the text:  

(5.39) I can only say how I feel or think. I don‘t know what the others would 

think, no matter you or we. I can‘t see them, so I dare not say what they 

are supposed to do. If I rewrite the essay, I still won‘t use we.  
 

In line with the findings from Dafouz & Sancho (2007), the students tend to 

perceive we more as a marker of solidarity to integrate with the reader and to establish 

the social bonding. A safe feeling boosts the students‘ confidence in proposing their 

arguments. But still, some students avoid we because they assume an implied 

authority associated with we. In the students‘ perceptions, we can encode authority 

and modesty as well as collaboration and evasion due to its flexibility in force, which 

echoes the previous research findings (e.g. Fortanet, 2004; Harwood, 2006; Myers, 

1989; Rounds, 1987; Thompson, 2001).  

 

The Choice of You 

 

Like I and we, the use of you was also pragmatically-oriented. In the data, the 

students used you mainly to involve the reader in the discourse. Furthermore, you was 

used to purposefully challenge the reader by juxtaposing two opposite arguments. 

However, you was circumvented because of its presumed authority and its imperative 

sense.  

The involvement marker you is seen to carry an interactive meaning which 

helps to create a connectedness with the reader by anticipating their objections, 

voicing their concerns and expressing their views (Hyland, 2001a; Kuo, 2003). Three 

of the students did perceive you as a device to interact with the reader in discourse. 
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For example: 

(5.40a) I used you to interact with the reader. (Mid#36) 

(5.40b) I didn‘t know how you felt, but I kept mentioning you to build a close 

relationship. (Low#19) 
  

This function was particularly manifested in their use of you in the described 

situations for reader-involvement: 
 

(5.41) I wanted to bring them into the situation to think, ‗What would I do if I 

were the character in the scenario? (Low#55)  
 

Seen differently, you singled out a specific group of people as a clear target and 

gave them prominence in the discourse. The visibility made it possible for the writer 

to confront directly with the reader or to instill his personal views onto the reader. 

Student Mid#9 made such a remark:  
 

(5.42) The reason I alternated I and you was because I wanted to juxtapose the 

two opposing views between the reader you and me—‗I don‘t think so, 

but you agree,‘ or ‗I think so, but you disagree.‘ Also, I wanted to prove 

that it was wrong for you to disagree with my arguments . . . You added a 

tone of emphasis.  
 

In contrast, some students avoided the use of you in texts because you suggested 

a detached sense from time to time (Kim, 2009; Wales, 1996). They felt that you was 

rhetorically strong, imposing, and reproaching, which confined the reader to a very 

limited set of responses. For instance, the protagonist role you assigned by the writer 

in an imaginary situation was in fact a projection of the writers‘ authority over the 

reader. This idea was expressed in the following comments: 
 

(5.43a) You seemed to force others to accept my arguments. (Mid#21)  

(5.43b) You required the reader to think and behave in a way as directed by the 

writer. (Low#27)  

(5.43c) You implied inequality, sort of superiority versus subordination. 

(Mid#53)  
 

The imperative tone prevented some writers from using any of you in their texts, 
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especially those in the High group: 

(5.44a) You was like explicitly pointing out who the person is, which might 

make the reader refuse to listen. Then the persuasion effect wouldn‘t be 

yielded. (High#69) 

(5.44b) You denoted a sense of censure, seemly pointing at a specific group of 

people . . . The tone of specifying people sounded very impolite. 

(High#59) 

(5.44c) If you could avoid using the strong word you, you would get closer to 

the reader. (High#71) 
  

For the High group writers, the use of you jeopardized the writer-reader rapport and 

conveyed unpleasant feelings. The result was similar to Xiang‘s (2003) finding on 

Chinese you (ni), which was not often chosen probably because of the possible 

negative connotations. Although you can be a very intimate and interactive marker in 

daily conversations, it might produce unfavorable pragmatic effects when used in 

argumentative essays since the aim of argumentative genre is to argue and to convince 

the reader. 

In brief, the students perceived you as the two sides of a coin—invoking 

interaction on one side and denoting imposition on the other. Its employment 

depended on the writer‘s rhetorical purpose.  

 

The Choice of They 

 

All the 16 students used quite a number of they in their texts (ranging from 2 to 

28 occurrences). The only exception was student Low#19, who, in fact, did not use 

any personal pronoun in the text because of her teacher‘s discouragement. In general, 

there were two reasons for the employment of they: (1) when the references to the 

third party was required by context, and (2) when the detachment from the other 

group was conveyed, which were consistent with the findings in Chapter 4.   

The primary reason for choosing they was that a reference to a group of people 
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other than the writer and the intended reader was necessary. In other words, its 

occurrence was usually referentially required. Student High#16 expressed such a 

neutral attitude: 
 

(5.45) They didn‘t actually represent a specific group of people. It simply 

referred to a group of people. Therefore, there was more room for 

imagination. (High#16)  
 

Some students further explained that when they was used, they did not intend to attach 

a negative meaning to it. Instead, warmth and modesty were sometimes conveyed. As 

articulated by student Low#49,  
 

(5.46) They was another group of people, but I didn‘t want to separate them 

from us. As a matter of fact, I hoped to pull them closer, but I didn‘t 

know how to refer to them except the use of they.  
 

Student Mid#53 even wanted to identify with them psychologically, arguing that such 

vague references enabled her to avoid causing displeasure to homosexuals. She 

commented,  
 

(5.47) I didn‘t want to strongly call them as lesbians and gays because it was 

sociolinguistically inappropriate and not friendly. They was more vague, 

like ‗cushion‘ to soften. 
 

Next, since they is classified as another separate group of people, it often 

suggests detachment and a clear distinction between they and us. In some situations, 

they may represent those who hold opposite views from the writer and the reader. As 

expressed by student Low#27: 
 

(5.48) I used the phrase ―in their society‖ to refer to the homosexual‘s society. I 

wanted to categorize them as another group.  
 

In a word, the students pointed out that the emergence of they was usually 

referentially determined, but the meaning attached to it might vary from context to 

context. It could contain either a neutral or a detached sense. 
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The Choice of S/he 

 

Different from the previous four personal pronouns, the occurrence of s/he was 

required by the context and generally served referential purposes. The interview found 

no specific pragmatic reasons for choosing s/he. Student Mid#36 made it clear,    
 

(5.49) I used my friend‘s case as an example. I simply wanted to give an 

illustration and there was no particular purpose to achieve.  
 

From the student‘s perspective, the attitude towards the third particular person was 

usually neutral.  

The only student who was hesitant about using s/he was High#16. She pointed 

to the specificity and individuality implied in s/he:  
 

(5.50) The specific reference of s/he reveals the writer has identified who it is, 

but I didn‘t want to write this way. (High#16) 
 

Possibly because of its implication, the student did not use any s/he in her text.  

To conclude, the oral interviews have revealed the students‘ reasons for their 

choices of types of personal pronouns, and have added another perspective to the 

understanding of personal pronoun use.  

 

Comparison between Text Analysis and Interview Results  

 

A comparison between the results from both text analysis and oral interview has 

shown that the findings are quite consistent, with one echoing the other. For example, 

the three major functions of you identified in text analysis are to involve the reader, 

confront a stance, and present morals, which are confirmed by the interviews of the 

students. They regard you as an interactional and reader-involving device, as carrying 

an imperative tone in presenting opposite views, and as imposing the writer‘s 

authority over the reader. Similarly, they is found to perform the functions of making 

neutral references to and contrasting with the third group. The findings are also 
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verified by the students‘ perceptions of they as being required by the context and as a 

detaching marker. A detailed comparison is presented in Table 5. 21: 

Table 5.21  

Consistent Findings from Text Analysis and Oral Interview 

Result 

Pronoun 

Text Analysis Oral Interview 

 

I 

Stating the stance Subjectivity 

Referring to the writer‘s  

experience 

Self-involvement 

 

We 

Establishing solidarity 

Presenting a general claim 

Group identification and 

solidarity 

Toning down directives Mitigation of the writer‘s voice  

 

You 

Involving the reader Reader involvement 

Confronting a stance Imperative tone 

Presenting morals Presumed authority 

They Making neutral references Context requirement 

Contrasting with the third group Detachment of the third group 

S/he Referentially required Context requirement 
 

The two data sources not only mirror each other but sometimes supplement 

each other. One good example is the exploration of s/he. The use of s/he is viewed as 

contextually required, but one interviewee from High group clearly points out the 

specificity and individuality implied in s/he. Such perception may not be easily 

identified otherwise. Another instance is the use of we. We is found to arouse 

solidarity and tone done directives in text analysis, but students‘ oral accounts 

disclose its authoritative implication. The results may appear to be contradictory at 

first sight. But in fact, this perception partly explains why some students avoid using 

too much of we, and it echoes the previous research finding that we may suggest the 

writer‘s knowledge authority over the others‘ (Harwood, 2006; Wales, 1996). On the 

other hand, the students may not be fully aware of the functions of the pronouns they 

use in different contexts. For example, we and I as text structure indicators are 
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identified in text analysis, but no students report this in the oral interview. In a word, 

the findings from both data sources do not contradict with each other, but rather 

confirm and complement each other.  

 

Strategic and Cultural Perspectives on Personal Pronoun Use  

 

In this section, the exploration of personal pronoun use will be approached 

more globally from both strategic and cultural perspectives. The students‘ 

considerations of strategic use of personal pronouns will be first examined. Then, 

some cultural explanations of personal pronoun use in the texts will be provided in 

comparison with the previous findings. 

 

The Students’ Strategic Use of Personal Pronouns 

 

The study results have pointed to the fact that the students employ various types 

of personal pronouns in different contexts and for different communicative functions. 

The writers of various proficiency levels make different pragmatic and linguistic 

choices, which are influenced by the considerations of the interrelationship among the 

writer, the reader and the text. As observed in the data, there are three major 

dimensions to the choices of personal pronouns: writer-oriented, reader-oriented, and 

text-oriented.  

Writer-Oriented Considerations 

The first dimension concerns the writer‘s writing strategy, his purpose of 

writing, and the degrees of his self-projection and authorial dominance. 

1. Subjectivity vs. Objectivity  

The students may assess the degree of their commitment to the proposition 

content and the level of confidence of making such a claim. If they are strongly 
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assured of the content they want to say, they tend to move toward the subjectivity end 

of the continuum, and use more of I together with emphatic markers strongly, deeply 

and personally. If they choose not to stand out while retaining their personal views, 

impersonal we is most favored. By involving more participants in the discourse, the 

students seem to feel safer to present their own claims. In contrast, if an objective goal 

is aimed, the writers may attempt to tone down their voice, and resort to more 

objective evidence and supports. Third person pronouns they and s/he for generic 

references are also more likely to be used due to their detachment and remoteness.  

2. Authority vs. Modesty 

Another factor is related to how the writer chooses to project himself in 

discourse. To signify their authority and egocentricity, the students may highlight their 

personal stances by saying, ―I believe this concept is nonsense‖ (Mid#35). Also, a 

directive and assertive tone is very likely attached to the statements through modals of 

necessity or obligation such as ―you should give them the same equality‖ (Mid#45) 

and ―they have to educate their children to recognize what‘s right or wrong‖ (Mid#10). 

Moreover, addressing the reader you with negative modal cannot as in ―you cannot 

deny‖ or ―you cannot humiliate them‖ may serve the same purpose. The superiority 

and forceful imposition make the reader unable to refute.  

Conversely, the students tend to choose hedges to suggest their modesty. The 

statements of ―you might think‖ and ―they might be teased‖ soften the writers‘ tone 

when they are refuting or presenting the others‘ arguments. The collective marker we, 

with the reader being included, downplays the writers‘ roles and thus makes their 

propositions more acceptable. Politeness is also conveyed through questions, where 

the students‘ real intentions are only implicitly expressed. 

3. Responsibility Taking vs. Responsibility Reduction  

The personal marker for responsibility taking is obviously self-mention I. When 
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the students explicitly claim, ―I agree,‖ ―I strongly support the legalization of 

same-sex marriage,‖ or ―I don‘t think it would be any different,‖ they are assuming 

the responsibility for the proposition. On the contrary, when they hide behind we 

group or more vague people, they are evading the responsibility for the content 

message in order to protect themselves from being attacked or criticized by the reader.  

4. Self-Expression vs. Persuasion 

The choice of personal pronouns may also vary in compliance with the 

student‘s overall writing purpose—to express himself or to convince. If the students 

aim to express their own views, strong and direct imposition on the reader you may be 

minimized. If the students intend to convince the reader, there is a need to project 

themselves as an assertive and credible I together with convincing arguments. Also, 

in-group marker we seems to be preferred by the students for arousing alliances in 

order to win the reader‘s agreement.  

5. Personal Experiences and Empathy vs. Statements of Truth and Generalities  

The students vary in their perceived effective rhetorical appeals. Some students 

cite personal experiences or anecdotes to enhance their credibility, which are often 

encoded in I, referential they and s/he. Also, the elicitation of the reader‘s 

understanding, sympathy, and feelings is found common and realized by if-clauses, 

when-clauses and interrogatives. Other students prefer to provide statements of truth 

and generalities for enhancing persuasive effects, which are often carried by we, 

impersonal you and they. While experiences and empathy boost affective and ethical 

appeals of the arguments, the presentation of objective evidence mainly promotes 

rational appeals. 

6. Directness vs. Indirectness 

The final aspect relates to the convincing strategy adopted—either direct or 

indirect. A direct approach enables the writer to convey his views in a strong and 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

161 

 

straightforward fashion, whereas an indirect method displays the writer‘s modesty and 

less subjectivity. Pronouns of any kind, as a matter of fact, can be manipulated to 

serve both purposes. The use of I coupled with emphatics would make the tone more 

direct, but imposing you if hedged by may or might would be mitigated. Similarly, the 

use of a prohibition or a directive may sound compelling, but its force can be 

weakened if group marker we accompanies.  

Reader-Oriented Considerations 

The second dimension focuses on the degree of reader inclusion and intimacy, 

and the management of counterarguments in convincing the reader.  

1. Generality vs. Specificity 

The writer‘s scheme of the text construction determines when, where and how 

the reader‘s image will be made clear and specific. While we and they are targeted as 

a general group, you and s/he tend to identify a specific group or individual for 

immediacy and directness. As evidenced in the data, the students often start with 

general references to people, human beings and everyone, through which the general 

truths and universalities are conveyed. With the flow of discourse, impersonal we or 

they emerge to involve the reader for affective appeals. Then, specific you makes 

explicit the portrait of the reader for direct conversation or stronger confrontation. 

When to over-include (e.g. from I to we) or under-include (from we to I) the reader is 

a strategic manipulation of text organization and persuasive effect.  

2. Equality vs. Inequality 

When an equal status with the reader is assumed, the students are likely to use 

more of I since they feel at ease to show subjective authority. On the contrary, an 

unequal status refrains the students from over self-projection and makes them use 

more of we to bridge the status gap. In particular, when the status is extremely 

unequal (e.g. when addressing teachers or researchers), imperative you is usually 
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avoided as much as possible to suggest politeness.   

3. Closeness vs. Detachment 

In addition to equality, the students also gauge the distance they attempt to 

maintain with the reader—being engaged or detached. If they desire to show intimacy 

or identify with the reader, we is preferred. The third-group marker they may also be 

selected to maximize their variances with the group we composed of the reader and 

the writer. You may sometimes suggest closeness if the students appeal to the reader‘s 

feelings, but the tone may sound imprudent if direct opposition or challenge is 

involved.  

4. Imposition vs. Respect 

Although both we and you contain a feature of audience inclusion and fulfill the 

function of presenting generalities, there are subtle differences in force due to their 

inclusion or exclusion of the writer. While we neutrally and mildly states the realities 

shared by all the people (including the writer), you appear to add a moral tone, with 

which the writer is exerting his superiority on the reader. In other words, we illustrates 

the common grounds and realities in a more or less polite manner, but you strongly 

imposes the morals onto the reader, forcing them to feel or experience themselves.  

5. Positive vs. Negative Comments 

The students also pay attention to the attitude they hold and the ambiance they 

create for the reader in the texts. Regardless of their stances, the students are more 

likely to approach the issue positively, such as claiming general rules, stimulating the 

reader‘s emotions, or calling for their collaboration, rather than giving harsh criticism 

on the reader. As shown by the discourse functions, only you and they are used to 

make confrontations, but the uses are proportionally lower than the other major 

functions. The students tend not to convey negative opinions about other people, 

which is partly because they avoid threatening their own and the others‘ faces in 
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human interaction.  

6. Positive vs. Negative Politeness  

The choice of personal pronouns and their associated linguistic forms can be 

related to Brown & Levinson‘s (1987) positive or negative politeness. As revealed in 

the data, the students are more concerned about the negative faces of the reader than 

their positive ones, i.e. trying not to impose on the reader. With the main purpose to 

express themselves in writing the essay, the students are less likely to threaten the 

reader in presenting their arguments. But on occasions where a face-threatening act 

has to be taken, they tend to mitigate the imposition by using if-clauses, when-clauses 

or interrogatives to negotiate with the reader (Tian, 2001a). The employment of 

hedges and the use of modals of obligations with solidarity marker we are also typical 

of negative politeness (Chen & Wang, 2006). These clustering forms are used to make 

the reader feel less obliged and certainly, the writer‘s face is also saved in return.  

Text-Oriented Considerations 

The third dimension relates to the effect of placing types of pronouns in 

different parts of the essay, i.e. Introduction, Body and Conclusion. Although personal 

pronouns can practically occur in any part of the essay, the preference for a certain 

personal pronoun to occur in a specific section is often rhetorically induced.  

1. Introduction paragraph 

It is found that the students tend to situate themselves in a broader social 

context, in which their personal arguments and evaluations are justified. Therefore, 

they often place we or they in the beginning of the essay to set up a background. 

Towards the end of the introductory paragraph, I emerges for conveying the writer‘s 

stance, which may be subsequently supported by we for asserting his claim. If s/he is 

used in the introduction, it mostly refers to everyone, and also serves to present the 

generalities. 
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2. Body paragraphs 

The Body is the part where major arguments are developed and 

counterarguments refuted. To this end, reader you may emerge for a dialogic 

interaction. References to opponents, homosexuals or children as they are densely 

centered, and so are specific examples given by s/he for illustration. More noticeably, 

the students tend to make various contrasts for opposing or reinforcing purposes in 

Body paragraphs, such as I-you contrast, we-you contrast, and we-they contrast.  

3. Conclusion paragraph 

Given the conclusive nature of the final paragraph, the students are most likely 

to use I to restate his personal stance. Nevertheless, for fear of leaving the impression 

of strong subjectivity, they attempt to maintain rapport with the reader and include the 

writer and the reader in we. If they find it necessary to reinforce the arguments more 

powerfully or urge the reader to think, you may be used. In recapping the major points, 

the students are likely to refer to homosexuals and adopted children as they, and direct 

the reader‘s attention to the situations they are encountering.   

Conclusion of the Strategic Use 

In conclusion, the choices and uses of personal pronouns are not absolute but 

relative. Given so many considerations working simultaneously, some features stand 

out and others are obscured as required of the discourse contexts and the students‘ 

intentions. Even if the same variable is considered, students may choose different 

strategies to achieve the same purpose.  

 

Cultural Factors Involved in Personal Pronoun Use 

 

Nonnative student writers of English differ from L1 writers in their use of 

discoursal and rhetorical conventions. Also, the uses of personal pronouns are 

culturally diverse as required by the context of culture, context of situation and co-text 
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(Ferris, 1994; Kaplan, 1966, 1987). The analyses of the essays have revealed some 

characteristics typical of Taiwanese EFL argumentative essays. 

A Humane Approach to Argumentation 

Cross-cultural comparison has shown that ESL/EFL writers in general 

demonstrate more interpersonal involvement in academic writing (McCrostie, 2008). 

Overall, Chinese writers adopt a more personal account of their arguments than native 

writers of English as shown by a higher number of personal pronouns and less use of 

it, and they often use questions as hedges to invite the reader‘s participation (Hinkel, 

1999). Moreover, Chinese students, as compared to native speakers, tend to portray 

the collective self by stressing plural we and collective virtues shared by the in-group 

members (Wu & Rubin, 2000). All these findings are confirmed by the results of the 

study. The students tend to use personal appeals to achieve mutual solidarity and to 

convey their convictions. They put emphasis on the shared responsibilities to take as a 

group with the clusters of ―we should‖ and ―we have to.‖ Also, the generalities are 

often cited to prop up their claims as encoded in pronouns we and you. In constructing 

the arguments, their attention seems to have been paid more to what the writer, the 

reader and the other people think and feel regarding the issue, for example, 

―Especially their parents, how do they feel‖ (Mid#60), and ―If a gay couple walked in 

front of you and kissed each other, what will you think‖ (Mid#53). 

The students‘ preferences for projecting themselves in relation to people in or 

outside the discourse suggest that they tend to adopt a humane approach to 

argumentation. That is, the students show their care, love, kindness or commiseration 

for others while expressing their viewpoints (Wu & Rubin, 2000). It is therefore very 

common to find that the students connect the reader to his family members, friends, or 

those in a larger scope such as the future generations in the same society/world. In 

terms of argument construction, the perspectives often center on the homosexuals‘ 
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feelings, their adopted children and their families, for instance, ―Growing in same-sex 

families might probably cause children to be homosexuals in the future‖ (Low#31), 

and ―so I think if the society makes a great stress to homosexuals, it will cause 

tragedies‖ (Mid#40). Also, the call for ―respect‖ is frequently made in the texts, such 

as ―same-sex marriage deserves the dignity and respect‖ (Mid#18). It is such a 

collective identity that urges the students to weave interpersonal relationship into 

everything they want to say.  

The favored humane and interpersonal approach can be attributed to the 

collectivism value in Taiwan. Collectivism expects writers to maintain a harmonious 

relationship with others (González, et. al., 2001; Ramanathan & Atkinson, 1999; 

Wang, 2005). The concern for the audience is seen as essential, and individual 

expression has to be harnessed to some extent (Kirkpatrick, 1995). On the other hand, 

the students‘ preferences for using nominative cases of personal pronouns may also be 

accounted for by the traditional Chinese thinking pattern: The world is perceived 

through the eyes of ―people‖—what they do, how they behave and the effects they 

exert, which is in stark contrast with western people‘s perception of how people are 

influenced by what happens around (Liu& Chou, 2004; Wang, 2006). As student 

Low#52 reported in the interview, ―With ‗person‘ being the beginning of the 

proposition, the arguments somehow are more convincing.‖ This strategy is different 

from L1 writers‘ use of rhetorical strategies other than personal pronouns in 

argumentative essays such as nominalizations, passive voice, and existential 

constructions (Hinkel, 1999).  

The On-the-Same-Boat Reader 

Following the highly-valued collectivism, the students address the reader quite 

often, either directly or indirectly, overtly or covertly. They tend to perceive the reader 

as those who hold similar cultural assumptions about the issue. That is, rather than 
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seeing the reader as hostile and unrelated, the majority of the students tend to view 

them as sharing commonality and responsibility. Even though the reader might hold 

opposite views from the writer, the students still remind the reader of the fact that they 

belong to the same community; that is, they are on the same boat. This tendency is 

clearly reflected in the use of we for directive purpose, e.g. ―we should respect‖ and 

―we need to care more other people,‖ where the reader is expected to fulfill the 

obligations imposed.   

The attachment to the reader is also evidenced by the fact that the students do 

not often form negative thinking when presenting their thoughts in texts due to ―face‖ 

issue. Argumentation can be a face-threatening fact (Krause & O‘Brien, 1999). The 

act of refuting the reader‘s viewpoints openly may jeopardize his face. Therefore, 

instead of forming sentences of negative polarity, the students choose to use questions 

or hypothetical if-clause to embed his arguments for saving faces.  

The students‘ assumption that the reader shares the common grounds, though 

contributing to bond building to some extent, partly results in the their failure to 

weigh counterclaims and potential objections from the reader. This could explain why 

some students do not present alternative responses in the texts at all.  

Little Use of Impersonal One 

Another feature revealed in the texts is the little use of objective and formal 

general pronoun one. One, being physically and psychologically distant, is often 

found in contexts that are hypothetical, general, remote, independent and where the 

writers aim to express neutral or negative stance towards the noun phrase (Fortanet, 

2004; Kim, 2009; Muhlhausler & Harre, 1990). In using one, the writer diminishes 

responsibility and establishes objectivity (Pennycook, 1994). Although one is quite 

similar to generic we, the data have shown that the students use far more people, 

impersonal we or you (implying a collective sense) than detached one (implying an 
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individual sense) in fulfilling the same reference function. But the use of one seems to 

vary in accordance with the writers‘ proficiency. In the data, the High group writers 

use more of one (8 occurrences) as opposed to one occurrence in Mid group and none 

in Low, although they all use its variants such as everyone, each one, or no one to 

stress individual differences or the endowed rights to all. 

Mixed Strategies to Persuasion 

It has been argued that English writers are characterized by a direct and 

deductive pattern of organization, with general ideas clearly expressed and 

elaborations sufficiently supported, whereas Chinese writers favor indirect and 

inductive method of reasoning, in which critical analysis of problems and defending 

against counterarguments are discouraged (González, et. al., 2001; Kirkpatrick, 1995; 

Li, 2005; Wang & Xia, 2005). Therefore, Chinese writing often contains fewer 

justification, credibility, persuasion, and reasoning devices (Ramanathan & Atkinson, 

1999). Consistent with the findings, the senses of implicitness and indirectness are 

observed in the data by the uses of questions, if-clauses and a series of imaginary 

situations, where the students‘ real assertions are implicitly suggested. The reader is 

held accountable for inducing the writers‘ messages from the arguments previously 

presented. Also, some students do delay their thesis statements until the very end of 

the essay, arguing that it would be more effective to state their stances after their 

arguments are clearly expressed (e.g. Mid#30 and Mid#42). Several students do not 

even have a clear stance at all and only imply their claims in the arguments (e.g. 

Low#25, Low#31, and Mid#18).   

But as indicated in the data, over half of the students adopted a direct approach 

in constructing the texts. Some reveal very strong authorial voices, and justifications 

are sufficiently provided as well. It is very likely that these students have been 

familiarized with English writing conventions (i.e. a direct and objective fashion) over 
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the previous years‘ training, and are following the norms in composing English 

argumentative essays. As Wu & Rubin (2000) argue, ―People in Taiwan are becoming 

more westernized‖ (p. 172). The data have shown that as the students‘ proficiency 

levels advance, they tend to provide more justifications and the arguments are more 

clearly and coherently presented. Also, their texts tend to contain diverse linguistic 

structures other than person-fronted sentences, which may result in higher objectivity 

and text persuasiveness. The following excerpt is illustrative:  
 

(5.51) Whether or not couples of the same sex should be allowed to get married 

has been a controversial issue debated for a long time . . . In addition, 

legalization of same sex marriage has a positive impact on the physical 

and psychological well-being of homosexual couples . . . Most important 

of all, permitting same-sex marriage would increase social stability 

because homosexual couples can be socially united . . . What‘s more, 

same sex marriage may raise the adoption rate, which is very socially 

beneficial . . . (High#67) 
 

Different Pragmatic Meanings of Personal Pronouns 

Personal pronouns might carry slightly different pragmatic meanings in various 

cultures. For example, English we can indicate the attachment between the writer and 

the reader or re-assure the writer‘s authority (Wales, 1996). However, the authorial 

sense of we is not particularly emphasized by the students. Instead, several students 

even decrease its use because of this connotation. We in the students‘ perceptions 

seems to carry a heavier weight of equality and humbleness than the implication of 

authority and prestige. Both the writer and the reader are entitled to the same equality 

and rights, and they have to show respect and modesty for the people they are 

interacting with. Another example is third person plural they. Even though the use of 

they per se detaches the writer and the reader from the third group, the students 

sometimes do not really mean to distance themselves from the reader. On the contrary, 
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they may suggest the students‘ emotional warmth towards homosexuals and children 

as has been discussed in the oral interview. They may want to voice their feelings, 

concerns and opinions about the third group by resorting to affective appeals. 

     To sum up, the patterns of personal pronoun use demonstrated in the data can 

be attributed to Chinese cultural virtues and conventions. But under the influence of 

westernization, there exist variances and diversities among these Taiwanese college 

students of different proficiency levels in writing argumentative essays. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

 

In this chapter, I would present an overall account of personal pronoun use in 

argumentative writing as yielded by the quantitative and qualitative analyses of the 

triangulated data—writing samples, questionnaires and oral interviews. My intention 

is to highlight how personal pronouns are actually utilized in discourse and what 

pragmatic strategies the Taiwanese students adopt in accordance with cultural and 

discoursal norms. To begin with, the main results are summarized in response to the 

four research questions. Based on the discoveries, I would like to make some 

pedagogical suggestions for the tertiary writing classroom in Taiwan, or in other EFL 

contexts, which I believe is the major contribution of the study. Finally, the limitations 

of the study are discussed and directions for further research also recommended.  

 

Answers to Research Questions 

 

This study aims to answer what, when, where, how and why different personal 

pronouns are employed in various discourse contexts by Taiwanese EFL writers. In 

the following section, the four research questions are answered.  

 

Question 1: The Overall Frequency and Distribution of Personal Pronouns 

 

Overall Frequency and Distribution 

     The quantitative analysis of the learner corpus of 76 essays showed a 

substantial difference in the frequency of types of personal pronouns. Prompted by the 

topic of same-sex marriage, references to the third group they overwhelmingly 

outnumbered the other four (accounting for 51.6% of the total), followed by I (17.6%), 

we (15.7%), s/he (9.2%) and finally you (5.9%). Overall, the density of personal
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pronouns used in the texts was an average of 4.69 occurrences per 100 words. The 

nominative forms were most dominant in all types of personal pronouns, tripling or 

quadruplicating the rates of other cases. Placing pronouns as a grammatical subject of 

a clause, the students demonstrated a person-as-the-core thinking pattern, and 

increased an emphatic force to their propositions.  

Variance among Groups in Distribution 

The ANOVA analysis showed a salient difference among the three groups in 

their use of personal pronouns (F(2,73)=5.690, ＜.05). The High group significantly 

differed from the other two, but no difference between the Low and the Mid groups 

was detected. As evidenced by the data, the lower the quality of the essay, the more 

use of personal pronouns. As for the frequency distribution, regardless of the group, 

they ranked first and you was the least frequently used. More astonishingly, there was 

no occurrence of you in the High group.  

The Low group, being more personal-oriented and self-involved, used I most 

often to express personal experiences, and preferred to cite the others‘ anecdotes as 

examples to illustrate their viewpoints. The Mid group also desired for subjective 

self-expression, but at the same time attended to the relationship with the reader. The 

higher density of solidarity marker we suggested their attempt to involve the reader in 

the discourse. In comparison, the High group used more of we than I to avoid 

over-subjectivity. 

 

Question 2: The Most common Linguistic Forms Collocated with Personal Pronouns 

 

Given the argumentative genre, mental verbs outnumbered the other verb 

processes in all personal pronouns. The data analysis showed that I favored 

stance-marking verbs (e.g. believe and agree) for making claims and relational verbs 

(e.g. be and have) for relating to the writer‘s personal experiences. We preferred verbs 
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be and have to state the generalities. Those verbs that aroused the reader‘s solidarity 

such as respect, see, and love were ranked top as well. You collocated mostly with 

verbs that appealed to the reader‘s feelings or those that invited the reader to make his 

own judgment (e.g. think, say, and find). They and s/he also chose verbs be and have 

to state the general truth most frequently.  

In terms of modals, modals of ability can/could were often connected with I, 

and modals of obligation/necessity (e.g. should, must, need to) collocated with we 

most commonly to tone down the directive force. You tended to be followed by 

modals of possibility and so did they, whereas s/he favored modals of 

prediction/volition—will and would. Emphatic markers were most pronounced in I, 

used to intensify the writer‘s commitment to his proposition. But there was no 

occurrence of attitude markers (in form of sentence adverb) found in the data.    

The clusters chosen would fulfill specific discourse functions and reflect the 

kind of perspective the students took. Holistically, the most favorite patterns among 

the five personal pronouns included:  

1. pronoun + opinion/thinking verbs (for expressing stance or viewpoints, 

especially I),  

2. pronoun + be/have + adjective/noun phrase (for stating the generalities, e.g. 

we, you, they, and s/he), 

3. pronoun + emotion/expectation verbs (for involving the writer or the reader, 

e.g. I and we), 

4. pronoun + can/can’t/could/couldn’t + verb (for giving suggestions, indicating 

possibility or imposing prohibition, e.g. we, you, and they), 

5. pronoun + obligation modal + verb (for imposing responsibility, especially we), 

and  

6. pronoun + don’t + verb (for indicating impossibility or lacking in possession, 
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e.g. we, you, and they). 

In addition, it was found that we, you, they, and impersonal s/he were often placed in 

questions and adverbial clauses led by if or when to stimulate the reader‘s thinking 

and refute their arguments. 

 

Question 3: The Discourse Functions Fulfilled by Types of Personal Pronouns 

 

Discourse Functions and Types of Personal Pronouns 

The students utilized personal pronouns with accompanying forms to perform 

various discourse functions. As revealed in the data, self-mention I mainly fulfilled 

―asserting the stance‖ function (69.1%), followed by ―referring to the writer‘s 

experiences‖ and ―indicating discourse structure.‖  

The dominant function of we was ―establishing solidarity‖ (39.4%), which was 

characteristic of Taiwanese collectivism. The pattern ―we + obligation modals‖ 

fulfilled the ―toning down directives‖ function, whereas the functions of ―presenting a 

general claim‖ and ―indicating discourse structure‖ accounted for less than one-third 

of the total occurrences.  

The reader marker you enabled the writers to ―involve the reader‖ (56.9%) by a 

story-life description or an imaginary situation, often linguistically encoded in 

if-clauses, when-clauses and interrogatives. The emphatic tone also made it possible 

to ―confront an opposite stance.‖ Only 15.3% of the occurrences were used to 

―present morals or truism.‖  

Pronoun they mainly ―detached the third party‖ (84.4%), the function of which 

enabled the writer to make a neutral reference to the third group or make a contrast 

between we and they. When the semantic references were homosexuals, they often 

fulfilled the function of ―stating the generalities.‖  

Like they, s/he maintained a sense of detachment but its emergence was 
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referentially-required for illustrations or proof. 

In the data, personal pronouns tended to fulfill pragmatic functions more than 

discourse structure functions (only fulfilled by I and we). In general, to express the 

writer‘s personal stance, I was selected. To engage the reader, you and we were most 

common. While I, they and s/he often introduced personal experiences or anecdotes, 

impersonal we, you, and they expressed generalities or truism. 

Variance among Groups in Function Use 

There were important differences in the rhetorical uses of personal pronouns 

among the three groups. To begin with, the High group preferred I to perform 

―stance‖ function, while the Low group chose I to recount his personal experiences 

for intense self-involvement. Next, the ―establishing solidarity‖ function of we was 

favored by the Mid group, reflecting their intension to arouse a sense of camaraderie. 

The High group writers were most meticulous about the use of you, and the Low and 

Mid group writers utilized you to seek the reader‘s recognition most frequently. 

All the three groups used they mainly to make a neutral reference rather than to 

make a contrast, which was most noticeable in the Mid group. In general, the 

interpersonal interaction was made most evident in the Mid group writers‘ endeavor to 

involve people in the discourse.  

 

Question 4: The Students’ Perceptions of Argumentative Writing 

 

Questionnaire Results 

The results of the questionnaires showed that the students were more inclined to 

express their opinions (60.5%) than to argue (34.2%). The Low group remarkably 

wrote for self-expression (75% of the total). Only four students (5.3%) wrote for 

―fulfilling the assignment requirement.‖ 

 The top three reader groups—―general public,‖ ―opponents,‖ and 
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―teachers/researchers‖—comprised 86.8% of the total occurrences. But the ―others‖ 

group (e.g. friends, family) used significantly more pronouns than the other four 

groups, particularly pronoun I. It was probably because the familiarity and closeness 

with the reader made them present their own opinions freely without having to hide 

themselves. While you was least utilized by the ―teacher/researcher‖ group due to its 

imposing tone, they least frequently occurred in ―homosexuals‖ group in fear of 

offending the homosexuals. 

The students overwhelmingly perceived the writer-reader relationship as equal 

(89.5%). Despite the relatively similar pronoun use, the ―equal‖ group tended to use 

more of I and less of you than the ―unequal‖ group. Also, the ―unequal‖ group favored 

we to bridge the status gap. Regarding the convincing strategy, the ―direct‖ strategy 

was greater in number than the ―indirect‖ one (53.9% vs. 46.1%), indicating the 

students‘ preference for a clear and straightforward presentation of arguments. These 

two groups generally displayed quite similar pronoun distributions. 

Overall, over 60% of the students found their arguments successfully convinced 

the reader mostly due to the solid evidence provided. But 31.6% of the students were 

hesitant about the persuasiveness effect considering people‘s varied viewpoints. 

Finally, the students had greatest difficulties in idea development (57.9%), which even 

caused troubles for the High group writers. The other major problem was ―language 

expression‖ in the aspects of text organization. 

Oral Interview Results  

The in-depth interview on 16 students from the three groups found that the 

choices of personal pronouns varied among writers and were associated with the 

writers‘ underlying communicative purposes. 

I was chosen to denote egocentricity and subjectivity. Some students avoided 

using I partly because of the teacher‘s discouragement and partly because of the 
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students‘ intention to hide themselves for objectivity or safety. The inclusion marker 

we conveyed a sense of equality and solidarity. Hiding behind the collective group, 

the students softened their egocentricity. However, some students were concerned 

about the implied authority of we over the reader and did not want to be held 

responsible for what they claimed. 

You was perceived by the students as an interactive device to include the reader 

in the discourse. Also, it made a specific group of people as a clear target for open 

confrontation and moral instillation. But you could display the writer‘s knowledge 

authority over the reader and might sound so strong as to jeopardize the writer-reader 

relationship. 

They was used when a reference to a group of people outside the discourse had 

to be made. Classified as a separate group of people, they often represented those who 

held different views from the writer and the reader. In the same vein, s/he occurred 

when it was referentially required. But due to its implication of specificity and 

individuality, it was sometimes avoided.  

In conclusion, the results of the study have advanced the current understanding 

of Taiwanese EFL students‘ actual performance of personal pronouns in 

argumentative texts from both lexico-grammatical and discourse-semantic levels. 

They have also expanded the knowledge of how the students of different proficiency 

levels perceive and employ personal pronouns in discourse. Furthermore, the results 

have revealed how the students use personal pronouns to interact with the reader. All 

these findings contribute to promoting a better understanding of interpersonal aspects 

involved in argumentative writing. 

 

Pedagogical Implications 

 

Argumentative essays require student writers clearly to know when and how to 
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intrude into their discourse and to attend to the reader and even the third party, which 

of course, is quite problematic for students (Hyland, 2001). They have to strategically 

and carefully balance interpersonal relationship while making their vigorous 

arguments. In fact, the manipulation of personal pronouns turns out to be much more 

complicated and sophisticated than EFL students can imagine. The capability of 

performing various functions does not necessarily mean that they realize the rhetorical 

and discourse functions personal pronouns carry and their linguistic realizations. Nor 

are they aware of their roles as an arguer, the adaptive strategies that can be 

maneuvered in response to the reader‘s needs in discourse, and the constraints set by 

the social context. The discrepancy between what they are capable of doing and what 

they are still missing should be bridged through explicit instruction for raising such 

awareness and rhetorical skills.        

The results of the present study have revealed some substantial information for 

the writing teachers and also suggested the inclusion of an interactive approach at 

both the lexico-grammatical and semantic-discourse levels in the argumentative 

writing. In the following, some pedagogical implications are derived: 

1. The understanding of argumentative genre 

The understanding of the genre would have a great impact on how the writer 

plans the text. A number of students stated in the questionnaires that they simply 

attempted to express their views rather than convince the reader to take on their side. 

Given such a purpose, the students may not recognize the need to find supportive 

evidence for stronger persuasion. Thus, it is found that some students make clear 

claims for their positions about same-sex marriage, but fail to find objective proof to 

justify their assertions. For example, student Low#7 wrote, ―I against same sex 

marriage for the reasons of extinction, morality and religion. As I‘m being Catholic. 

Same sex marriage is disobeying my religion and the nature‘s law.‖ However, he did 
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not elaborate on his arguments except giving his personal examples and anecdotes. 

Students should be aware that more justifications, authoritative claims, persuasion, 

and objective evidence such as facts, reports, and figures are expected in English 

argumentation (Connor, 1990). 

It should also be pointed out that although the term ―argument‖ may suggest 

―adversarial nature of argument,‖ the process of ―arguing‖ is in fact an adaptive 

scheme for winning the reader‘s recognition, not a direct conflict against the reader. In 

the same vein, the notion of ―counterarguments‖ is not only oppositional but 

promotional, with which the writer strategically assigns credit to other perspectives 

before giving criticism, and also adds an interpersonal touch (Banerjee, 2008).  

More importantly, the majority of the students, regardless of proficiency levels, 

voice the difficulty in collecting relevant information and integrating it into their own 

arguments. The result stands in contrast with our common belief that language 

expressions would pose the greatest difficulty to students in composing an essay. This 

suggests that there is definitely a need to give opportunities for brainstorming before 

embarking on the writing task, which will enable the students to know what to write 

about and how to develop the ideas, particularly in dealing with such a topic of 

abstract reasoning.  

2. The promotion of audience awareness  

An effective writing instruction has to address the issues of the text genre and 

the purpose of writing tasks, and most importantly, the awareness of audience 

involvement and feedback (Hyland, 2002a). Berkenkotter (1984) argues that skilled 

writers are able to make a mental sketch of their audience and choose the type of 

discourse which best fits their representation. Students should learn to analyze the 

rhetorical situation (including the target reader) and adjust the transaction between 

themselves and their intended reader. As they write, they need to internalize their 
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audience, often asking themselves the questions that their audience might be expected 

to ask. The awareness of audience can help students set up a framework for the 

construction of major arguments and determine the strategy to be adopted. 

3. The instruction of personal pronoun use and their discourse functions 

There is a gradual transition from impersonal writing to the reflection of the 

writer‘s personal commitment to his own propositions. The idea that academic writing 

is purely impersonal has been rejected (Ivanic & Simpson, 1992), and the legitimacy 

of using personal voice in argument is established. In view of this, it is important that 

students know how to employ personal pronouns appropriately in argumentative texts, 

and also they should be informed of the discourse functions personal pronouns are 

able to fulfill.  

To begin with, students should be made known that the inclusion of personal 

voice in text does not encourage a higher use of personal pronouns. As a matter of fact, 

personal pronoun use usually varies with the genre. For instance, narration or 

description normally allows more personal pronouns, but exposition or argumentation 

expects a mild and cautious use of personal pronouns in order to maintain text 

objectivity. Furthermore, students should be told that a great number of personal 

pronouns will not necessarily procure a stronger persuasive effect. As demonstrated in 

the present study, the Low group writers, using twice as many personal pronouns as 

the High group, do not make the texts more convincing. Similarly, an absence of any 

personal pronoun does not guarantee the objectivity of the text, either. Quite on the 

contrary, it may make the writer‘s stance very blurred or ambiguous. More 

specifically, the importance of self-reference I for personal stance and a decreased use 

of you should be mentioned. Pronoun they as grammatical subject, although inevitably 

required by discourse context, should be replaced at certain times by either full noun 

phrases or other linguistic patterns.  
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Furthermore, the functions of personal pronouns have to be examined from 

cross-cultural perspectives. Since the use of personal pronouns can be seen as a form 

of socio-cultural manifestation (Flottum, et al., 2006), the functions that are unique in 

English should be recognized and compared with those in Chinese context.  

4. The incorporation of linguistic forms into writing instruction 

Students should be familiarized with a variety of linguistic forms. It is found 

that the students use recurring main verbs for all types of personal pronouns, 

especially the Low and Mid groups, which reveals that the students have quite a 

limited vocabulary repertoire. Constrained by some specific verbs, the linguistic 

forms are accordingly lacking in diversity. In addition to the familiarity with emphatic 

adverbs and deontic modals, the instructions on hedges and epistemic modals are also 

crucial, the acquisition of which will facilitate the students‘ audience awareness, their 

management of writer-reader interaction, and their expression of modesty and 

politeness.  

Equally important is the introduction of attitude markers. Attitude markers can 

prompt students to contribute their own ideas and critically react to the text 

(Camiciottoli, 2003). Unfortunately, there is no presence of attitude adverbs (sentence 

adverbs) found in the data, indicating the students‘ unfamiliarity with such a rhetorical 

device. To bridge the gap, a list of attitude markers of various kinds should be offered, 

such as surprise, desire, frustration, agreement, assertion, etc. and then ask students to 

examine the effects they produce in texts.  

Finally, as has been pointed out earlier, the students prefer to use the pattern of 

―subject pronoun + verb.‖ But English speakers are more inclined to describe a static 

situation, and consequently, they tend to use more nouns and fewer verbs (Wang & 

Xia, 2005). Given this, there is a need to teach students the linguistic constructions 

other than ―pronoun-as-subject‖ form, such as nominalization, passive construction or 
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it-clauses, for achieving more formality and objectivity of the text.  

 

Teaching Suggestions 

 

McCarthy (1991) makes the point that ―many unanswered grammatical 

questions can be resolved at the discourse level, and that much good discourse 

analysis recognizes the links between discourse organizations and grammatical 

choice‖ (p.38). The acquisition of personal pronoun use, then, should start off by 

analyzing multiple argumentative texts, from which the functions of personal 

pronouns in discourse and their associated forms are derived. To implement the 

discourse-oriented approach, some procedures are suggested: 

First of all, students read through a model text and determine the target reader.  

The overall impression and persuasive power of the text could also be briefly 

discussed with the students. Next, the writer‘s arguments and the reader‘s 

counterclaims have to be identified, listed, and contrasted. The purpose is to show 

how the counterclaims are handled in texts. For example, the author may refute the 

reader‘s claim by first conceding, ―it is true that . . .‖ and then defend his position 

with supporting facts or evidence. Or, the author may employ hedges such as might or 

may to acknowledge the reader‘s potential claim (e.g. ―you may think‖), which will 

later be rebutted. The recognition of the reader‘s alternative views and the use of 

epistemic modals help to hedge the author‘s argument and buffer the direct opposition 

from the reader.    

After contrasting the thesis statement and counterarguments, students can be 

directed to the interpersonal features of writing. In the next stage, students are asked 

to identify all types of personal pronouns and locate where each personal pronoun 

appears in the text. They may find that the native writer of English uses personal 
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pronouns only mildly, and there is probably no occurrence of you. Also, they may not 

be dominant in text, either. By so doing, students are sensitized to the frequency and 

distribution of personal pronouns in discourse.  

  Following the identification of personal pronouns, students then discuss in 

groups or with the class the discourse function of each personal pronoun realizes in 

that specific context. For example, students are expected to explain we in ―why don‘t 

we help homosexuals‖ as a solidarity marker, and you in ―can you imagine‖ as an 

involvement device. A follow-up activity might give students partial or complete texts 

with pronouns deleted and ask them to fill in the missing pronouns. A comparison 

with the original text is later made, which might also shed some lights on cultural 

differences in the use of personal pronouns.   

Next, the convincing strategies could be briefly discussed and compared. 

Students may find that native writers of English do not utilize personal accounts of 

experiences as often as they do. Instead, objective evidence and facts tend to dominate.  

Furthermore, instead of repetitiously mentioning I and we, the writer may not engage 

himself too much in discourse even though he is related to the issue in question. He 

may choose to approach the issue in an objective manner, which is quite different 

from the strategy of intersubjective involvement that is frequently adopted by 

Taiwanese student writers.  

The final stage focuses on the instruction in the lexico-grammatical level. 

Students are required to do a careful analysis of the accompanying linguistic forms, 

including modals (both deontic and epistemic), emphatic markers and attitude makers, 

and explain their functions in discourse. After that, they are given several statements 

regarding an issue, and then add to each statement an appropriate modal, emphatic 

marker, or attitude marker of their choices depending on their intentionality. Even 

though students may come up with a wide range of answers, it is seen as facilitative 
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for them to realize the subtle differences of these markers through peer comparison 

and group discussion.  

 

Limitations of the Study 

 

As with any body of empirical research, the study exhibits some limitations. 

First of all, the study only explores personal pronouns in argumentative writing and it 

is not clear if the students will employ the personal pronouns the same way as in other 

genres in terms of distribution, function and associated linguistic forms. Thus, it 

would be too strong to claim that the patterns revealed in this study describe the 

whole picture of personal pronoun use. A second caveat relates to the external validity 

of the research. The participants come from two universities in Taiwan—one public 

and one private, with a total of 76 English majors. Such a small sample size is not 

representative of all the Taiwanese college students. Therefore, it needs further 

exploration to see if the results will also hold true for students in other universities. 

Another disadvantage attributed to the constraint of small sample size is that it is 

sometimes difficult for the comparison of instances among the three groups to be 

statistically significant. For example, the analysis found that there was an obvious 

difference between the High group and the other two groups in the use of you (zero 

presence in the High). However, the limited numbers of you did not make the 

disparity statistically noteworthy. Despite the low power of generalization, it is 

believed that the results will still provide the writing teachers in Taiwan or in other 

contexts with a preliminary understanding of personal pronoun use in school writing 

and further academic research writing.   
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Directions for Future Research 

 

In view of the caveats, several future directions are brought forth. First, if all 

the interpersonal features collaboratively construct the writer‘s stance and his 

handling of the relationship with the reader, and this study only examines the overt 

marking expressed by personal pronouns, there is absolutely a need to explore other 

interpersonal features from a holistic perspective, including hedges, emphatics, 

attitude markers, directives, questions, reference to shared knowledge and personal 

asides (Hyland, 2005c). Although modals, emphatics and attitude markers are slightly 

touched upon in the study, the investigation only focuses on those accompanying 

personal pronouns rather than all the markers used in the whole text. Consequently, 

some forms of hedges or attitude markers are overlooked. For example, in terms of 

hedges, only modals are examined in the study. Expressions such as ―there is a 

possibility that . . .‖ (a noun), ―it is possible that . . .‖ (an adjective), ―I doubt if . . .‖ (a 

verb), and ―possibly‖ (an adverb) all signal the degrees of the writer‘s certainty about 

the assertion, but they are not dealt with. Likewise, the forms for expressing attitudes 

other than sentence adverbs, such as adjectives (e.g. appropriate, surprising), verbs 

(e.g. prefer), and infinitive clauses (e.g. ―to be frank‖), are not included either. 

Therefore, a further understanding of other interpersonal markers employed by the 

EFL writers seems to be essential. 

It will also be interesting to expand beyond the exploration of argumentative 

genre to include other common genres such as narration, description, and exposition. 

Given the diverse natures of these genres, the writers‘ perceptions of the reader and 

their relationship as well as the rhetorical functions personal pronouns perform might 

vary. The insights into the personal pronoun use in various contexts will contribute to 

the construction of interpersonal framework by EFL writers.  
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Another possible area of research is to make a cross-cultural comparison 

between Taiwanese EFL argumentative writing and native English writing in search of 

pattern variances across text genres and cultures (Connor, 2002). This type of study 

will provide a baseline analysis of L2 writing, through which the unique cultural 

beliefs, values and constraints will be made explicit to the teacher and the students 

alike. For example, many studies (e.g. Breeze, 2007; McCrostie, 2008; Petech-Tyso, 

1998) have concluded that non-native writers of English (e.g. Japanese, Spanish) use 

far more of we, I, and you than native writers in academic writing. It would be 

enlightening to know if the results in the present study exactly map the whole picture. 

Given the same topic, will L1 college writers utilize personal pronouns to perform 

similar functions or demonstrate culturally unique functions? On the other hand, the 

investigation of the divergences in linguistic realizations and patterns of argument 

presentation will disclose the effect of cultures on writing conventions and the 

pragmatic and linguistic choices. 

Finally, the cross-sectional study of personal pronoun use by writers of various 

proficiency levels in this study simply portrays how they are capable of managing 

personal pronouns at a specific time. There is no observation of how the writers 

develop and change their personal pronoun use, especially after the teacher‘s 

intervention. A longitudinal exploration will then be illuminating to complete the 

research-pedagogy cycle. 
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Appendix A 

Argumentative Writing Task 

 

Read the following topic and then follow the instruction for your essay writing.  

Topic:  

Do you agree or disagree with same-sex marriage? 

Writing instruction  

Write an argumentative paper on the topic, indicating your position – either agreeing 

or disagreeing. 

1. Defend your position with convincing reasons and examples. You 

may search for any related reference materials.  

2. Write a well-organized essay of about 500-700 words, containing 

Introduction, Body paragraphs and Conclusion. 

3. Remember to make a careful plan before actual writing and then 

revise and edit your essay both in content and language forms.  

 

After you finish writing the paper, fill out the Post-writing questionnaire. Turn in the 

essay, the questionnaire and the consent form as requested by your instructor. 

 

Thank you very much for your assistance.  
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Appendix B 

議論文寫作題目 

 

請依照下面的題目及說明撰寫一篇議論文。 

 

題目：  

      你是否贊成同性婚姻？ (Do you agree or disagree with same-sex marriage?) 

 

說明： 

1. 請清楚表達你的立場，說明為何贊成或反對的理由，並舉出事證或例子來支

持自己的論點。若有需要，你可以參考任何相關的資料。 

 

2. 請寫一篇約500-700字的文章，包括引言（Introduction）、正文（Body paragraphs）

及結論（Conclusion）。 

 

3. 請仔細擬稿並反覆檢視文章內容、結構及文法。 

 

寫作完畢，請填寫問卷並將文章、問卷、及同意書一併交給任課老師。 

 

 

 

謝謝你的幫忙！ 
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 Appendix C 

Holistic rating scale  

(Adopted from Test of Written English and revised by Yin-ling Chang) 

Score           Descriptions                                 

6   Demonstrates clear competence in writing on both the rhetorical and 

syntactic levels, though it may have occasional errors. 

      A paper in this category  

      (i) effectively addresses the writing task. 

      (ii) is well organized and well developed. 

      (iii) uses clearly appropriate details to support a thesis or illustrate ideas. 

     *(iv) accommodates the alternative views and rebut them explicitly and 

clearly.
10

   

     *(v) highly engages the audience in the argument development. 

     *(vi) produces very strong persuasiveness.   

      (vii) displays consistent facility in the use of language. 

(viii) demonstrates syntactic variety and appropriate word choice.  

 

5    Demonstrates competence in writing on both the rhetorical and syntactic     

levels, though it will probably have occasional errors. 

A paper in this category  

         (i) may address some parts of the task more effectively than others. 

         (ii) is generally well organized and developed. 

(iii) uses details to support a thesis or illustrate an idea. 

        *(iv) appreciates the alternative views and qualifies initial positions accordingly. 

        *(v) frequently engages the audience in the argument development. 

        *(vi) produces relatively strong persuasiveness.  

         (vii) displays facility in the use of language. 

         (viii) demonstrates some syntactic variety and range of vocabulary.   

 

4    Demonstrates minimal competence in writing on both the rhetorical and     

syntactic levels. 

A paper in this category  

                                                 
10 Asterisks indicate the added descriptors. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

190 

 

      (i) addresses the writing topic adequately but may slight part of the task.  

      (ii) is adequately organized and developed. 

      (iii) uses some details to support a thesis or illustrate an idea. 

     *(iv) recognizes alternative point of view, but does not accept its validity. 

*(v) engages the audience less frequently, but still present.  

*(vi) yields some persuasiveness.  

(vii) demonstrates adequate but possibly inconsistent facility with syntax and 

usage.   

(viii) may contain some errors that occasionally obscure meaning.  

 

3 Demonstrates some developing competence in writing, but it remains 

flawed on either the rhetorical or syntactical level, or both. 

A paper in this category may reveal one or more of the following weakness: 

      (i) inadequate organization or development.  

      (ii) inappropriate or insufficient details to support or illustrate generalizations. 

     *(iii) anticipating opposing position but not dealing with it. 

*(iv) occasional audience engagement.  

*(v) inadequate persuasiveness. 

      (vi) a noticeably inappropriate choice of words or word forms. 

      (vii) an accumulation of errors in sentence structure and/or usage. 

 

2     Suggests incompetence in writing. 

A paper in this category is seriously flawed by one or more of the following 

weaknesses: 

      (i) serious disorganization or underdevelopment.  

      (ii) little or no detail, or irrelevant specifics. 

     *(iii) assuming that audience shares same attitudes and knowledge base. 

     *(iv) little evidence of audience engagement. 

     *(v) very weak persuasiveness. 

(vi) serious and frequent errors in sentence structure or usage.  

      (vii) serious problems with focus.  

 

1   demonstrates incompetence in writing 

A paper in this category 

(i) may be incoherent.   
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      (ii) may be undeveloped. 

     *(iii) may completely ignore the audience‘s views. 

     *(iv) may have no audience engagement.  

*(v) may lack persuasiveness. 

     (vi) may contain severe and persistent writing errors.  

     

0 A paper is rated 0 if it contains no response, merely copies the topic, is  

off-topic, is written in a foreign language, or consists only of keystroke  

characters.  
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Appendix D 

Post-writing Questionnaire 

Name:____________________ Contact # _________________ 

 

I. Background information  

1. Gender: _____ male  _____ female  

2. Age: ________________________ 

3. How long have you studied English? _____________________________________ 

4. How long have you studied English writing? ______________________________ 

5. Major standardized test(s) you have taken and the score(s): (e.g. TOEFL, TOEIC, 

IELTS, GEPT (indicating the level), CSEPT(joint exam in school)) 

  Test 1: ___________________________________   Score: _________________ 

  Test 2: ___________________________________   Score:__________________ 

6. How do you evaluate your writing ability?  

  _____ Poor  ______Fair  _____Good _____Very good  _____Excellent 

7. Besides in-class writing, are you in a habit of writing in English? ____Yes ____No 

  If yes, on what occasions and what do you use English for? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

8. Have you practiced argumentative writing or position writing in previous English 

composition classes? _____Yes  _____No 

9. What do you think are the most important factors that might influence the quality of 

an essay? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

 

II. Questions on the composing process 

1. What was your purpose of writing this essay?  

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. Who do you think your readers were?  

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 
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3. What kind of relationship did you intend to build with your readers while 

composing the essay? (e.g., equal vs. unequal, close vs. detached?)   

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

 

4. Do you think your readers would agree with your position? Why or why not? 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

5. What strategies do you think are the most effective to convince your readers? (e.g. 

strongly vs. humbly expressing your opinions, directly vs. indirectly)   

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

 

6. What was the most difficult part of writing the argumentative essay? 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Thank you very much! 
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Appendix E  

 議論文寫作問卷調查 

姓名：____________________     聯絡電話： ____________________ 

 

I. 背景資料  

1. 性別：_____ 男  _____ 女 

2. 年齡：________________________ 

3. 你學英文多久了？ _________________________________________________ 

4. 你學英文寫作多久了？ _____________________________________________ 

5. 你曾經參加何種的標準化英文能力檢定，其分數為何？ 例如：托福、多益、, 

雅思(IELTS)、全民英檢(請標示級別)、大專英語能力測驗(即學校的會考)。 

  考試 1：_________________________________   分數：_________________ 

  考試 2： _________________________________  分數：_________________ 

6. 你覺得自己的英文寫作能力如何？  

  _____ 差  ______普通  ______好  ______很好  ______優 

7.除了寫作課堂上的練習，你平常會用英文寫東西嗎? ______有  ______沒有 

  如果有，你使用英文的場合及主要目的為何? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

8. 你曾經在寫作課堂上練習過議論文的寫法嗎? ______有 ______沒有 

9. 你覺得影響寫作品質的最重要因素為何? 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

 

II. 寫作過程相關問題 

1. 在寫這篇文章時，你心中所想要達到的主要目的是什麼？  

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  

2. 你這篇文章主要是寫給誰看的？

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 
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3. 你覺得你跟讀者之間的關係為何? (例如，彼此是平等的、或是下對上、上對

下的關係? 彼此很親近或是有距離的?)   

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

 

4. 你覺得讀者會同意你的立場和論點嗎？為什麼？ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

 

5. 如果你要說服讀者，你覺得用何種方式最有效？(例如，強烈表達己見或迂迴

客氣表達、採用直接還是間接的方式?) 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

 

6. 你覺得寫這篇議論文最困難的地方是什麼？ 

___________________________________________________________________  

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

  ___________________________________________________________________ 

   

 

 

－謝謝您的幫忙－ 
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Appendix F 

Post-writing Oral Interview Questions  

Some guided questions: 

1. Among all the personal pronouns, I‘ve noticed that you used a high number 

of we (or any other personal pronoun), can you explain why?  

(Or) I‘ve noticed that you didn‘t use any you (or any other personal pronoun), 

can you explain why?  

2. Could you briefly explain when, in what situation, and why you would use I, 

we, you, they, everyone, etc.?    

3. Why did you arrange your personal pronouns in different parts of the essay 

as such (e.g. a lot of we in Conclusion)? Were there any specific purposes?  

4. I‘ve noticed that you switched personal pronouns within or across the 

sentences from time to time (e.g. changing from we to you, or from everyone 

to we). Why did you do this?  

5. When you wrote the essay, did you ever consciously consider what type of 

authorial identity you want to create? How did you see yourself as a writer? 

6. When you wrote the essay, did you ever imagine who your readers were? Do 

you think they could perfectly understand and support your arguments? 

7. Did you change your essay content and style due to consideration of the 

reader?  If yes, how? 

8. Generally speaking, what were your strategies of approaching the topic? 

What was your writing plan?  

9. What do you think are the most important factors in presenting your opinions 

persuasively?   

10. Did you encounter any problem when composing the essay? 

11. Do you have any other comments to make on the essay you wrote?  
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Appendix G 

Informed Consent Form 

 

I am Yin-ling Chang from Language Center. I am now conducting a study on 

argumentative writing, which is part of the requirements for my doctoral degree in the 

Department of English at National Chengchi University. The purpose of the study is 

to investigate how Taiwanese EFL college writers establish their writer-reader 

relationship in argumentative essays. In this study, you will be asked to write an essay 

of around 500-700 words on the topic of ―same-sex marriage.‖ 

  

    Please be aware that the writing sample, the answers to the questionnaire and the 

tape-recorded interview will be kept confidential and your name will not be associated 

with the findings.  

 

Thank you for your participation.  

 

__________________________ 

Yin-ling Chang 

Language Center, Shih-Chien University  

(02) 25381111 ext. 2517 

 

 

CONSENT STATEMENT 

 

I have read the above information and agree to participate in this study. I give my 

permission to the use of my writing sample, the questionnaire and interview transcript 

for Ms. Chang‘s research. I also understand that if I have any further questions or 

concerns regarding this research study, I can contact Ms. Chang by e-mail 

yling@mail.usc.edu.tw or at (02) 25381111 ext. 2517.  

 

 

______________________________             ____________________ 

(participant‘s signature)                    (date) 

mailto:yling@mail.usc.edu.tw
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Appendix H 

研究同意書 

 

您好！我是語言中心的張銀玲老師。目前我正在進行有關英文議論文的研

究。此一研究是我在政大英文系的博士論文，其目的在探討台灣大學生如何在議

論文中建立與讀者的關係。這項研究將請您寫一篇有關是否贊同「同性婚姻」的

文章，約五百到七百字左右。 

    

    本研究僅供學術之用，您所寫的文章、問卷答案和訪談內容絕對會嚴格保

密，您的名字也絕不會在論文的結果討論中出現。 

 

在此，誠摯希望您能參與這項研究。感謝您的幫忙！ 

 

______________________ 

張銀玲 

實踐大學語言中心 

(02) 25381111 ext. 2517 

 

 

 

 

參與者聲明 

 

以上的資訊我已經詳讀與了解，並且同意參與此項研究計畫。我同意讓張老師使

用我的文章及問卷作為研究之用，並且如需進行口頭訪問時，我也願意參與。如

果我仍有疑問，我可以與張老師聯絡: yling@mail.usc.edu.tw 或是 (02) 25381111 

ext. 2517.  

 

 

______________________________            ___________________________ 

(參與者簽名)                               (日期) 

mailto:yling@mail.usc.edu.tw
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Appendix I 

Collocated Linguistic Forms and Illustrative Examples  

(adopted from Biber, et al., 1999; Eggins, 2004; Hyland, 2005c; Thompson, 2001). 

 

1. Verbs  

(a) material process (verbs of action)  

go, stay up, leave, give, co, carry, test, walk, avoid, meet, transfer, run, play, 

cook, serve, ring, travel arrive, donate, etc. 

(b) Mental process (verbs of cognition, perception and thinking) 

   think, feel, believe, understand, know, realize, convince, want, see, feel, love, 

hear, hate, regret, disappoint, decide, hope, etc. 

(c) Verbal process (verbs of saying) 

   ask, tell, say, talk, demand, command, report, etc. 

(d) Relational process (verbs of being)    

   be, last, have, belong, become, turn, end up, remain, seem, appear, look , 

taste, smell, turn out, grow, mean, define, indicate, express, suggest, 

symbolize, represent, refer to, stand for, signify, equal, act as, etc.  

 

2. Modals /semi-modals 

 (a) Permission/ability/possibility: can, could, may, might, be able to 

(b) Obligation/necessity: must, should, have to, need to 

(c) Volition/prediction: will, would, be going to 

 

3. Emphatic markers: 

definitely, strongly, truly, deeply, totally, surely, absolutely, firmly, undoubtedly, 

obviously, apparently, clearly, of course, particularly, extremely, highly, very, very 

much, do (emphatic marker), indeed, far, quite, always, never, still, really 

 

4. Attitude markers (expressions of positive or negative attitude): 

Surprise: amazingly, surprisingly, remarkably, unusually, expectedly, unexpectedly  

Desire/frustration: unfortunately, luckily, hopefully, disappointedly, preferably 

Importance: importantly, significantly 

Agreement: appropriately, correctly 

Sensibility: understandably, wisely 

Assertion: honestly, frankly   

Constancy: tentatively, provisionally 

Validity: broadly speaking, generally 
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Appendix J 

The Categorization Schemes of Discourse Functions and Illustrations 

 

(1) First person singular I  

Functions Examples 

1. Asserting the writer‘s 

stance 

a. I strongly believe that same-sex marriage should be 

accepted. 

b. I would say that such argument is unreasonable. 

2. Referring to the 

writer‘s experiences 

 

a. I studied in a girl school . . . I saw two girls kiss 

each other. 

b. I was grown up in the devout Christianity family 

and I am a Christian. 

3. Indicating discourse 

structure  

a. First, I want talk about the marriage‘s meaning. 

b. Just as I mention in the previous paragraph . . .  

                                     

(2) First person plural we  

Functions Examples 

1. Establishing solidarity  a. Why don‘t we just open up and accept the 

homosexual? 

b. If we permit gay marriage, it will make our society 

chaos. 

2. Toning down directives a. We should build a sound concept to the next 

generation. 

b. all we have to do is educating our descendants . . . 

3. Presenting a general 

claim 

 

a. We are human beings so we have the same equality. 

b. We all know all know that homosexuals are natural 

for the human races. 

4. Indicating discourse 

structure 

a. before we talk about same-sex marriage, I like to 

talk about . . . 

b. based on the above discussion, we can see that . . .  

 

(3) Second person pronoun you 

Functions Examples 

1. Involving the reader  a. When you walk into the school, you can only see the 

same gender. 

b. Could you imagine the scene? 
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Functions Examples 

2. Confronting an 

opposite stance 

a. You can say I am too conservative and I don‘t deny. 

b. You cannot oppose because of your prejudices. 

3. Presenting morals or 

truism 

a. No matter you are homosexual or heterosexual, you 

should be treated equally. 

b. You can‘t control others to love or marriage . . .  

 

(4) Third person plural they 

Functions Examples 

1. Detaching the third 

party 

a. The economic pressure of countries will grow . . . , 

while they cannot bring out new generations to 

benefit the countries. 

b. The opponents always blame them that they did not 

follow the rules of the Bible. 

2. Stating the generalities a. They are as the same as rest of us, they are all human 

beings. 

b. Some people are born with mental difference. They 

think differently toward genders. 

 

(5) Third person singular s/he  

Functions Examples 

Referentially required; 

serving to express the 

general truth or give an 

illustration. 

a. Everyone is equal no matter whom he/she loves. 

b. For instance, a famous host, Mr. Tsai, admits that 

he is a homosexual. 
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