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Foreword

Welcome to the first online edition of ESP Across Cultures. After ten issues of the 
paper version of the journal (volume 1 appeared in 2004), we are about to begin a 
new adventure in an attempt to adapt to these rapidly changing – and economically 
challenging – times. It is with some regret that we have decided to do away with the 
paper version of the journal: however, it is hoped that this loss will be more than 
counterbalanced by the prospect of an exponential increase in terms of outreach and 
potential readership, and hence visibility, now that the journal is freely accessible 
online. Not only is this latest issue available online, but so are all the previous issues of 
ESP Across Cultures starting from volume 1, thus constituting an overall body of work 
to date of almost 100 papers altogether, all of which can be accessed and downloaded 
free of charge.

An important achievement in 2014 for ESP Across Cultures was receiving official 
recognition from ANVUR (Agenzia Nazionale di Valutazione del Sistema Universitario 
e della Ricerca), Italy’s national agency for the evaluation of the university system and 
research, in classifying the journal as having an ‘A’ rating, the highest possible rating. 
This has been possible because of the combination of the journal’s policy of double-blind 
peer reviewing which ensures that only a select number of papers submitted actually 
get published, the quality of the Editorial Board, many of whose members are affiliated 
to academic institutions outside Italy, and the growing reputation of the journal within 
the international community of scholars involved in ESP. 

The previous issue (volume 10) was devoted to the theme of ‘academic English across 
cultures’. This current issue is miscellaneous with papers covering a fascinating variety 
of topics, though all having to do with specialized discourse in English seen from a 
cross-cultural perspective.

The first paper in this volume is by Lucia Abbamonte who adopts a stance largely 
based on Communication Accommodation Theory (CAT) in order to examine the 
outcomes of bilingual, bicultural encounters in US institutional settings, where Latina 
victim-survivors of domestic violence narrate their experience of abuse either in (non-
standard) English, or with the assistance of a Spanish-English interpreter. The author 
considers issues of language contact and cultural hurdles bearing in mind the context 
of societal patriarchal conservatism, as well as gender-based and ethnic discrimination.

Mahmood Reza Atai and Farhad Tabandeh investigate the frequency, types and 
functional characteristics of lexical bundles in a corpus of applied linguistics research 
articles written in English comparing those written by native English-speaking 
academics with those written in English by Iranian academics. Their findings suggest 
that Iranian writers use fewer bundles with different functional types compared with 
the ENL writers. Their analysis of subgenres reveals both frequency and functional 
variations, with the highest density of lexical bundles found in ‘abstracts’. The authors 
also discuss some of the pedagogical implications of the study for EAP writing courses.

In her paper Flavia Cavaliere compares the British and the Italian ‘Code of Ethics for 
Social Work’ from a lingua-cultural stance. Basing her investigation on the Appraisal 
Framework, the author selects examples from the two codes for her analysis so as 
to highlight the extent to which different lexico-grammatical choices and rhetorical 
strategies convey different underlying values and beliefs. Through her analysis the 
author offer possible reasons for such differences, which reflect variances in the socio-
cultural backgrounds of the two countries in question.
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Michela Giordano’s study is a comparative analysis of the criteria used in three 
English-speaking countries – the UK, the USA and New Zealand – to evaluate the 
clarity of language and the usability of institutional and governmental websites which 
have committed to adopting Plain English and to using more user-oriented web editing 
techniques. A selection of institutional websites from the three countries are analysed 
so as to discover whether and to what extent reader-focused clear communication and 
user-friendly layout and design succeed in transforming bureaucratese into clear, 
intelligible texts. 

Claudia Ortu’s paper focuses on the differences and similarities in the discourse 
of two governments towards trade union protests in the public sector, comparing the 
situation of the British ‘Winter of discontent’ of 1978-79 with the 2010 public sector 
strike in South Africa. The author argues that despite a number of differences, both 
events come within “the same socio-historical context: that of the long wave of neoliberal 
hegemony”. The author adopts a pragma-dialectical approach to argumentation theory 
combined with Systemic Functional Linguistics in its Hallidayan version. The analysis 
shows how the different political cultures influence both the rhetorical strategies and 
the use of language, especially at the experiential level.

In his paper, Francesco Pierini argues that while ESP as a whole has a well-
established role in language teaching, Business English still presents some problems 
of definition. The author thus provides an overview of the studies in this field, 
identifying the main characteristics of Business Discourse/Business English based on 
the literature to date. He also identifies similarities and differences between Economic 
Discourse/English for Economics and Business Discourse/Business English asserting 
that economics and business are two related but distinct disciplines. 

Margaret Rasulo’s paper examines the spread of knowledge through popularization 
processes in Content and Language Integrated Learning where English is the subject 
language. She affirms that non-language subject knowledge can be accommodated 
and re-contextualized so as to encourage learning through the mediating act of 
popularization. The author uses a corpus based on replies from a questionnaire and 
transcripts from interview sessions conducted among teachers already teaching Science 
and History classes in English or attending a Ministry-funded CLIL training course  
The author also suggests a number of discursive strategies within a popularization 
framework.

Once again, I would like to thank the members of the Editorial Board for their 
precious work in terms of refereeing papers and offering suggestions and advice on 
how to improve the journal. I would also like to thank all those scholars who are not on 
the Editorial Board but who have kindly agreed to referee papers for our journal. The 
last time we publicly thanked external referees was in issue 8 (2011). Since then the 
following have all reviewed papers for our journal.

Donna Bain Butler
Biook Behnam
Claudio Carcereri de Prati
Richard Castle
Ross Charnock
Carmel Coonan
Viviana Cortes
Belinda Crawford

Katrien Deroey
Gabriella Di Martino
Wolfgang Dressler
Matthew Eshbaugh-Soha
Zohreh Eslami
Debbie Folaron
Joseph Foley
Giuliana Garzone
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I hope that you will enjoy this latest selection of papers and that you will take full 
advantage of the journal’s free access to explore this and previous issues.

Christopher Williams
(Chief Editor)

Davide Giannoni
Julio Gimenez
Nigel Harwood
Margareta Hydén
Gill Kirton
Kaisu Korhonen
Becky Kwan
Shahrzad Mahootian
David Malinowski
Gabriella Mazzon
Andrea Musolff

Hilary Nesi
Minako O’Hagan
Munir Shuib
Viviana Soler
Roger Thompson
Anna Thornton
Shonna Trinch
Margherita Ulrych
Willy Van Langendonck
Maurizio Viezzi





LATINAS’ BILINguAL CuLTurAL 
IdENTITIES ANd ThE rEPOrTINg OF 

ABuSE IN uS INSTITuTIONAL SETTINgS

Lucia Abbamonte
(Seconda Università di Napoli, Italy)

Abstract
Against the background of momentous societal changes, including the emergence of the Hispanic 
(or Latino) minority that is transforming the landscape of the United States’ population, the pres-
ent study aims at investigating the outcomes of phenomena of bilingual and bicultural encounters 
in US institutional settings, where the victim-survivors of domestic violence narrate their experi-
ence of abuse either in (non-standard) English, or with the help of a Spanish-English interpreter.
A qualitative selection of sanitized interviews, both from socio-legal protection order interviews1* 
(Trinch 2006, 2007), and from non-legalistic interviews for socio-psychological research (Brabeck 
and Gunzman 2008) was analysed with a focus both on the communication accommodation strat-
egies enacted and on the interplay of bilingual/cultural aspects from a lingua-cultural perspective 
(Riesager 2014. See infra 2.2.1). 
In particular, the Communication Accommodation Theory (CAT) allowed for a more accurate 
identification of the use of strategic forms of behaviour (convergence, divergence and mainte-
nance) enacted by Latina interviewees in the two different settings – the protection order inter-
view (POI) being the more face-threatening setting – to contrastively highlight their context-sen-
sitive specificity.
Issues of language contact and cultural hurdles were considered in an attempt to describe and 
interpret aspects of the multifaceted scenario of Latinos’ lingua-cultural interactions in the US, 
whose richness of cultural information – often transmitted through non-standard English varie-
ties/accents – is often lost or ineffective in institutional settings.
Such issues entail the coexistence of elements of societal patriarchal conservatism, gender-based 
and ethnic discrimination, abuse-coping strategies, as well as efforts for self-empowerment and 
innovation. A major role appears to be played by the Catholic Church, which is rapidly changing 
its attitude towards gender roles.
Research outcomes both from field investigations and from a discourse analytical reframing of 
such data can be practically relevant for socio-legal professional practice in those circumstances of 
engagement, e.g. by helping professionals to focus on the protection order (PO) applicants’ needs 
for special support and empathic advocacy in those bicultural and virtually bilingual settings.

*  That is, court injunctions ordering that abusers stay away from plaintiffs for a specified period (see 
infra, section 4.1.).

The ethnicity and sex of a judge may and
will make a difference in our judging:

I would hope that a wise Latina woman
with the richness of her experience would more

often than not reach a better conclusion
than a white male who hasn’t lived that life.

Judge Sonia Sotomayor
(the first Latina justice on the United States Supreme Court)
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1. Background

The growth of Hispanic or Latino minorities is transforming the landscape of the 
United States’ population, raising questions about histories, immigration, politics, la-
bour and language. According to the US Census Bureau, since 2003 the Hispanics have 
become the nation’s largest minority, displacing African Americans. The increasing Lat-
inization of the population was already a major phenomenon, especially in California. 
Nowadays, according to the present Census Bureau’s official population estimates, the 
54 million-strong Latino community has firmly consolidated its position. This entails 
a significant shift of perspective in considering the interplay of cultural identities and 
inter-group relationships and mutual influences.

1.1. The emerging ‘minority’ in the USA

The US Census Bureau statistics predict that in the next decade the majority of chil-
dren (under the age of 18) in the US will come from ‘minorities’. Hence, the word ‘minor-
ities’ or phrases such as ‘the largest US minority’ will change their present meaning. For 
the time being, although US population diversity is seen on the whole as a positive asset 
by outsiders, such a perception is much less common among US Americans. The word 
‘minorities’ still evokes unsolved issues, especially in relation to the notions of national 
unity and sameness. As the anthropologist Shonna Trinch (2006: 559-560) observed, a 
striking aspect of the World Trade Centre tragedy of September 11, 2001 from a sociolin-
guistic perspective was the fact that many of its survivors spoke English with an accent. 
In that nationally and nationalistically defining moment, the English-language media 
record of that ‘attack on America’ was marked by the sounds of non-native, or accented, 
American English. Indeed, while what was said on and about September 11 portrayed 
national unity and sameness, how it was said highlighted the inescapable fact of na-
tional diversity and multicultural difference, with its variety of growing ‘minorities’.

In particular, the Hispanic or Latino situation has acquired new intercultural rele-
vance and sociolinguistic interest: while the Blacks make up 14% of current US popula-
tion, the percentage of Latinos in 2011 was 17%, and is predicted to rise to 29% by 2050 1.

Although they are commonly considered from a kind of ‘Unitarian’ perspective, the 
ethnographic composition of this fast-growing minority is far from simple:  ‘Hispanics’ 
(or Latinos) are made up of different groups and generations of populations and the his-
tories of their presence in the US date back to the early 19th century. Indeed, they have 
all shared stories of ‘invisibility’ and marginalization to varying extents (Bigler 2006), 
partly due to the double pressure of US Anglo vs. Latino cultural norms and religious 
identities. In particular, familismo, marianismo  and machismo, together with low ac-
culturation as measured by the preference for the Spanish language, are often consid-
ered as additional barriers, and the Catholic Church’s new role also has to be taken into 
account in this complex and fast-changing political scenario which is not easy to define.

1  “Recent research has revealed that when White American participants were presented with in-
formation regarding their soon-to-be numerical minority status, they expressed more anger and fear 
toward ethnic minority groups, an effect that was mediated by perceptions of the ingroup’s status as 
threatened. Given that Latinos are the primary cause of these demographic changes that White Amer-
icans find threatening, Latinos may be a primary recipient of contemporary forms of intergroup bias” 
(Abad-Merino et al. 2013).
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1.2. Hispanic or Latino/a?

The two terms are often used interchangeably in the US to refer to people of Latin 
American origin 2. While ‘Hispanic’ was adopted in the 1980s by the US census to refer to 
the large variety of residents whose ancestry could be traced back to Spanish-speaking 
countries, ‘Latino’ and its variations (‘Latinos-Americanos’, ‘Latin-American’) became 
popular in the 1990s, probably owing to its more perceptible political and ethnic-sen-
sitive connotations, which appeared to better encompass both the different cultures, 
languages, and traditions that exist within Latino communities in the US and, in other 
terms, the mixed-identity aspects of  living on the hyphen.

In this study the word ‘Latino’ was chosen to indicate this fast-growing minority 
mainly because, being a Spanish word, it has the feminine forms Latina/s, which are 
widely utilized in socio-psychological literature to indicate women of Latin American 
heritage or origins, and Latinas’ narratives will be our focal point. The English (quasi-)
synonym, ‘Hispanic’ is sometimes associated with Eurocentrism, and consequently dis-
liked 3; increasingly, the name “Hispanic American Studies” in university programs is 
being changed to “Latino Studies Program” (LSP). 

However, ‘Latina’ may be perceived as an unpleasant hypostasis in itself: the many 
Latinas working menial jobs must put up with ethnic stereotypes, such as “They make 
good domestics”, a stereotype engendered from the fact that the only occupations 
available especially to the first generation immigrant Latinas, with limited commu-
nication abilities in English and few skills, were domestics, waitressing and factory 
jobs. Their limited access to economic resources and their contrasting value systems, 
Latino and US American, have been recognized as the major causes of their socio-legal 
problems in US, and these are now relevant issues in contemporary socio-psycholog-
ical research. 

1.3. Languages in contact – ‘Spanglish’, the popular Spanish of the USA, or Latino English?

At the turn of the century, Spanish was the native language of 27 million people in 
the US (US Census Bureau 2000); in particular, 53% of the Californian US citizen popu-
lation with somewhat limited English skills were Spanish speakers – the figure reaching 
57% in Los Angeles County (Relaño Pastor 2004, 2005). Such a communicative context 
can be defined as language contact, i.e. two different groups of people living in the same 
geographic area and speaking different languages. The place of contact is construed in 
various ways (Berruto 2009) by the speakers who use the two languages in alternation. 
Bilingual speakers display different linguistic skills and their choice of using one lan-
guage or the other can depend either on linguistic competence in each language, or on 
topics and situations, and is influenced by their attitudes towards the culture of each 
language, and by socio-political, ethnographic and psychological factors, not to mention 
tolerance towards language mixing (Weinreich 1963). Language contact typically gen-
erates borrowing, interference, simplification, overgeneralization, and grammatical con-
vergence as related to the linguistic system, and code-switching, code-mixing, fused lects 

2  These umbrella definitions include people coming from Mexico, Puerto Rico, Dominican Republic, 
Nicaragua, Guatemala, El Salvador, Brazil, Argentina, and other parts of Latin America, and also their 
(great/grand) children who were born in the United States.

3  However, since it is gender-neutral, some people prefer it. By and large, Democrats use ‘Latino’ more 
often than Republicans, who prefer ‘Hispanic’.
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and hybridization as related to discourse. Very often such phenomena co-occur (Berruto 
2005, 2009) along a communicative continuum which also includes changes based on 
sounds. The extent and the direction of such changes usually reflect the relative prestige 
of the languages involved, and the status of their speakers. In particular, interference 
can be considered both as a process, which develops through and in discourse, and as a 
product, i.e. the result of repeated and then stabilized changes in lexicon, grammar, and 
sound patterns. Spanish-English contact history has attracted the attention of Italian 
linguists, among others 4. Apparently, so-called Spanglish cannot be defined as a mixed 
language, since a mixed language is codified and stabilized, and does not require the 
speakers’ competence in the two languages, but rather as a bilingual discursive practice 
that produces a linguistic variety typical of a given community.

In his Spanglish: An Anglicized Spanish Dialect, Ardila (2005) argues that this very 
important contemporary linguistic phenomenon in the United States has barely been 
approached from a linguistic point of view. In his view, Spanglish may be interpreted in 
different ways: as a pidgin, a Creole language, an interlanguage, or an anglicized Span-
ish dialect with significant variations within the language, and its typical phenomena 
range from borrowing and code-switching to lexical-semantic and grammatical “equal-
ization to English”. To complicate matters even further, there is no one Spanglish, but 
a variety of Spanglishes that are defined by geographical location and country of origin, 
and to separate Spanish-speaking from non-Spanish-speaking Latinos and vestigial 
(Lipski 2004, 2008) or heritage  speakers in the USA is no easy task.

However, the very term Spanglish is controversial (Fairclough 2003), since it reflects 
a range of different attitudes toward Spanish speakers in the US. While Spanglish is 
used as a positive expression of bicultural identity by some researchers (Stavans 2003; 
Zentella 1997, 2008), others feel that it is also used to disparage Latinos in the USA and 
their ways of speaking, so they prefer the definition US popular Spanish (see Otheguy 
and Stern 2010 among others). In their view, Spanglish is an inappropriate term, since 
the alternation, in oral discourse, between English and Spanish, is a common form of  
behaviour among bilinguals worldwide, hence, this does not justify the use of the term 
Spanglish, and neither do the syntactic simplifications that occur. They feel that adopt-
ing such a disparaging term would contribute to closing the doors of progress on speak-
ers who would be more self-confident by considering themselves as speakers of Spanish.

Furthermore, studies abound on the different varieties of US Spanish and Latino 
English, on Spanish-English code-switching varieties and on the historical, economic, 
socio-ethnic, and attitudinal factors influencing US Latino shifts from Spanish to Eng-
lish and vice-versa. The problematic issue of defining US Latino English (LE) basically 
revolves around the question of whether LE is a legitimate variety of Standard American 
English or a second language imperfectly spoken by a large number of Spanish English 
bilinguals. Operationally, it can be defined as a non-standard variety of English, influ-

4  Language contact in Italy has some interesting similarities with the US context.  No romance lan-
guage has as many literary dialects as Italian, a nation where a kind of diglossia is widespread. The case 
of Italy is a very fertile territory for sociolinguistic studies, as Berruto (2005) highlighted in his article 
“Dialect/standard convergence, mixing, and models of language contact”. According to recent ISTAT 
data, the alternate use of Italian and dialect in the same communicative event represents one of the 
major orientations in contemporary sociolinguistic situations in Italy and seems to predict the future 
configuration of dialect use, which is increasingly considered as a form of communicative enhancement 
rather than as a limitation (Cerruti 2009, 2011, forthcoming).
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enced by contact with Spanish, and used in some communities as a native dialect by 
both bilingual and monolingual speakers. 

By and large, it seems more practical to speak of the US Latinos’ various degrees of 
Spanish-English bilingualism, which is a widely investigated phenomenon. Predicta-
bly, the future of these bilingual discursive practices, or language varieties, which are 
perhaps better represented as an intergroup and interpersonal communicative contin-
uum, mainly depends on the policies concerning bilingualism and on the number of 
Spanish-speaking immigrants to the US, which entails considerations of the relative 
socioeconomic power of its speakers. 

Possibly, in a few decades the terms ‘multilingualism’ and ‘multiculturalism’ will 
lose their present significance, as we also said of the term ‘minorities’, but for the time 
being they still have relevance especially where public spheres of communication are 
concerned, such as service encounters. We could say that a discursive multiculturalism 
is increasingly affecting the US legal system of institutional communication and service 
interactions, as many researchers have pointed out.

1.4. Aspects of Latino culture, and religious (counter-)reformation

While immigration into the US and the consequent contacts with different commu-
nities and individuals can positively enhance a process of acculturation, this can bring 
about risks for many Latino immigrant families. In such situations biculturalism may 
function as a useful protective buffer from the stress of the acculturation process (Ba-
callao and Smokowski 2005), which often results in a high prevalence of depression in 
Latinas, as well as in a high risk of suicide for Latino adolescents (Rivera Marano 2000, 
Del Castillo Guilbault 2006). 

A significant, if controversial, component of Latino culture can be found in marian-
ismo (Stevens 1973; Jezzini, Guzmán and Grayshield 2008), which basically refers to 
a strong tendency to consider the Latinas’ gender role as based on a ‘sanctified’ inter-
pretation of the values of Catholicism embodied by the Virgin Mary. Sacred duty to the 
family and to the function of the mother, subordination to men, selflessness, care-giving, 
chastity before marriage, sexual passivity after marriage and self-sacrifice were the 
salient features of such a naturalized myth. Its complementary face is machismo as the 
male-gender role, traditionally based on concepts of (imagined) physical prowess, domi-
nance, patriarchal authority (Hunnicutt 2009) and male chauvinism which, however, do 
not seem to be distinctively Latin American 5. In the Latinas’ original pueblos, traditions 
and mores of these kinds of Spanish/Catholic-based gender roles protected women by 
allowing them a measure of compensative sanctity and respect, which became virtually 
non-existent in the newly and partially acquired US-Latina identity. 

As Brabeck and Gunzman (2008) highlighted, there is an extensive literature about 

5  Obviously, instantiations of such and similar gender roles are not exclusively found in Latino cul-
ture; furthermore, it goes without saying that domestic and intimate partner violence repeatedly occurs 
across many cultures – and is as ancient as human history. However, the researchers in the field of 
Latino studies have utilized the term/notion ‘marianismo’ since the political scientist Evelyn P. Stevens 
(1973) published her influential essay ‘Marianismo: the other face of machismo in Latin America’. Re-
ferring to the worship of the Virgin Mary, especially as practised in Mexico, ‘marianismo’ apparently 
became a kind of naturalized myth shaping women’s role and behaviour in Latin America, and has 
evolved into a set of key notions in Latino studies. It would be interesting to investigate the degree of 
cultural specificity vs. commonality of such notions in a comparative anthropological perspective, since 
there is a variety of opinions on such issues. 
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the significant problem of domestic violence within the Latino population, with a higher 
risk of wife assault among Latino families as compared to other ethnic communities and 
with the tendency for Latinas to stay longer in abusive relationships. Apparently, this 
is due not only to economic stressors, but to cultural reasons as well, though there is no 
general agreement on this point. Some ethnographic approaches interpret sexual and 
gender identities differently (Gonzalez-Lopez 2005). 

There is increasing awareness of the diversity that exists among the Latina/o pop-
ulation, and of the importance of its impact and contribution in the USA (Rodríguez, 
Sáenz and Ménjivar 2008) and a variety of research strands, which make generaliza-
tions difficult. One research area has shown that in varying degrees marianismo acted 
as an invisible yoke for generations of otherwise intelligent and ambitious Latinas, 
preventing them from pursuing personal validation and constraining them to a no-win 
lifestyle (Jezzini, Guzmán and Grayshield 2008). 

However, marianismo could also be used as a means of achieving personal power 
by those Latin American women who successfully extended the role of ‘Mother’ to the 
public arena (Gil and Vazquez 1996). Needless to say, both the imposition or (skilful) 
exploitation of such gender-role hypostases and naturalized myths are substantially 
affected by historical contexts, legislation, socio-economic class and education in this 
multifaceted and fast-evolving scenario. In particular, the intermediate immigrant gen-
eration that came to the States when they were very young has experienced a ‘hyphen-
ated life’, through precarious balancing acts (Pérez Firmat 1994). While it would be 
reductionist and superficial to speak of a monolithic Latino identity – Latinas/os  being 
a mosaic of people, representing different nationalities (Rodríguez, Sáenz and Ménji-
var 2008) 6 – a distinctive Latino feature can be found in what Pérez Firmat defines as 
‘biculturation’, which is neither assimilationist nor oppositional: ‘life on the hyphen’ is 
not an erasing act. 

Nowadays, a momentous change in the domain of Latino religious belief is taking 
place and is increasingly affecting social identities as well: while Catholics constituted 
81% of Latin America’s population in 1996 and Protestants made up only 4%, by 2010 
the Protestant ratio had soared to 13%, while the percentage of Catholics had dropped 
to 70%.

In the US, especially among young Latinos, the drift away from the Roman Catho-
lic Church is even more rapid. More than two-thirds of the 54 million Latinos in the 
US are Catholic, but by 2030 that figure could be closer to half. Pursuing a quicker 
assimilation into the US middle class, willing to break free from the Catholicism of 
their Latin American past, and in search of a closer relationship with God, Latino 
Christians are swarming into Protestant churches across the US – evangelical Prot-
estant congregations being their most frequent choice (Dias 2013). “Evangélicos”, as 
these Reformed Latino Christians call themselves, represent the emerging segment 
among US churchgoers: they seem to see (evangelical) Protestantism as a form of 
upward mobility, i.e. as the path to a more affluent American way of life. From a po-
litical perspective, it is to be noted that the increase in the number of Evangélicos is 
correlated to the immigrant experience. Indeed, Latino evangelical church leaders lay 
the emphasis on the need for comprehensive immigration reform for families, since 

6  To exhaustively outline the Latino cultures and (the related literature) lies outside the scope of this 
study as do the issues concerning ‘culture’ as a determining factor.
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many in their congregations are undocumented immigrants. It is worth remembering 
that, amid the heterogeneity of Latino populations, their fervent responses to anti-im-
migration bills show a feeling of unity and a perfect display of Latina/o pan-ethnicity 
(Ochoa 2008). Hence, fine theological distinctions are definitely not relevant for this 
kind of church which is concerned, rather, with helping people with limited resources 
and health care benefits.

Apparently, such changes did not pass unnoticed by the Vatican, and in 2013 the 
Argentinian Cardinal Jorge Bergoglio was elected the first non-European Pope in more 
than 1,000 years, and the first Latin American pontiff ever; it would seem that a genuine 
Counter-Reformation strategy of some kind is being enacted. The Pope’s Latino origin 
and his previous engagement as Archbishop of Buenos Aires – aiming to create open and 
brotherly communities, assist the poor, and to re-evangelize Buenos Aires, “taking into 
account those who live there, its structure and its history” 7 – made him keenly aware, 
among many other things, of the intrinsic limitations of gender roles: 

what I hear about the role of women is often inspired by an ideology of machismo. Women 
are asking deep questions that must be addressed. The church cannot be herself without 
the woman and her role. The woman is essential for the church. Mary, a woman, is more 
important than the bishops. I say this because we must not confuse function with dignity. 
We must therefore further investigate the role of women in the church. We have to work 
harder to develop a profound theology of the woman. Only by taking this step will it be 
possible to better reflect on their function within the church. The feminine genius is need-
ed wherever we make important decisions. The challenge today is this: to think about the 
specific place of women also in those places where the authority of the church is exercised 
for various areas of the church. 
[A. Spadaro, A Big Heart Open to God September 30, 2013. http://www.americamagazine.
org/pope-interview. My italics]

These awareness-raising words of Pope Francis, explicitly rejecting machismo, rep-
resent a bold move away from the patriarchal roles, though obviously from a Catholic 
perspective. Also, Pope Francis appears to be well aware of the challenges presented by 
a ‘life on the hyphen’, maybe partly because of his Italian-Argentinian (or ‘Italian-Lati-
no’) origin. His election can be interpreted as a sign of growing attention towards the 
‘minorities’ and towards the US Latinos in particular 8.

Indeed, while ‘majority’ cultures have historically attempted to dominate other cul-
tures, nonetheless they are not impenetrable, and ‘minority’ cultures can transmit their 
own values and discourse by infiltrating them. In progressing towards outgrowing the 
minority status, Latino culture and discourse have permeated US standard culture to 
some extent, not so much through the influence and prestige occasionally acquired by 
successful Latinos/as, but mostly through daily interactions and language contacts, also 
in institutional and legal settings, where English is the official language and where 
monolingualism is generally assumed.

7  L’Osservatore Romano, Year LXIII, number 12. [My italics] Available at http://www.vatican.va/
holy_father/francesco/biography/documents/papa-francesco-biografia-bergoglio_en.html.

8  Pope Francis – a surprising and much needed new voice on the world stage – was also chosen as 
Time’s 2013 Person of the Year. 
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2. methodology

The present study investigates qualitative samples of Latinas’ ways of narrating 
their stories of violence and abuse in a comparative discourse analysis perspective, 
and how their narratives are variously represented in different institutional and social 
settings, with a focus on the communication accommodation strategies enacted, and on 
the interplay of bicultural and bilingual aspects.

2.1. Corpus 

The corpus consists in a qualitative selection from anonymous interviews, both from 
socio-legal Protection Order Interviews (Trinch 2006, 2007), and from interviews for 
socio-psychological research (Brabeck and Gunzman 2008), conducted during field inves-
tigations by leading social and ethnographic researchers in the US in the field of Latinas 
Studies, with a major focus on the narration of abuse 9. Such data from different field 
research have been reframed in a discourse-analytical perspective, based on Communi-
cation Accommodation Theory (CAT), since this framework (see 2.2.2.) can account both 
for socio-psychological and linguistic factors, also in relation to accents, and, under its 
purview, many studies on US Latino population have been accomplished.

2.2. Methodological framework

The interplay of different and sometimes contrasting value systems in social or legal 
settings, as well as interlingual contact/contamination require an integrative analytical 
approach and interpretative engagement with the meanings made in those institutional 
sites, involving all participants, and their (bi-)cultural identities. Notions of reciprocal 
non/accommodation, politeness and potential face-threats need to be taken into account 
also from a lingua-cultural perspective.

2.2.1. Lingua-cultural perspectives
Lingua-cultural approaches and perspectives were originally developed in the analy-

sis of intercultural communication, either at societal or individual level, where English 
was used as a lingua franca (House 2008; Yano 2009; Alsagoff 2010; Mauranen 2010). 
The individuals’ lingua-culture and the repertoire of their communicative resources 
(Cogo 2010) are tied to their life histories in specific socio-cultural contexts. By consid-
ering their interactions from this perspective, phenomena of lingua-cultural awareness 
(Hülmbauer, Böhringer and Seidlhofer 2008), or ‘uneasiness’ (such as face-threats), and/
or specificity (Nauert 2008; Kramsch 1993, 2009) can be better understood, as in the 
present study.

2.2.2. The Communication Accommodation Theory in discourse analysis
When dealing with situated linguistic interactions requiring an integrated approach, 

the Communication Accommodation Theory (CAT) can be particularly useful in facilitat-
ing a richer understanding of contextual aspects. Furthermore, CAT is compatible with 

9  The difficulties of construing a representative corpus in these fields (where privacy is, understand-
ably, a major concern) are not easily overvalued, and obtaining permission to witness similar interviews 
is virtually impossible if you are neither a psychologist nor a social worker, but ‘just’ an applied linguist. 
Thus, in these sensitive fields, applied linguists often have to work with data reported from non-linguist 
professionals.
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discourse-based studies (Jaworski and Coupland 2008; Coupland and Jaworski 1997; 
Abbamonte 2012) and shares face-concerns with politeness theory. 

A prominent and well-established framework in the social psychology of language 
(Giles, Taylor and Bourhis 1973; Bourhis 1979; Giles and Smith 1979; Giles and Ogay 
2006; Giles, Willemyns, Gallois and Anderson 2007), CAT essentially assumes that in-
teractants use strategic behaviours (convergence, divergence and maintenance), mainly 
based on language, to negotiate social distance between themselves and others, and also 
as markers of group membership and personal identity (Shepard, Giles and Le Poire 
2001). More specifically, the speakers continually adjust their style in response to the 
other person/s by changing/reshaping their rate of speech and/or accents, pauses, regis-
ter as well as a variety of non-verbal behaviour. Convergence strategies are directed at 
emphasizing similarity to interlocutors – being other-directed they are usually perceived 
favourably, and correlate with social competence, attractiveness and supportiveness. 
Contrarily, divergence strategies aim to accentuate differences from the interlocutor/s, 
and arise from the speaker’s desire to emphasize social difference and independence 
(divergence for dissociation) and maintain intergroup distinctiveness. While diver-
gence is also other-directed, maintenance is defined as a self-directed strategy aimed 
at preserving one’s own linguistic style, even to the point of ignoring the accommoda-
tive attempts made by the interlocutor. However, speakers’ accommodating, convergent 
strategies may also be perceived as underaccommodating or overaccommodating by 
interlocutors 10. It is basically a question of social attribution which plays a significant 
role in enacting complementarity strategies as well. The latter consist of speech modi-
fications that accentuate valued (social) role differences (Shephard, Giles and Le Poire 
2001) and, accordingly, “conversants may opt to maintain an exchange of communicative 
dissimilarity” (Street 1991: 135). Complementarity strategies are found in contexts of 
interaction where neither convergence nor divergence would be the most suitable com-
municative style and, instead, dissimilar speech patterns are not only acceptable, but 
even expected (Giles, Mulac, Bradac and Johnson 1987; Street 1991). For example, in 
the field of criminal justice, a lawyer keeping his/her role and speaking as a lawyer, in 
order to help the client focus on his/her different role of defendant, is what everybody 
should reasonably expect and look for when resorting to legal advice.

The CAT framework provides a wide range of conceptual resources to analyse face 
and identity concerns in relation (though not exclusively) to issues of interethnic accom-
modation (Gallois and Callan 1991), the dynamics of intergroup and intercultural com-
munication from a sociolinguistic perspective (Giles, Reid and Harwood 2010; McEwen 
and Coupland 2000), the role of social stereotypes in intergroup communication (Hew-
stone and Giles 1986) including parameters of non-accommodation (Giles and Gasiorek 
2013) in sensitive contexts, and also the stigma of non-native accents in communication. 
From a CAT perspective,  there is much ongoing research on the manner in which ac-
cents influence people and identify social and contextual factors related to accents (e.g. 
other native, regional, and ethnic accents) that affect the speaker, the listener, and the 
interaction between them (Gluszek and Dovidio 2010), with a particular focus on the US 

10  In Parameters of Non-accommodation, Giles and Gasiorek (2013) further refine the tools for the 
analysis of ‘non-accommodation’ in a range of perceived behaviours, including divergence, maintenance, 
underaccommodation, e.g. inappropriate topic selection, and overaccommodation, e.g. misplaced “elder-
speak”, as in the case of reasonably healthy and not hard-of-hearing elderly people being unnecessarily 
spoken to more loudly and at a slower speech rate (Giles and Gasiorek 2013; Abbamonte 2012). 
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Latino population. Apparently, the dynamics of the Anglos’ bias toward Latinos requires 
consideration of the distinctive elements of this form of intergroup relations – accent-
edness being a particular social identity cue which underlies the bias against Latinos 
(Dovidio, Gluszek, Ditlmann and Lagunes 2010). Hence, CAT can be particularly useful 
when analysing bilingual, bicultural encounters as in the present study.

Furthermore, CAT is applicable to an array of organizational contexts and has the 
potential to incorporate the tenets of other theoretical frames, such as politeness theory, 
which revolves around the notion of face and facework. Taking its trajectory both from 
Goffman’s (1967, 1955) and from Brown and Levinson’s (1987) classic works, face is now 
more explicitly regarded as interactional, i.e. as participants’ interpretations of relation-
al connectedness and separateness, conjointly co-constituted in talk/conduct-in-inter-
action (Arundale 2010, 2009; Bargiela Chiappini 2003). Facework has also been recon-
ceptualized as evaluations made by participants of face interpretation rather than a 
person-centred construct which, relevantly to this study, allows further exploration of 
face(work) across languages and cultures (Arundale 2006, 2009) in a communication-ac-
commodation perspective.

From the CAT standpoint, qualitative samples of Latinas’ self-narratives in Protec-
tion Order Interviews (POIs) were analysed and compared to self-narratives in non-le-
gal settings to contrastively highlight their contextual specificity, which influenced the 
choice and enactment of non/accommodation strategies. Along these lines, research 
outcomes can be relevant for socio-legal professional practice in those circumstances of 
engagement, e.g. by helping professionals to focus on the applicants’ needs for special 
support and empathic advocacy in those bicultural and virtually bilingual settings – bi-
culturalism being the dimension where not only the interviews, but the entire lives of 
the applicants are lived.

3. CAT framing of the data

3.1. Affidavits for Protection Orders – Latinas’ bicultural voices

In US protection orders (i.e. court injunctions ordering that abusers stay away 
from plaintiffs for a specified period) continue to be the primary form of protection for 
victim-survivors of domestic violence (Holt 2002). According to the data from the FBI 
National Crime Information Center (NCIC), which includes a national registry of re-
straining orders, each year 600,000 to 700,000 permanent orders are entered into the 
registry (De Jong and Burgess Proctor 2006) 11. Although complete and aggregated data 
are hard to obtain, much research has been done on access to this form of legal help 
by members of the minorities, the Latinas especially (Trinch 2001, 2006, 2010; Durfee 
2009; Ko 2002, among others). 

The initial step for victim-survivors of domestic violence – mainly battered women 

11  See www.saveservices.org/.../VAWA-Restraining-Order. However, complete data are hard to ob-
tain: eight states do not participate in the NCIC registry, many other states have incomplete coverage, 
and courts do not easily grant access to their data. To give a more specific example, in 1992, 46,515 
restraining orders were issued against offenders in Massachusetts; more than 10,000 protection orders 
were filed in Philadelphia in 1996, and 11,623 restraining orders were issued in Los Angeles County for 
the year 2000 (Ko 2002). See also: US Department of Justice http://www.ovw.usdoj.gov/reports-congress.
html and http://www.vaw.umn.edu/documents/inbriefs/domesticviolence/domesticviolence.html.
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– who decide to apply for a protective order is an interview in a socio-legal institution-
al setting (e.g. private or state agencies, police precincts, courts of law). The purpose 
of these interviews (POIs), conducted by (para-)legal professionals, is to re-shape the 
non-legalistic narratives of lay victims-applicants into legally and linguistically appro-
priate reports (affidavits) to meet formal procedural requirements, and this creates a 
dynamic context for interlingual/cultural contact in institutional settings. Indeed, these 
affidavits 12, which are composed by the interviewers and significantly influence the 
judges’ decisions, constitute an official record of intimate-partner abuse, and leave much 
of the victims’ own voices out of the account (Trinch 2010).

In particular, POIs, which partake both of the discursive conventions of interviews 
and of genderized (inter-ethnic) self-narrative 13, are not far removed from the linguistic 
exchanges to be found in other domains of law, such as the cross-examination of witness-
es in courts, and can be face-threatening speech events (Moracco 2010). In the case of 
Latinas, their bilingual/bicultural membership may result in a hard struggle, since they 
feel the double pressure of US Anglo vs. Latino cultural norms (see Section 1.4.). To give 
an example, in the following excerpt from an interview recorded during an ethnographic 
research (Trinch 2007) 14, the paralegal professional’s questions and statements entail 
face threats for the client, i.e. a Latina applicant. The paralegal has just come back from 
her consultation with the attorney and it is noticeable that she does not question the 
Latina applicant’s credibility as a victim, but rather her eligibility as a client. Not much 
attention is given to her well-being either. The whole interview revolves around rather 
explicit questions: “Has your past weakness toward your abuser been overcome? Will 
you put this office’s credibility at risk by changing your mind again?”.

Under the CAT’s purview, face and face-threats can be more explicitly regarded as 
interactional, and jointly construed in the exchange as long as face evaluations and 
interpretation are made by interactants (Table 1).

An adherence of some kind to familismo can be inferred from the Latina client’s 
and her family’s attitude towards the defendant (they allowed him to call as often as 
he wants) and this can be both an impediment in the procedure towards obtaining a 
protection order, and a hurdle in the itinerary towards self-empowerment. In the eval-
uations made by the professional, the Latina’s face as a client is interpreted as legally 
unreliable, and her need for socio-psychological support is mostly disregarded, as is 
common in these procedures (Trinch 2006, 2007; Ko 2002; Durfee 2009; Logan 2005; 
Logan and Shannon 2006; Abbamonte 2012). Maintenance (of her role of gate-keeper) 
is the most common communicative option for the professional, whereas the Latina cli-
ent tries to converge on the interaction. In the end they both display complementarity 
strategy (i.e. proper assumption of their respective roles) so that, by trying to keep the 
exchange on the right track, the interview can become fruitful – doubts concerning the 
client’s reliability notwithstanding. 

Also in the excerpt below the applicant’s ‘suitability’ as a client is threatened. This 

12  Affidavits are declarations of facts written and sworn to by the declarants before authorized officers 
and are submitted as evidence especially in pre-trial phases.

13  Central genres in all cultures (Martin and Rose 2003, 2008), (self-)narratives are among the most 
important social resources for creating/maintaining personal identity, and are the most widely studied 
family of genres. However, a narratological analysis is beyond the scope of this study.

14  The anonymity of the participants in the research directed by Professor Trinch is fully protected 
(not even places and dates are specified).
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is because in the middle of a narrative on abuse, the topic shifts to a discussion about 
an act of consensual sex between the victim and her abuser. Far from building common 
ground, the accompanying laughter of both interlocutors ‘covers’ an embarrassed aware-
ness that the client’s credibility as a victim is threatened, according to US ideology of 
the ‘utmost resistance standard’ (Abbamonte 2012) (Table 2).

Again, the paralegal professional’s strategies have aligned with a gate-keeper atti-
tude, mainly displaying maintenance and the client is hardly able to limit Face-damage 
to herself. The time-line is a relevant aspect in this excerpt. The abuses suffered by this 
Latina applicant take place in an intimate partner setting, over an extended time-span 
where cooperative activities also take place, e.g. parental activities, or shared tasks final-

POI transcript CAT interpreting 
Professional (P): He still has his job then? 
 

Yes/no question, 
Maintenance 

Latina Client (LC): Yes. So far. And he’s trying to get,  
talk to his lawyers to find out if he can get out on a work release. 
 

Pertinent reply, Initiative of 
response, 
Convergence 

P: Mhmh. Non-committal reply 
LC: And, I don’t know how to handle that, you know. Um, he, he 
was, the only source of income we had. And I think it would be nice 
that, if he could work, but I also don’t want him out. ‘Cause if he gets 
out 

Strength and initiative of response, 
Convergence 

P: ‘Cause it sounds like, let me make sure, there’s a child, you have a 
child? 
 

Statement + Potentially Face-
threatening question, 
Maintenance 

LC: Yeah. 
 

Pertinent reply 

P: ‘Cause it sounds like you have a lot of communication with him. 
He’s calling you from jail and you’re talking to him 
 

Face threatening statement, 
Maintenance  

LC: He’s calling every…  
P: exchanging information, so.  
LC: every other day just about. And I 
don’t, I don’t know how to handle that. Because 

Initiative of response, 
Convergence 

P: You can have your number changed Statement, Convergence 
 LC: the way that . . . See it’s not my phone. Elaboration, Limiting Face-threat 
P: Oh, OK. 
 

Non-committal reply, Maintenance 

LC: That’s that’s why. And my parents told him to call as often as he 
wants and, but he’s not stepping foot in my house so 

Elaboration through reported 
speech, Initiative of response, 
Limiting Face-damage 
 

P: So they won’t let you, that number be blocked, so he can’t call it. 
 

Statement, 
Complementarity 

LC: Probably not. Pertinent reply 
P: O.K., yeah, that just concerns me that there’s still all this 
communication, and that when we go to court, you’re gonna 
change your mind again. 

Face-threatening statement, 
Maintenance 

LC: No, I’m not. Not again. Statement, Face-saving effort, 
Complementarity 

P: OK, let me make a copy of this  
 
Table 1. Excerpt from POI. Whose credibility is at stake?
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ized to making a living. In this extended time, even consensual sexual intimacy may oc-
cur. However, in the concentrated time of the question-guided narratives of POIs, a kind 
of (virtual) co-occurrence of violence and sexual intimacy is construed, which undermines 
the Latina’s credibility as a client. The US judicial system can be (unduly) tough on the 
victim-survivors of domestic violence who, by being involved in lives that include(d) the 
abusers, are regarded as collusive to a considerable extent (Abbamonte 2012).

Furthermore, in addition to the conflict between contrasting values and belief sys-
tems, low acculturation as measured by preference for the Spanish language can be 
an additional barrier (Hydén 1999, 2005). In such situations, misrepresentations can 
be expected, especially considering the imbalance of power between the expert Eng-
lish-speaking (or bilingual) interviewers and the lay interviewees with varied English 
skills and uncertain status, who have to deal also with issues of illegal immigration and 
threatened deportation. 

POI transcript CAT interpreting 
P: OK, have you heard from him since he 
was released? 
 

Maintenance 
Yes/no question, 
Implicit Face-threat to client, gate-keeper attitude (GKA)  

C: On Easter Convergence , Pertinent reply 
 

P: And what happened? Did something 
happen, or what did he want? Or did you 
want 
to see him or (paralegal giggles/snickers). 
 

Maintenance  
Narrow wh-questions + yes/no questions, 
Face-threat : Expectancy of ‘collusion’ with the abuser, 
GKA 

C: Oh, well we have two kids together so 
he came over to have Easter lunch. 
 

Maintenance  
Elaboration Explanation/Justification – damage to the 
speaker 

P: Easter dinner together. 
 

Maintenance 

C: Uhuh. 
 

Non verbal pertinent reply 

P: Was there any kind of confrontation? 
 

Maintenance 
Face- threat to client 

C: We, we ah, (5 second pause) we slept 
together (client laughs) 

Maintenance  
Elaboration Explanation/implicit Justification – damage to 
the speaker 

P: Umhum. Is this at your home, your? 
 

Maintenance 

C: Umhum. 
 

Non verbal, pertinent reply 

P: So he stayed the night. 
 

Maintenance  
Statement, No effort to minimize Face-threat to client, GKA 

C: No, he didn’t stay the night. (client 
laughs) 
 

Maintenance  
pertinent reply 
Explanation – damage to the speaker 

 Table 2. Excerpt from POI. Admission of consensual sex within a domestic violence situation
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However, although the US legal system assumes monolingualism, with Standard 
American English as its official language, the frequent contacts among speakers of dif-
ferent languages and varieties has an impact on the drawing up of legal documents, 
especially in areas where a societal bilingualism  has been reached. By narrating their 
experiences of abuse, which are the raw material of the affidavits, these Latinas – whose 
ethnographic composition is far from homogeneous 15 – bring a discursive multicultural-
ism of some kind to the US legal system, which the occasional presence of interpreters 
makes even more complex (Trinch 2006).

If we consider these interactions under the CAT purview, we notice how a variety of 
approximation/accommodation strategies are enacted, mainly convergent, often result-
ing in language variation 16. In particular, language convergence implies a certain degree 
of reciprocity in mutual approximation between language varieties which, apart from 
specific loanwords and calques, generates phenomena of change, such as dialectization 
or koineization (Berruto 2005). In these affidavits phenomena of  hybridization, accented 
English and  syntactic blends are  displayed. Examples (Trinch 2006: 576) include the 
occurrence of the verbs “to get on the car” and “to get off the car,” instead of standard 
forms “to get in / out of the car”. 

Samuel stopped on the road and asked me to drive. I got off the car to go around to the 
driver’s side.
He tore my blouse as I was trying to get off the car.
I was finally trying to get off the car when we came to a stop sign [my italics].

Such calques possibly come from Spanish forms subir al/ bajar del carro, respec-
tively. In the affidavits written for Latinas there are instances of non-standard uses of 
to come and to go as follows:

He kept calling for one hour and then went [came] to the house. When he got there, I told 
him to leave.
Miguel told Vicente to leave and come [go] back home or he was going to kill him.
When my daughter refused to see him, he became angry and ran to the bathroom to slap 
her face continuously. I came [went] into the bathroom to stop him and … [my italics].

While the speakers implicitly agree on the need for the affidavits to be written in 
standard English, at the same time, Latino English is discernible in the language of 
these official records – mainly, but not exclusively, through a non-standard use of prep-
ositions and of common verbs.

In the background lies the bigger question of the Latina interviewees using English 
to report violent arguments in Latino Spanish, with occasional code-switching – since 
their interviewers are often bilingual as well in these loci of social care – or with the 
help of an interpreter. From the CAT perspective we can say that using English to 
recount verbal (and physical) abuse in Spanish equates with enacting converging dis-

15  The Latina applicants come from the United States, and also from Puerto Rico, Mexico, Nicaragua, 
Guatemala, El Salvador, and Argentina. 

16  Indeed, language contact is a powerful engine for change at several levels, insomuch as it brings 
about variation and new language uses as compared to the standard one, and phenomena of language 
blending and semantic or syntactic calques construe a kind of dynamic and varying continuum from 
Latino Spanish to Latino English.
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course management and interpretability strategies 17. An instantiation of ambivalent 
accommodation strategy is found in the intentional use of code-switching as a tool of 
abuse: 

P: ¿Hizo alguna amenaza de golpearla durante ese incidente?
C: No. Porque no me acerco a él cuando anda así. Nomás, les estaba diciendo a los niños 
cosas feas de mí. (.04) Las amenazas, después, las hizo por teléfono. Cada vez me hablaba 
y me decía que me iba a arrepentir. Cuando el policía se lo llevó, me dijo en español porque 
el policía no hablaba en español, dijo, “esto lo vas a pagar muy caro.” Y fue cuando le dije 
a mi niña, “dile al policía que me está amenazando.”
Translation:
P: Did he ever threaten to hit you during this incident?
C: No, because I never get near him when he’s like that. Except, he was saying ugly things 
about me to the children. Um, later, he made the threats by phone. Each time he talked 
to me he told me I was going to regret this. When the police took him away, he told me 
in Spanish, because the police officer did not speak Spanish here. He said, “You’re going 
to pay for this.” And that was when I told my daughter, “Tell the police that he is 
threatening me.” 
[Trinch 2006: 569-570. My emphases]

The abuser code-switched to Spanish in order to threaten the woman without being 
understood by the police, and thus enacted a divergence strategy towards the latter and 
at the same time a convergence (if ill-meant) strategy towards the former, by creating 
an asymmetry in the information available to the individual interactants in this com-
municative event. Such a ‘subtlety’, which was an aggravating factor, was lost in the 
simplified rendering of the events in the affidavit, which only reports the threat:

The police were called and [Abuser’s name] was asked to leave the house. [Abuser’s name] 
called me several times after he left and made threats to harm me, because I reported him 
to the police. [Abuser’s name] said that I would be sorry and that he would harm me when 
he found me. 

Affidavits are written through the professionals’ conscious effort to reframe personal 
narratives into legally and linguistically important reports; the battered Latinas are 
thus effectively included in the legal process, though the immediacy of their narratives 
is lost to a considerable extent, as well as some of  the events, for the sake of brevity 
and reportability.

Instead, the traces of language contact seem to occasionally escape the attention of 
the professional writers and, especially in areas where bilingualism reaches societal 
levels, the LE variety marks the official records. Thus, Latina women’s language – a 
major phenomenon in terms of the United States’ rich ethnolinguistic diversity – is 
inscribed into the national institutional memory. Indeed, although written records are 
more ‘respectful’ of standard forms, contamination through language contact is a recur-
ring feature in the evolution of the English language.

17  For reasons of space we cannot deal here with the issues of reported speech, meta-language and 
(cultural) re-framing in a narratological perspective, or translational concerns, which also play a role in 
these situated exchanges.
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3.2. Non-legalistic interviews about Latinas’ abuse survival strategies

In the much-investigated scenario of domestic violence in Latino families, Brabeck 
and Gunzman (2008) addressed a less studied phenomenon, namely the strategies 
employed to cope with abuse by Latinas victim-survivors (more specifically women of 
Mexican origin). The 75 semi-structured interviews they conducted, unlike POIs, were 
not aimed at obtaining legally credible reports, but only insights into these victims’ 
socio-cultural and psychological identities, so as to be able to better define their needs 
and to develop effective programs of intervention. 

In a protected and non-(face-)threatening context, the Latinas felt free to narrate 
why they continued in an abusive relationship and how they repeatedly sought help 
from several sources (women’s shelter, their families, lawyers, in-laws) and/or enacted 
personal strategies to survive abuse, either by resorting to faith/religion, or – the least 
effective – by trying to placate the batterer. 

Not infrequently battered Latinas try to find support while still living in (physical, 
psychological, and/or sexual) abusive situations, since culture-specific barriers, isola-
tion, limited English proficiency, as well as low economic resources, scanty information 
about the US legal system and shared societal values, and/or their uncertain immigra-
tion status make it more difficult for them to leave their abusive partners, as compared 
to their European American counterparts.

Brabeck and Gunzman’s (2008) interviews were conducted either in English or in 
Spanish, so as to better accommodate the communicative needs of these voluntary par-
ticipants who were assured that their responses would be kept strictly confidential and 
their identities anonymous – no legal requirement was posited. This protected situation 
made it easier for the Latina participants to provide more significant psychological 
insights into the dynamics of their abusive relationship, since they did not need to 
display coherent forms of behaviour, as is expected in POIs, to comply with (para-)legal 
professionals’ needs of legally acceptable conduct. Hence, from these Latinas’ stories, as 
shown in the excerpts in Table 3, more culture-specific suggestions emerged for improv-
ing services, insomuch as both their points of strength and the hurdles in their itinerary 
towards self-empowerment emerged clearly (Table 3).

The variety of strategies of coping with abuse while staying in the relationship rang-
es from attempts to placate the abuser through over-accommodating, submissive behav-
iour to the endeavour to escape into a kind spiritual, marianismo-inspired dimension. 
Indeed, to seek help from the families of origin can clash with a tendency to normalize 
abuse within those families according to the shared belief that women need to be ‘pa-
tient’ sufferers and secrets must stay within the family (excerpt 11). However, marian-
ismo – ambivalent as myths and religion can adroitly be – posits both the passivity of 
self-sacrifice (excerpts 5, 6 and 7), and the agentivity of the Mother, able to protect and 
inspire her children (excerpts 8 and 9). The mother identity is very strong in Latino cul-
ture, and for Latinas admitting to being unable to protect their children is a consistent 
face-threat, which in POIs is reinterpreted as a ‘guilty’ weakness, while in these and 
other non-legalistic contexts it is narrated/discussed empathically 18. 

18  For reasons of space no further examples are provided of how differently such issues are dealt with 
both in legal and in non-legalistic settings. Another relevant factor in these stories of abuse in ethnic 
minorities is the influence of gender on migration trajectories destinations and outcomes, which also 
entails issues of Latinas’ identity as mothers (Casanueva 2009).
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Although the Catholic faith and the clergy undoubtedly play a role in such vicis-
situdes – both supportive and conservative, at least until Pope Bergoglio’s recent 
influence (see 1.4.) – new ideas have also found expression to the effect that it is not 
so much the victim who needs to be changed as the offender (excerpts 12, 13, 14).

Unlike what usually happens in POI exchanges, the interviewees in this non-le-
galistic context do not hesitate to admit their past ‘weaknesses’ – mainly consisting in 
over-accommodation to the abusers’ violent attitudes and to socio-familiar constraints – 
since there is no legal requirement to comply with, and in the course of their narratives 
they maintain the identity of the ‘wronged ones’.

A few words may be spent on the overuse of socio-psychological common places in 
dealing with such abusive situations: an almost exclusive emphasis is laid on the impor-
tance of changing the victims’ attitude and on the need to help them to recognize their 
‘agency’ and ‘strength’, whereas, as has emerged from many of the victim-survivors’ 
stories, an even more urgent need is to target the offender (excerpt 14), and to grant the 
victim access to socio-economic resources (excerpt 10). 

Abuse survival strategies CAT interpreting  

1. Staying to myself, doing things the way he wanted them to be 
done. I did that just to stay alive. It worked, and I stayed alive long 
enough to get away. 
2. Whatever I did, I was still messing up. ... I didn’t do it quick 
enough, or right, or I’m just plain stupid. 
3. I didn’t realize how out of the ordinary all these things I was 
doing were ... hiding, disguising myself, pretending all the time ... for 
me it was normal.  
4. This [placating] kept my hope alive; it was like a trap. I thought I 
could make him happy ... that I could change and then he would. But 
that wasn’t going to happen. 

Over-accommodation by acting 
submissively 
Dysfunctional convergence toward 
the batterer 
Self-inflicted face damage, 
acknowledged in these awareness-
raising narratives 

5. I thought to myself, the Virgin was able to raise her child; she will 
give me strength to go on.  
6. I would just try and forget about it [abuse] and think it was going to 
get better. 
7. Mainly, I would just try to ignore everything. If he hurt me, I tried 
to ignore it. 

Psychological over-accommodation 
to culture-specific values, self-
inflicted face damage, 
acknowledged in these awareness-
raising narratives 

8. I didn’t want my son to see me as defeated; I’m an example for 
him. 
9. What finally made me kick him [abuser] out was when he went 
after my little boy. If it had only been me, I’d have taken the hits. But 
... all that matters to me is those kids. 

Divergence from the abuser, 
Strength and initiative of face-
saving reaction through cultural 
convergence with the protective 
mother image 

10. I couldn’t get a job because I had no [legal] papers. ... He 
[abuser] was very jealous and possessive and managed all the money. 
11. My family wasn’t going to help me; they told me that a woman 
must tolerate and take everything her husband does.  
12. I was the ‘crazy’ one who needed counseling – of course it wasn’t 
him! 
13. Compared to the damage a woman goes through, they [abusers] 
get nothing! We need to change the laws. Violence should be 
punished, not slapped with a misdemeanour. 
14. Target him, not me. ... Change him! 

Limiting face-threat through 
explaining economic and culture 
specific hurdles  
Maintenance of the role of the 
wronged one, which 
complementarily shifts the 
emphasis onto the felon 

 Table 3. The personal strategies utilized to survive abuse – excerpts from Brabeck and Gunzman’s 
(2008) interviews
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4. discussion 

A major goal in the large number of socio-psychological and ethnographic studies on 
victims of domestic violence in ethnic minorities,  and, from a different perspective, of 
the reframing of their data in a discourse analytical perspective, as in the present study, 
is to help to better define the key factors in these vicissitudes (low acculturation and 
penury, limited knowledge of English, isolation, uncertain immigration status, cultural 
hurdles, distant or unsupportive families, learned helplessness, etc.), so as to identify 
areas and methods of effective intervention. In particular, the results provided by stud-
ies on the resort to protection orders, which is the most direct means of obtaining legal 
protection for victims of intimate partner violence, clarified how the much-needed psy-
chological support (Enander 2010) is not granted during the Protection Order Interviews 
and procedures (Ko 2002; Trinch 2001, 2006, 2007; Durfee 2009; Abbamonte 2012). The 
basic equivocation seems to be that institutional sites with limited time and human re-
sources should be expected to give caring, discursive support to help-seeking applicants, 
in addition to legal assistance. Indeed, psychological support does not equate with legal 
advice, practices and proceedings, hence legal help and psychological support would 
be better administered separately. The inescapable problem is the lack of resources to 
administer both psychological and legal support. A possible solution could be to utilize 
bilingual, non-face-threatening pro-bono online forms 19, which are becoming increasing-
ly popular in several US states for various kinds of legal interviews, including POI (thus 
saving money and human resources). Indeed, face-threats are a consistent risk for Lati-
nas in human-conducted POIs, insomuch as they need to start the interviews with the 
admission of not being able to control their intimate partners, or protect their children: 
in other words, their identities as women and capable mothers are damaged (4.1.). So, 
the CAT strategy they mainly resort to is maintenance. Instead, no actual face-threat 
can be ‘generated’ through interfacing with a cost-free online Protection Order Guided 
Interview Form. Thus, the economic resources could be utilized for socio-psychological 
support provided by specialized professionals (Abbamonte forthcoming).

The dynamics are different in non-legalistic interviewing settings (4.2.), where it 
is easier for abused women to find their own voices – they feel free to adopt a greater 
variety of CAT strategies – thus helping professionals to outline solutions. In brief, the 
way out of abuse for these women necessitates passing through the recognition of the 
uselessness of coping with intimate partners’ violence – survival strategies can only 
trap them into abusive relationships – and also through a reassessment of their agency 
and strengths (Meyer, Wagner and Dutton 2010). Furthermore, availability of economic 
resources and job opportunities would significantly help, which is obvious, but often 
goes unsaid. 

Secondly, it should not be overlooked that the samples considered in this as well as 
in other studies on victims of domestic violence comprise only women who survived, 
recognized their situations as abusive, sought formal or informal help and – at least 
temporarily – left, or tried to leave their abusers: no voice can be given to the silent 

19  Interactive websites for providing legal advice and for helping people fill out forms are proliferat-
ing, and are especially dedicated to low-income people, and to their non-profit advocates, e.g. the Kansas 
safeTy Plan and ProTecTion order informaTion and resources for Kansas. It is freely available online, 
displays a very user-friendly interface, and, most importantly, is completely bilingual (English, Spanish). 
See https://lawhelpinteractive.org/login_form. 
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majority from the broader community who, possibly in their lingua-cultural isolation, 
did not even consider their situations as abusive or, simply, did not survive. 

5. Concluding remarks

As a whole, the relationship between proficiency in English, economic mobility and 
social visibility are by now acquired notions, as is the relationship between gender 
and migration (Casanueva 2009). In relation to men, Latina women play a foreground 
role in everyday social interactions in health, religious, and educational settings, in 
monolingual US institutions (not to mention shopping and the use of public and private 
financial support and socio-community activities): yet, not infrequently, they do not get 
an education because of their ‘patriarchal’ families’ views on the role of women in society. 

Indeed, a common feature of their lives on the hyphen with limited (linguistic) ed-
ucation is the frequent occurrence of discriminatory situations that make their Lati-
no ethnicity vulnerable. The Latinas’ linguistic experiences are thus marked both by 
discrimination because of their heavy accents and limited English skills, and by their 
continuous effort to make themselves understood, or, in other words, defediéndose, as 
Relaño Pastor (2001) explains by focusing on Mexican immigrant women’s language 
experience in Southern California. In the words of one of her interviewees (ibid. 15, my 
emphases): 

When I had the language I felt stronger and I was able to say how I felt. I started to feel 
better because I had the language but before that I was very angry because I felt that I 
was humiliated a lot, that I was discriminated against, I was ignored a lot but I moved 
forward by myself so that it didn’t happen to me and I would say to my people “you know 
what? If you don’t want to feel like that, you have to fight to understand the language, to be 
able to understand yourself wherever you go, because if you don’t want to be treated like 
that, you have to do something for yourself right.

Apparently, to be able to speak English becomes a weapon to fight against humili-
ation and discrimination, even though defediéndose in a second language does not in-
evitably result in stories of discrimination and victimization. In the broader scenario, 
despite their often limited proficiency in English, Latinas are also able to effectively 
intervene in discriminatory situations by claiming their rights to be addressed in their 
own language when the interlocutors are bilingual (Relaño Pastor 2004, Relaño Pastor 
and De Fina 2005). Another paradox is the fact that while (especially in some areas of 
the US) the persons employed in stores, schools, clinics and offices etc. get their jobs 
also because they are bilingual, they often discriminate against Spanish or LE speakers 
by refusing to use any language other than English. In terms of CAT, they are enact-
ing a divergent behaviour (divergence for dissociation), i.e. “speakers dissociate with 
or show disapproval of others by making their speech diverge from that of the other” 
(Street and Hopper 1982: 1), in order to emphasize social difference and independence. 
Such an attitude usually permeates the entire interaction (Street and Giles 1982) and 
elicits divergent responses as well. Divergence in speech style/code, often resulting in 
unstable or interrupted communication, is frequently utilized to maintain intergroup 
distinctiveness. In the exchanges mentioned the Latino employees may actually diverge 
to disempower the Latino clients by intentionally showing more expertise and power as 



28 LuCIA ABBAmONTE   

related to the use of the more prestigious linguistic variety, i.e. Standard American Eng-
lish, in order to emphasize the newly acquired and much desired US identity. However, 
many Latinas display strategies of resistance and self-empowerment both by claiming 
the right to be serviced in their own language and by making efforts to increase their 
English competence, thus acquiring greater discursive efficacy. 

More quantitative data and more aggregate data from field research would be nec-
essary to draw an exhaustive map of such multifaceted lingua-cultural encounters and 
of their impact on societal changes. Furthermore, the role of (applied socio-)linguists 
in research involving sensitive interactional issues, conjointly co-constituted in talk/
conduct-in-interaction, should be fully acknowledged, and ‘sanitized’ (anonymous) data 
should be made more easily available to them. By reframing such data through CAT (or 
other linguistic frameworks and) perspective/s, contextual circumstances of engagement 
can also be accounted for, thereby helping professionals to focus on the applicants’ needs 
for special support and empathic advocacy in those bicultural and virtually bilingual set-
tings, and thus making the outcomes of (socio-)linguistic research relevant for socio-legal 
professional practice – i.e. outside academia.

Looking at the broader picture of the US Latinos, it cannot be ignored that many 
Latinas have managed to lead successful lives and also to win influential and pres-
tigious positions – judge Sonia Sotomayor being one notable example of these success 
stories 20 – thus realizing the so-called ‘Maria Paradox’, by merging old world traditions 
with new world self-esteem (Gil and Vazquez 1996). A topic for further research could 
be to investigate how and to what extent similar sets of beliefs and value systems lead 
some Latinas to successful or satisfying lives, while keeping many others trapped into 
a no-win life-style.
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Abstract
The use of lexical bundles, as one particular type of word combinations, in different genres 
and disciplines has received extensive attention in academic discourse research. Nevertheless, 
the degree to which these idiomatic fixed expressions are affected by L1/L2 writing, sub-disci-
plines and subgenres has remained under-researched. Accordingly, the present study sets out 
to explore the frequency, types and functional characteristics of lexical bundles (LBs) in 290 
applied linguistics research articles (RAs) written in English: 140 articles written by English 
as a native language writers (ENL) and English as a foreign language (EFL) Iranian writers 
(60 of the former as opposed to 80 of the latter), 170 RAs of three sub-disciplines of applied 
linguistics, and finally, 377 subgenre parts of articles, i.e. abstracts, introductions, and conclu-
sions. The findings indicate that Iranian EFL writers used fewer bundles with different func-
tional types compared with the ENL writers. Also, results suggest that while sub-disciplines 
of applied linguistics do not vary significantly in terms of frequency of bundles, there exist 
some slight but noteworthy functional variations. Finally, the analysis of subgenres reveals 
both frequency and functional variations, with ‘abstract’ embracing the highest amount of 
LBs. Some pedagogical implications of the study for EAP writing courses are also discussed.

1. Introduction

The study of academic discourse has attracted extensive attention in the past 25 
years (Biber, Conrad and Cortes 2004). The bulk of research in this area has centred 
on the study of rhetorical and functional structures and lexical categories in written 
academic genres (e.g. Hyland 2005a; Hyland and Tse 2005; Samraj 2005; Van Bonn and 
Swales 2007; Aktas and Cortes 2008). However, by comparison, comparatively fewer 
studies have addressed the study of idiomatic multi-word expressions despite the fact 
that they play a key role in fluent language production and successful language learning 
(Hyland 2008; Ädel and Erman 2012).

According to Biber (2006), multi-word expressions have been studied under many 
names, including ‘lexical phrases’, ‘formulas’, ‘routines’, ‘fixed expressions’, and ‘prefab-
ricated patterns’, each of which offers a different perspective on the use of these word 
sequences. One type of such expressions, namely lexical bundle (LB), has been recently 
brought into the limelight in genre studies as structural blocks of spoken and written 
discourse (Biber and Conrad 1999; Biber et al. 2004; Cortes 2004, 2007; Hyland 2008; 
Chen and Baker 2010; Ädel and Erman 2012).
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Hyland (2008: 5) defines LBs as “words following each other more frequently than 
expected by chance, helping to shape text meanings and contributing to our sense of 
distinctiveness in a register”. According to the literature, LBs differ from other types 
of idiomatic multi-word expressions in five distinguishing ways: they are (a) frequen-
cy-driven, (b) continuous, (c) grammatically incomplete, (d) functionally complete, and 
(e) meaningfully transparent (see Biber and Barbieri 2007; Chen and Baker 2010, to 
name but a few).

The natural occurrence of these bundles reveals textual differences across different 
genres and, in turn, indicates the familiarity of the discourse participants with idiomatic 
strings in both language production and comprehension. As Hyland (2008) holds, it be-
comes a prerequisite for new practitioners, e.g. university students and novice writers, 
to get acquainted with the prevalent bundles in their discourse communities and develop 
an awareness concerning expert users’ tendencies for using certain strings of words. 

In the study of LBs, the traditional line of research has focused on variations across 
different academic registers, genres and disciplines (e.g. Biber et al. 2004; Biber 2006; 
Biber and Barbieri 2007; Cortes 2004, 2007; Hyland 2008). As an example, Biber et al. 
(ibid.) investigated the frequency and functions of LBs in four different academic genres, 
probing the possible variations across written and oral academic language use. Their 
findings revealed that ‘classroom teaching’ used the highest amount of LBs focusing 
mostly on ‘stance’ and ‘discourse organizing’ bundles while academic prose had the 
lowest frequency of bundles. In the same vein, Hyland (2008) focused on three different 
written academic genres, i.e. research articles, doctoral dissertations and master’s the-
ses in four different academic disciplines. His findings revealed that the four disciplines 
showed both formal and functional variations, with ‘hard-science’ fields, i.e. electrical 
engineering and biology, using more ‘research-oriented’ bundles compared to ‘soft-sci-
ence’ fields, i.e. business studies and applied linguistics, using more ‘text-oriented’ and 
‘participant-oriented’ bundles.

The more recent line of study, however, has tried to focus on the role of writers’ 
proficiency levels and familiarity with the discourse community they belong to on the 
one hand, and the degree L1/L2 writing might affect the presence of bundles on the 
other. Chen and Baker (2010), for example, concluded that LBs varied in terms of both 
frequency and functional types in the writing of professional writers compared to those 
of novice students, stressing that professional writers used significantly more LBs than 
their novice student counterparts with a different functional pattern. In another study, 
Ädel and Erman (2012) reported that university students writing essays in English 
as L1 were a notch above those writing essays in English as L2 as regards the use of 
native-like LBs.

In sum, the current literature confirms that LBs differ in terms of frequency and 
functional types across different genres, academic disciplines and L1/L2 writing in essay 
tasks. Nevertheless, the question to be answered is how far their use is affected by writ-
ing in native or foreign language in academically professional settings (e.g. the research 
article genre), sub-disciplines, and subgenres of one specific academic genre. 

Accordingly, this study explored LBs in terms of frequency, types, and functional 
variations in (a) RAs of teaching English to speakers of other languages (hereafter 
TESOL) written in English by English as a native language (ENL) and Iranian English 
as a foreign language (EFL) writers, (b) RAs of three sub-disciplines of applied linguis-
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tics (i.e. TESOL, psycholinguistics and sociolinguistics), and (c) subgenres of applied 
linguistics’ RAs.

We hoped that the comparison of ENL and EFL professional academic writers’ use 
of LBs could shed light on how writers structure their discourse and, as a result, help 
novice EFL students and writers, as would-be participants of professional academic 
discourse communities, to brush up their language production. An investigation of how 
far bundles vary across sub-disciplines and even subgenres of particular genres, in turn, 
might help EAP practitioners and instructors to provide their students with highly fre-
quent bundles of the corresponding genres.

3. method

3.1. Corpus

The corpus of the study (2,250,000 words) consisted of 290 internationally published 
RAs in the field of applied linguistics published in the last 25 years (see Appendix 1 for 
the list of journals). As noted by Cortes (2004), working with corpora of different sizes in 
the study of LBs proves problematic because these bundles are sensitive to the number 
of words in a corpus and not to the number of texts out of which they are identified. 
Therefore, in the light of that, in the present study, the number of words in each corpus 
is approximately equal but not the number of RAs (see Table 1). 

Table 1. A quick profile of the overall corpus

As pointed out above, this study seeks to examine the frequency, types, and function-
al variations of LBs in three categories, i.e. ENL/EFL, sub-disciplinary, and subgenre 
corpora. On a par with this purpose, the study consisted of three phases and the required 
corpus for each phase was selected from the overall accumulated corpus as follows: the 
corpus of the first phase of the analysis, namely ENL/EFL variations, consisted of 140 
TESOL research articles (800,000 words) written in English by ENL and Iranian EFL 
writers. To ensure that ENL corpus writers were all English-speaking natives, we cross-
checked their biographies available online as well. The EFL corpus was selected out of 
RAs written by academically professional Iranian writers published in internationally 
recognized journals of the field. 

The corpus for the second phase, dealing with sub-disciplinary variations, consisted 
of 170 RAs (1,350,000 words) of three major sub-disciplines of applied linguistics, i.e. 

	  

Three corpora of the study Word count of each corpus Number of RAs/texts comprising each corpus 

Corpus 1: ENL/EFL  

ENL 
EFL 

402,471 
401,854 

60 RAs 
80 RAs 

Corpus 2: sub-discipline   

TESOL 
Psycholinguistics 
Sociolinguistics 

451,465 
449,875 
450,098 

65 RAs 
60 RAs 
45 RAs 

Corpus 3: subgenre   

Abstract 
Introduction 
Conclusion 

32,541 
32,457 
32,761 

200 Texts 
86 Texts 
91 Texts 
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TESOL, psycholinguistics, and sociolinguistics selected from the leading journals of each 
sub-disciplinary field. In this phase, we did not check the English as a native or foreign 
language variable.

Finally, as far as the corpus of the third phase of the study is concerned, we selected 
our subgenre parts randomly from the available RAs’ corpora of the two previous phases 
of the study as follows: 200 ‘abstract’ sections (32,542 words), 86 ‘introduction’ sections 
(32,457 words) and 91 ‘conclusion’ sections (32,761 words). The reason why we selected 
subgenres from the overall corpus is that we wanted to make sure that the focus is on 
the three subgenres of applied linguistics field to be compared rather than writer or 
sub-discipline variables.

3.2. Operationalization and analysis

The research approach we followed in this study was exploratory in the sense that, 
as put forth by Biber et al. (2004), after automatic retrieval of LBs based on their fre-
quent repetitions, we analysed them to see what they were (types), what their functional 
characteristics were and how we could provide explanations for the occurrence of these 
bundles across genres. 

In tandem with this research approach, to generate bundle lists the ‘Kfngram’ soft-
ware – the free online software by W. H. Fletcher – was employed. The software works 
with text-formatted computer files and generates bundle lists based on defined frequen-
cy cut-off points (e.g. counting only those bundles occurring at least, say, 20 times in 
the corpus) and the number of words in each fixed string (e.g. three-word or four-word 
bundles). In all three phases of the study, we combined RAs and subgenre texts within 
each corpus (for instance, a single 402,000-word file for the ENL corpus and a single 
401,000-word file for the EFL corpus) so that they could be analysed as one single text 
file fed into the software to generate LBs separately for each corpus.

However, not all the automatically engendered bundles could be qualified as lexical 
bundles because, as is echoed in the literature, there are some key criteria which should 
be taken into consideration. The first is the frequency/functional cut-off point that var-
ies in the existing literature from 5 to 40 per million (e.g. Altenberg 1998; Biber et al. 
2004; Hyland 2008; Chen and Baker 2010). The present study assigned the conservative 
criterion of 30 per million, that is, only LBs occurring at least 30 times per million were 
qualified both for frequency and functional analysis. In line with this cut-off point cri-
teria, the final extracted bundles were normalized based on the size of different corpora 
of the study.

The other issue is the number of words in each word string, i.e. bundles consisting of 
two, three, four, five or six words. Apart from two- and six-word bundles which, accord-
ing to the literature, are respectively too frequent and too rare, four-word bundles are 
considered as the best representative compared with three- and five-word bundles since 
they are functionally more complete, and the number of extracted bundles is usually 
more manageable in terms of size (see Biber et al. 2004; Hyland 2008; Chen and Baker 
2010; Ädel and Erman 2012, among others, on this issue). Accordingly, we focused on 
four-word bundles in this study.

Another important point in the study of LBs is that of ‘type/token distinction’ (Chen 
and Baker 2010), i.e. whether we are counting the number of types of bundles (e.g. it 
should be noted with whatever frequency counted as only one bundle), or the total oc-
currence of bundles (e.g. the results show that occurring 15 times plus the occurrence of 
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all the other extracted bundles). The present study covered the frequency of the types 
as well as tokens of LBs. Finally, following Chen and Baker (2010) and Ädel and Erman 
(2012), we applied some manual refinements to the automatically extracted bundle lists 
in order to have more reliable data sets. First, to avoid authors’ idiosyncrasies and con-
sider the range of use, bundles occurring at least three times in different RAs/subgenre 
texts were qualified for the analysis. Next, a few exclusively context-dependent bundles 
typically including proper names or specific areas of investigation (for instance, English 
for specific purposes, English for academic purposes in TESOL corpus; and in the Asia 
in sociolinguistics corpus) were manually removed. Although one might argue that such 
bundles, in the long run, comprise a proportion of the Topic research-oriented bundles in 
our functional taxonomy, as the rare occurrence of such bundles shows, their presence 
is limited to only one academic field, and consequently they are not that informative as 
far as comparing different corpora is concerned. For the statistical analysis of frequency 
of extracted bundles, Chi-Square tests were run to probe significance of differences (see 
Tables 3, 4 and 5 for the number of LBs after refinements).

As for the functional analysis of the corpora, we chose Hyland’s (2008) framework 
rather than the taxonomy developed earlier by Biber et al. – categorizing bundles to 
three major functions of stance expressions, discourse organizers and referential ex-
pressions (see Biber et al. 2004, for a complete overview of their taxonomy) – because, as 
Hyland states, their framework is more appropriate for huge spoken and written corpora 
rather than small genre-based analysis of written texts (see Table 2 below). 

Table 2. Functional categorization of lexical bundles by Hyland (2008)

It should be noted that, to functionally categorize the extracted bundles, after the 
above-mentioned refinements, we categorized bundles based on Hyland’s functional defi-
nitions and exemplar categorizations, and in cases of disagreement a third informed rater 
was consulted to make the final judgement based on the co-text. There were also some 
bundles which, on the basis of Hyland’s category, could belong to two functional catego-
ries. In these cases, the co-text of the ambiguous bundle was cross-checked in order to 
make the final judgement on its assigned functional category. To clarify the point, let us 
take the bundle in the present study as an example: this bundle could be categorized both 

1. Research-oriented bundles: helping writers to structure their activities and experiences of the real world: 
- Location: indicating time/place (at the beginning of, at the same time) 
- Procedure: (the use of the, the role of the, the purpose of the) 
- Quantification: (the magnitude of the, a wide range of) 
- Description: (the structure of the, the size of the) 
- Topic: related to the field of research (study of the mind) 

2. Text-oriented bundles: dealing with the organization of the text and its meaning as a message or argument: 
- Transition signals: establishing additive or contrastive links between elements (in 
addition to the, on the other hand) 
- Resultative signals: marking inferential or causative relations between elements (as a 
result of, it was found that, these results suggest that) 
- Structuring signals: text-reflexive markers which organize stretches of discourse or direct 
reader elsewhere in text (in the present study, in the next section) 
- Framing signals: situating arguments by specifying limiting conditions (in the case of, 
with respect to the, on the basis of) 

3. Participant-oriented bundles: focusing on the writers or readers of the text 
- Stance features: conveying the writer’s attitudes and evaluations (are likely to be, may be  
due to, it is possible that) 
- Engagement features: addressing readers directly (it should be noted that, as can be seen) 
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as a research-oriented bundle and/or a text-oriented one. Yet, a closer examination of this 
bundle in the TESOL context revealed that it was mostly used as a text-oriented bundle. 
Finally, the Chi-Square test was run to probe meaningful functional variations. 

4. results and discussion

4.1. Frequency variations

Our analysis of the frequency of LBs in the corpora by ENL and Iranian EFL writers 
revealed major differences. As Table 3 shows, the two corpora differed in terms of the 
frequency of four-word bundles, with the ENL writers using significantly more LBs than 
their Iranian counterparts. The difference also proved to be statistically significant for 
four-word bundles ( = 8.205, df= 1, p= .004 for token and = 25.595, df= 1, p= .000 
for type; see Appendix 2 for Chi-Square table).

Table 3. Distribution of bundle frequencies across writers after refinements

The frequency differences between the ENL and EFL corpora reveal that English 
natives tend to use more bundles in their RAs than the Iranian writers. This finding 
highlights the effect of writing in a foreign language on the frequency of use of LBs in 
academic discourse. The Iranian writers’ tendency to use fewer bundles compared to Eng-
lish as L1 writers might be attributed in part to the EFL writers’ proficiency level. This 
interpretation could be supported by referring to the findings of some previous research 
on multi-word expressions and language proficiency. For instance, Levy (2003) and Cortes 
(2004) both highlight the role of academic language proficiency in the use of LBs, stating 
that proficient academic writers use more bundles compared to proficient students, and 
that even in students’ writing samples, more proficient students use more bundles than 
the less proficient ones. Prodromou (2003) also highlights the role of language proficiency 
in L2 advanced learners’ performances as compared to L1 speakers, arguing that the 
speech of native speakers can be distinguished from that of advanced non-native univer-
sity students, among other things, by the presence or absence of lexical chunks by which 
native speakers show their membership in different language communities.  

Apart from the effect of language proficiency, the degree to which L2 writers are 
familiar with the rhetorical and lexical structures of different academic genres has also 
been reported to influence their use of multi-word expressions. This point is highlight-
ed by Hyland (2008: 5) asserting that “the very natural use of lexical bundles signals 
competent participation in a given community and the absence of such clusters might 
reveal the lack of fluency of a novice or newcomer to that community”.

Thus, whereas both corpora of RAs are written by professional academic authors 
in leading journals of the TESOL field, the use of LBs by Iranian EFL writers might 
be interpreted in terms of factors already discussed in previous studies on formulaic 
language in general and LBs in particular. Such factors can be summarized as: (a) the 

ENL/EFL Corpora No. of lexical            No. of lexical 
bundles (types)        bundles (tokens) 

ENL writers 
EFL writers 

107                         1683 
69                           1402 
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language proficiency level of Iranian EFL writers as compared to that of ENL writers, 
(b) the degree to which the Iranian writers are familiar with the rhetorical and lexical 
patterns and norms of the genre, and (c) how far Iranian writers are acquainted with 
the contexts of target language use.

In order to probe the occurrence of LBs across the three sub-disciplines of applied lin-
guistics, frequency analysis was conducted, the results of which are depicted in Table 4. 
As the number of extracted four-word bundles in the three corpora indicates, the three 
sub-disciplinary corpora do not reveal any significant difference ( = .566, df= 2, p= .753 
for token and = 1.165, df= 3, p= .529 for type; see Appendix 2 for Chi-Square table).

Table 4. Distribution of the bundle frequencies across sub-disciplines after refinements

Finally, in order to investigate whether any variations may be found across subgenres 
of RAs, we compared the number of LBs for the three subgenre sections, i.e. abstract, in-
troduction, and conclusion. The subgenre corpora were selected randomly from the overall 
corpus of the study, regardless of the ENL/EFL variable, and consisted of 200 abstract sec-
tions, 86 introduction sections, and 91 conclusion sections. As Table 5 indicates, the three 
subgenre corpora varied in terms of the frequency of four-word bundles, with the ‘abstract’ 
subgenre section having significantly the highest amount of bundles   ( = 10.953, df= 2, 
p= .004 for token and = 31.240, df= 2, p= .000 for types) compared to ‘introduction’ and 
‘conclusion’ subgenre sections. The number of lexical bundles between two subgenres of 
‘introduction’ and ‘conclusion’ revealed no statistically significant difference (see Appendix 
2 for Chi-Square table).

Table 5. Distribution of the bundle frequencies across three subgenres after refinements

This finding imputes to the point that since writers are expected to observe the very 
strict writing style of abstract subgenre in terms of word limitation and the density 
of information put in an abstract, typically “between 100 to 250 words attempting to 
summarize the main features and findings of the accompanying article” (Van Bonn and 
Swales 2007: 94), writers try to use more fixed bundles than any other subgenres of the 
RAs so as to come to grips with what Hyland and Tse (2005) call the highly rhetorical 
nature of this subgenre.

4.2. Types and variations

We further analysed the corpora of RAs for all three phases of analysis reported 
earlier for the types of four-word lexical bundles and noticeable differences were found. 
As the full list of extracted LBs used by ENL and EFL writers shows (see Appendix 4A), 

	  Sub-discipline corpora 
 

No. of lexical            No. of lexical 
bundles (types)        bundles (tokens) 

TESOL 
Psycholinguistics 
Sociolinguistics 

79                           1632 
73                           1692 
70                           1652 

	  

Subgenre corpora No. of lexical            No. of lexical 
bundles (types)        bundles (tokens) 

Abstract 
Introduction 
Conclusion 

77                            304 
47                            204 
46                            195 
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only about 20% of bundles were similar in the two corpora (e.g. in the case of, on the 
other hand, the extent to which) and 80% unique to each corpus (e.g. the ways in which, 
it is important to, can be seen as in ENL corpus; the performance of the, as well as the, 
on the part of in EFL corpus), giving a clue to the point that English native writers have 
mostly used different bundles compared with the Iranian EFL ones. 

The results of comparison between the types of bundles across these two corpora are 
in line with those of Cortes’ (2004) comparison of types of bundles used by professional 
writers in academic journal articles and students’ writings in that both Iranian EFL 
writers and university students tended to use different types of lexical bundles compared 
to L1 writers and professional writers.

Such differences were also observed in the corpora of three sub-disciplines of linguis-
tics (see Appendix 4B). The full list of bundles shows that about 55% of bundles appeared 
only in one sub-discipline; hence the data are sub-disciplinarily sensitive. Considering 
the overall four-word LBs, there exist considerable differences in commonly-used bun-
dles across three sub-disciplines: about 60% of bundles occurred only in one sub-disci-
pline, 20% in two sub-disciplines, and 20% in all three sub-disciplines. So, more than half 
of each sub-discipline’s bundles in this list are sub-discipline-specific and do not appear 
in the other corpora. This finding is in line with Hyland’s (2008) findings, in which only 
about half of the bundles were shared with the other academic disciplines, bearing in 
mind that Hyland compared disciplines whereas this study compares sub-disciplines. 

The analysis of subgenres of RAs for types of LBs frequent in the corpora (see Ap-
pendix 4C) and their distribution indicates that bundles are sensitive to subgenres as 
well. The full list of extracted four-word LBs shows that the amount of variation be-
tween the most frequent bundles is very high across the three subgenres of RAs: about 
70% of bundles are unique to each subgenre, 15% of bundles are similar in two corpora 
and about 15% are in common among all three subgenres. It is interesting to note that, 
among these subgenres, ‘abstract’ has the least amount of shared bundles with other 
subgenres, with only 15% of its bundles occurring in the other two corpora. This amount 
reveals that ‘abstract’ had the most unique type of LBs compared to the other subgenres 
of RAs, and that LBs are more reiterated in ‘introduction’ and ‘conclusion’ parts than in 
‘abstract’ and ‘introduction’ or ‘abstract’ and ‘conclusion’ parts.

In sum, the findings of this phase of the study show that the occurrence of LBs seems 
not only sensitive to different sub-disciplines of a major academic discipline (applied 
linguistics in this study) on the one hand and writing as ENL/EFL writers on the other, 
but also it is sensitive to the subgenre parts of one particular genre. 

4.3. Functional variations

Apart from frequency and type variations across the corpora, we also analysed RAs 
to probe any possible functional variations. As mentioned above, the functional catego-
rization of lexical bundles is based on Hyland’s (2008) framework which is appropriate 
for small genre-based analysis of written texts, dividing four-word bundles into three 
main categories of research-oriented, text-oriented, and participant-oriented bundles. 

Our analysis of RAs written in English by ENL and EFL writers also showed con-
siderable functional differences between the two corpora. As Table 6 illustrates, the 
functional distribution of four-word bundles reveals not only that EFL writers used 
fewer LBs compared to English native counterparts, but also they used different types 
of bundles as well. 
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Table 6. Distribution of four-word bundle functions across writers

As the general functional distribution of bundles in Table 6 shows, the two corpora 
mostly vary in terms of participant-oriented bundles which are two times more preva-
lent in the ENL corpus than in the EFL corpus ( =  5.452, df= 1, p= .02; see Appendix 
3A for Chi-Square table). Hyland (2008: 14) defines such bundles as “focusing on the 
writer or the reader of the text”. Participant-oriented bundles consist of two main cat-
egories, i.e. stance and engagement. Stance bundles “convey the writer’s attitudes and 
evaluations” and engagement bundles “address readers directly” (ibid.). Lexical bundles 
such as are likely to be, may be due to, it is possible that are examples of stance bundles 
and it should be noted that, as can be seen are examples of engagement bundles. 

As Hyland (2005b) asserts, academic writers now tend to establish a closer con-
nection with their readers throughout their writing; the point is also emphasized by 
Camiciottoli (2003: 28) who underlines the “growing interest in interaction between 
readers and writers”. It is interesting to note that among the first 50 extracted LBs (see 
Appendix 4A), Iranian EFL writers did not use any participant-oriented bundles, while 
their English counterparts used a couple of such bundles. Therefore, as the amount of 
these bundles used by Iranian EFL writers shows, it seems that Iranian EFL writers 
are inclined to use fewer participant-oriented bundles, maybe due in part to the fact that 
they see “their relationship with the readers relatively limited, being constrained by 
considerations of institutional power, rhetorical power and cultural preference” (Hyland 
2005b: 375). To illustrate some examples in our data, two participant-oriented bundles, 
used by ENL writers featured in the list of the most frequent bundles, are presented in 
their co-texts below:

• Learners who began learning the L2 as a child are more likely to display high levels of 
implicit knowledge, whereas those who began as adolescents or adults are more likely to 
display high levels of explicit knowledge. (Stance) 

• As we have seen, the rejection of grammar pedagogy, at least rhetorically, within British 
progressivist thinking may be explained partly by a belief that analytic and decontextual-
ized language study was simply not accessible to non-traditional, less `academic’ publics.     
(Engagement)

Hyland (2008: 18) further asserts that participant-oriented bundles

represent key aspects of  interaction  in  texts. While stance bundles concern the ways
writers explicitly intrude into the discourse to convey epistemic and affective judgments,
evaluations and degrees of  commitment to what they say, Engagement bundles refer to
the ways writers intervene to actively address  readers  as  participants in the unfolding
discourse.

Therefore, based on the patterns of findings, it could be claimed that English native 
writers are more concerned with reflecting their own personal epistemic and affective 
attitudes and evaluations in academic research articles, and establish a more direct 

	  

ENL/EFL corpora Text-oriented 
no./ratio 

Research-oriented 
no./ratio 

Participant-oriented 
no./ratio 

Total no. of extracted 
bundles 

ENL Writers 35 (33%) 48 (45%) 24 (22%) 107 (100%) 
EFL Writers 25 (36%) 38 (55%) 6 (9%) 69 (100%) 
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relationship with their readers through engagement bundles compared with Iranian 
EFL writers.

Another significant difference in terms of functional types of four-word bundles is 
in the use of research-oriented bundles ( = 2.530, df= 1, p= 0.41; see Appendix 3A for 
Chi-Square table). Here, although EFL writers used fewer four-word research-oriented 
bundles than English natives, interestingly they tend to express research-oriented func-
tions in a higher proportion (55% and 45% respectively). Hyland (2008: 13) identifies 
these bundles as “helping writers to structure their activities and experiences of the real 
world”. In fact, these bundles are related to the content of the research itself. They also 
consist of four sub-categories: location for indicating time and space (e.g. at the beginning 
of, at the same time), procedure (e.g. the use of the, the role of the), quantification (e.g. the 
magnitude of the, one of the most), description (e.g. the structure of, the size of the), and 
topic bundles related to the field of research (e.g. in the Hong Kong, the currency broad 
system). Some of the most frequent research-oriented bundles found in the list of 50 most 
frequent four-word bundles are cited below within their co-texts:

Research-oriented bundles in ENL Writers’ Corpus:

• While there is a great deal of interest currently in the use of visual media for listening 
assessment, it is likely that tests with purely auditory input will continue to have a signif-
icant role. (Procedure)

• The extent to which or the ways in which interviewers accommodate their speech to 
that of the candidate. (Quantification)

• To provide the basis of the test material, we used two case studies involving ethically 
dubious practices which had received prominent media attention in our two countries. 
(description)

Research-oriented bundles in EFL Writers’ Corpus:

• To show the importance of contextual variables in the use of different language forms, 
teachers need to provide detailed information on the participants, their status, the situa-
tions, and the speech events that are occurring. (Procedure)

• Third, to determine the extent to which Iranian EFL learners’ knowledge of collocation 
of prepositions is affected by their L1. (Quantification)

• In view of the cultural differences and to avoid any misunderstanding regarding the 
content of the questionnaire for lower-level students, the translated version of this ques-
tionnaire was employed. In this study, the reliability of the translated version was found 
to be high.   (description)

The findings reveal that both ENL and Iranian EFL writers used all five types of 
such bundles (three of which are given as examples in their context above) as their 50 
most frequent bundles, simply because these bundles by and large reflect the way the re-
search is conducted. Nonetheless, as far as the overall bundle frequencies are concerned, 
the EFL writers used considerably more research-oriented bundles than their English 
native counterparts. This shows that Iranian writers tend to place more emphasis on 
“the description of research objects, aspects of the research environment, the way the 
research was conducted, and minimizing the presence of the researcher and maximizing 
the research itself” (Hyland 2008: 14-15) by making use of research-oriented bundles 
almost one and a half times as often as those used by the English native writers. It 
can be concluded that while English native writers are concerned more with the use of 
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participant-oriented bundles to reflect their own personal epistemic attitudes in a more 
direct way to their readers, EFL writers try to put the limelight more on the research 
content itself rather than on personal stances and judgements. 

As far as text-oriented LBs are concerned, the two corpora did not show any note-
worthy variation and the difference was not statistically significant ( = .130, df= 1, 
p= .718; see Appendix 3A for Chi-Square table), with ENL writers using proportionally 
fewer text-oriented bundles (33%) compared to EFL writers (36%). Hyland (2008: 13) 
defines this type of bundle as “concerned with the organization of the text and its mean-
ing as message or argument”, and categorizes such bundles into four sub-categories, e.g. 
Transition Signals (i.e. on the other hand, in addition to), Resultative Signals (i.e. as 
a result of, it was found that), Structuring Signals (i.e. in the present study, in the next 
part), and Framing Signals (i.e. in the case of, with respect to the). Some text-oriented 
bundles found in the list of 50 most frequent four-word bundles are presented in their 
co-text below:

Text-oriented bundles in the ENL Writers’ Corpus:

• Partly, as a result of the above studies, IELTS no longer contains specific reading and 
writing modules for students in different academic fields. (resultative)

• The recording used in the present study showed a group of three students, two students 
were native speakers of English and one was a native speaker of French. (Structuring)

Text-oriented bundles in the EFL Writers’ Corpus:

• The findings of F research supported Bygate’s (1996, 2001) claim that task repetition 
may help develop the process of integration of speech capacities. (resultative)

• Therefore, the data in the present study were analyzed to either support or reject the 
validity of previous findings. (Structuring)

Bearing in mind the ‘discursive and interpretive’ nature of the applied linguistics 
field (Hyland 2008), and the fact that all cohesive and discourse markers belong to 
text-oriented bundles, it is not surprising that the least degree of difference is reflected 
in this functional type of bundle used by the two groups (34% to 36%), for these types of 
bundles are essential parts of the text, considering the nature of the field and structure 
of the text.

Functional variations were also observed in the corpora of RAs across sub-disciplines 
of applied linguistics; however, variations are not statistically significant (see Appendix 
3B for Chi-Square results). As the overall functional distribution of lexical bundles re-
veals (Table 7), the sociolinguistics corpus comprised the highest amount of text-oriented 
(47%) and TESOL the highest amount of participant-oriented LBs (21%). 

Table 7. Distribution of bundle functions across sub-disciplines (%)

Text-oriented bundles reflect the more discursive and evaluative nature of the ‘soft 
knowledge’ fields in which persuasion is more interpretive and less empiricist (Hyland 

	  

ENL/EFL corpora Text-oriented 
no./ratio 

Research-oriented 
no./ratio 

Participant-oriented 
no./ratio 

Total no. of extracted 
bundles 

ENL Writers 35 (33%) 48 (45%) 24 (22%) 107 (100%) 

EFL Writers 25 (36%) 38 (55%) 6 (9%) 69 (100%) 
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2008). Thus, it can be stated that the sociolinguistics field utilized these bundles more 
due to its more discursive and interpretive nature. 

As for the research-oriented bundles, psycholinguistics enjoys the highest amount 
(46%) and sociolinguistics the least (40%). Since these bundles emphasize the empirical 
nature of research and results rather than interpretation (Hyland 2008), we can tenta-
tively conclude that psycholinguistics utilized more research-oriented bundles because 
the field is more sensitive to the use of empirical data to clarify issues in comparison to 
the other two sub-disciplines. 

TESOL research articles, in contrast, included the highest amount of participant-ori-
ented bundles (21%). This finding is not that surprising if we take into account the na-
ture of TESOL as a fledgling interdisciplinary field whose findings and arguments are 
treated more cautiously. As Hyland (2008: 19) maintains, participant-oriented bundles 
are used when writers are “reluctant to express complete commitment to a proposition, 
presenting information as an opinion rather than accredited fact […] to communicate 
uncertainty or caution”. It is interesting to note that this finding is in line with Hyland’s 
(ibid.) findings where applied linguistics revealed the highest amount of participant-ori-
ented bundles (18%) compared to other disciplines. 

Finally, we investigated the subgenres of RAs and compared them in terms of func-
tional types of four-word LBs. As Table 8 depicts, there are functional variations – 
though not statistically significant – across the three subgenres of linguistics RAs, i.e. 
abstract, introduction, and conclusion parts, with conclusion having the highest amount 
of text- and participant-oriented bundles, and introduction having the highest amount 
of research-oriented bundles (see Appendix 3C for Chi-Square results). 

Table 8. Distribution of bundle functions across three subgenres (%)

According to Table 8, a slight variation is observed in participant-oriented bundles 
between the two subgenres; 16% for abstracts and 11% for introductions. This finding 
is not surprising because abstract, as compared to introduction, includes the findings of 
the research conducted; hence a place for writers to express their epistemic and affective 
attitudes and judgements regarding the conclusions they draw through participant-ori-
ented bundles (Hyland and Tse 2005). Yet the main part of RAs exclusively dealing with 
the conclusions of the research findings in details is the ‘conclusion’ which, not surpris-
ingly, included the highest frequency of participant-oriented bundles (22%). Drawing on 
the conclusions of the research in detail, writers can reflect the degrees of commitment 
to what they claim through ‘stance bundles’ and can directly address the readers to take 
notice of some parts of the text over other parts through ‘engagement bundles’.

The ‘introduction’ subgenre had the highest amount of research-oriented bundles, 
because this part of RAs deals with the research experience and environment, empha-
sizes the way the research is conducted, and describes research objectives. The ‘con-
clusion’ subgenre included the lowest proportion of research-oriented bundles with the 
‘abstract’ located somewhere between the two subgenres. As far as text-oriented bundles 
are concerned, ‘conclusion’ yielded the highest proportion of these bundles. As Hyland 

	  

Sub-discipline corpora Text-oriented 
no./ratio 

Research-oriented 
no./ratio 

Participant-oriented 
no./ratio 

Total no. of extracted 
bundles 

TESOL 29 (36%) 34 (43%) 17 (21%) 80 (100%) 
Psycholinguistics 29 (38%) 34 (46%) 10 (14%) 73 (100%) 
Sociolinguistics 33 (47%) 28 (40%) 9   (13%) 70 (100%) 
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(2008: 16) asserts, text-oriented bundles mostly reflect “the discursive and evaluative 
patterns of argument and promote tolerance in readers through an ethical rather than 
cognitive progression”. This is in agreement with the nature of the ‘conclusion’ part of 
RAs. It is interesting to note that as far as the distribution of functional types of bundles 
is concerned, ‘abstract’ fell in the middle, i.e. neither possessing the highest amount nor 
the least. This might be due to the fact that this subgenre to some extent includes some 
aspects of both ‘introduction’ and ‘conclusion’ subgenres or, as Van Bonn and Swales 
(2007: 104) call it, “encapsulations of – and sometimes advertisements for – their ac-
companying articles”.

In sum, the results of the functional analysis of four-word LBs in RAs show differ-
ent patterns for writers’ background (ENL/EFL), academic sub-disciplines of one major 
discipline, i.e. applied linguistics, and even subgenres, i.e. ‘abstract’, ‘introduction’, and 
‘conclusion’. Nevertheless, it should be kept in mind that the degree to which the find-
ings can be safely generalized is bound to the number of words the overall corpus is 
comprised of. With the help of a much larger corpus, not available to the researchers for 
the current study, more possible variations and similarities might show up, especially as 
far as the English as L1 and English as a second/foreign language variation is concerned.

5. Conclusion

This study aims at exploring the frequency and functional types of lexical bundles 
(LBs) in one of the key genres of academic writing, i.e. research articles in the field of 
applied linguistics. The findings suggest that ENL (English as a native language) and 
EFL (English as a foreign language) writing affect the use of LBs in terms of the fre-
quency, types and function, since English native writers tend to use more bundles with 
different patterns and functional types in their RAs compared with Iranian EFL writers.

Considering the presence of LBs as an index of native-like language performance, it 
can be concluded that there is a gap between the Iranian EFL writers’ use of bundles 
and that of ENL writers. As far as the functional distribution of bundles is concerned, 
differences were also identified. The findings, then, may highlight the necessity of rais-
ing awareness of university students as tenable future participants in the academic 
discourse community, regarding the use and functions of these bundles in advanced 
academic English as a second or a foreign language writing courses in EAP settings.

Although our findings did not reveal any significant variations across the three 
sub-disciplines of applied linguistics in terms of the functional types and their overall 
frequencies, the distribution of functional types of bundles are worthy of note: text-ori-
ented bundles were more prevalent in the sociolinguistics corpus (47%), research-ori-
ented bundles in psycholinguistics (46%), and participant-oriented bundles in TESOL 
(21%). Therefore, care must be taken in incorporating LBs in writing materials in EAP 
courses as even sub-disciplines of one academic field might be more sensitive to some 
LBs with specific functional orientations.

Finally, our analysis of RA’s subgenres disclosed variations both in terms of the 
frequency and functional types of LBs. It was the ‘abstract’ corpus which included sig-
nificantly more bundles than the ‘introduction’ and ‘conclusion’ parts. Research-orient-
ed bundles were more common in ‘introduction’ and ‘abstract’ parts, and text-oriented 
bundles more frequent in ‘conclusion’. 
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In conclusion, the findings of this study, on a par with the current literature, high-
light the diversity of language features in different academic disciplines and genres. 
Lexical bundles not only vary across different academic disciplines and genres (Biber 
et al. 2004; Hyland 2008), different proficiency levels (professional vs. student writing 
by Chen and Baker 2010) and L1/L2 essay writing (Ädel and Erman 2012), but  they 
are also affected by (a) English as a native language or English as a foreign language 
writing performance in professional settings, (b) academic sub-disciplines of one major 
discipline, that is, salient functional variations in RAs of three sub-disciplines of applied 
linguistics, and (c) subgenres of one major genre, i.e. frequency and functional variations 
in ‘abstract’, ‘introduction’, and ‘conclusion’ parts of RAs. 

These variations could indeed provide a more demanding challenge for EAP prac-
titioners to incorporate corpus-driven lists of lexical bundles extracted from specific 
genres and even subgenres into account while preparing instructional materials for EAP 
writing and reading courses geared to such particular academic disciplines, genres and 
subgenres. In so doing, students engaging in different academic disciplines are provided 
with the opportunity to explicitly focus on and practise, throughout their writing sylla-
bus, the frequent patterns of written discourse as unveiled in the proficient academic 
use of written language.

references

Ädel A. and B. Erman 2012. Recurrent word combinations in academic writing by native and 
non-native speakers of English: a lexical bundles approach. English for Specific Purposes 
31: 81-92.

Aktas R. and V. Cortes 2008. Shell nouns as cohesive devices in published and ESL student 
writing. Journal of English for Academic Purposes 7: 3-14.

Biber D. 2006. University Language: A Corpus-based Study of Spoken and Written Registers. 
Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins.

Biber D. and S. Conrad 1999. Lexical bundles in conversation and academic prose. In H. 
Hasselgård and S. Oksefjell (eds.), Out of Corpora: Studies in Honor of Stig Johansson. 
Amsterdam/Atlanta: Rodopi: 181-190.

Biber D., S. Conrad and V. Cortes 2004. If you look at ...: lexical bundles in university teach-
ing and textbooks. Applied Linguistics 25/3: 371-405.

Biber. D. and F. Barbieri 2007. Lexical bundles in university spoken and written registers. 
English for Specific Purposes 26/3: 263-286.

Camiciottoli B. 2003. Metadiscourse and ESP reading comprehension: an exploratory study. 
Reading in a Foreign Language 15/1: 28-44.

Chen Y. and P. Baker 2010. Lexical bundles in L1 and L2 academic writing. Language Learn-
ing and Technology 14/2: 30-49.

Cortes V. 2004. Lexical bundles in published and student disciplinary writing: examples from 
history and biology. English for Specific Purposes 23/4: 397-423.

Cortes V. 2007. Teaching lexical bundles in the discipline: an example from a writing inten-
sive history class. Linguistics and Education 17/4: 391-406.

Hyland K. 2005a. Stance and engagement: a model of interaction in academic discourse. 
Discourse Studies 7/2: 173-191.

Hyland K. 2005b. Representing readers in writing: student and expert practices. Linguistics 
and Education 16/4: 363-377.



lEXICAl BUNDlES IN APPlIED lINGUISTICS ARTIClES 47

Hyland K. 2008. As can be seen: lexical bundles and disciplinary variation. English for Spe-
cific Purposes 27/2: 4-21.

Hyland K. and P.B. Tse 2005. Hooking the reader: a corpus study of evaluative that in ab-
stracts. English for Specific Purposes 24/2: 123-139.

Levy S.A. 2003. Lexical bundles in professional and student writing. Unpublished Doctoral 
Dissertation, University of the Pacific Stockton, Canada.

Prodromou L. 2003. In search of the successful user of English. Modern English Teacher 2/2: 
5-14.

Samraj B. 2005. An exploration of a genre set: research article introductions in two disci-
plines. English for Specific Purposes 24/2: 141-156.

Van Bonn S. and J. Swales 2007. English and French journal abstracts in the language sci-
ences: three exploratory studies. Journal of English for Academic Purposes 6/2: 93-108.

Appendix 1 

The list of international journals comprising the overall corpus of the study 

(1) TESOL: 

Applied Linguistics 

System 

Studies in Second Language Acquisition 

Language Learning 

TESOL Quarterly 

Asian TEFL 

Language Learning and Technology 

English for Specific Purposes 

English for Academic Purposes 

(2) Psycholinguistics: 

Journal of Educational Psychology 

Journal of Psycholinguistic Research 

Journal of Child Language 

Applied Psycholinguistics 

International Journal of Psycholinguistics 

(3) Sociolinguistics: 

Language in Society 

Language and Communication 

Discourse and Society 

Journal of Sociolinguistics 
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Appendix 2 
Chi-Square results for frequency analysis of all three phases of the study 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Description Test Statistics 
Corpora Observed Number 

Type/Token 
Expected Number 

Type/Token 
Residual 

Type/Token 
  

Token/Type 
ENL 107/1683 88.0/1542.5 19.0/140.5 Chi-Square 8.205a /25.595a 

EFL 69/1402 88.0/1542.5 -19.0/-140.5 Df 1/1 
 Asymp. 

Sig. 
.004 /.000 

   
TESOL 79/1632 74/1658.6 4.2/-22.0 Chi-Square .566a/1.125a 

Psycho. 73/1692 74/1658.6 -1.8/38 Df 2/2 

Socio. 
70/1652 74/1658.6 -4.8/-2.0 

Asymp. 
Sig. 

.753 / .569 

   

Abstract 77/304 56.7/234.3 20.3/69.7 Chi-Square 10.953a/31.240a 
Introduction 47/204 56.7/234.3 -9.7/-30.3 Df 2/2 
Conclusion 

46/195 56.7/234.3 -10.7/-39.3 
Asymp. 
Sig. .004 / .000 

 
Appendix 3A 

Chi-Square results for functional analysis of ENL/EFL corpora (%). 
 
 

Description Test Statistics 
Text-oriented Bundles 

Corpora Observed Number Expected Number Residual   
ENL 33 34.5 -1.5 Chi-Square .130a 
EFL 36 34.5 1.5 Df 1 

 Asymp. Sig. .718 
Research-oriented Bundles   

ENL 45 50.0 -5.0 Chi-Square 2.530a 
EFL 55 50.0 5.0 Df 1 

 Asymp. Sig. .041 

Participant-oriented Bundles   

ENL 22 15.5 6.5 Chi-Square 5.452a 
EFL 9 15.5 -6.5 Df 1 

 Asymp. Sig. .020 
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Appendix 3B 
Chi-Square results for functional analysis of four sub-disciplines’ corpora (%) 

 

	  

Description Test Statistics 
Text-oriented Bundles 

Corpora Observed Number Expected Number Residual   
TESOL 36 40.3 -1.8 Chi-Square 1.725a 
Psycho. 38 40.3 .2 Df 2 
Socio. 47 40.3 9.2 Asymp. Sig. .422 

Research-oriented Bundles   
TESOL 43 43.0 -2.0 Chi-Square .418a 
Psycho. 46 43.0 1.0 Df 2 
Socio. 40 43.0 -5.0 Asymp. Sig. .811 

Participant-oriented Bundles   

TESOL 21 16.0 4.2 Chi-Square 2.148a 
Psycho. 14 16.0 -2.8 Df 2 
Socio. 13 16.0 -3.8 Asymp. Sig. .341 

 
 
 
 

Appendix 3C 
Chi-Square results for functional analysis of three subgenres’ corpora (%) 

 
 

 
	  

Description Test Statistics 
Text-oriented Bundles 

Corpora Observed Number Expected Number Residual  
Abstract 28 29.0 -1.0 Chi-Square 1.448a 
Introduction 25 29.0 -4.0 Df 2 
Conclusion 34 29.0 5.0 Asymp. Sig. .485 

Research-oriented Bundles  
Abstract 28 29.0 -1.0 Chi-Square 3.707a 
Introduction 25 29.0 -4.0 Df 2 
Conclusion 34 29.0 5.0 Asymp. Sig. .157 

Participant-oriented Bundles  
Abstract 16 16.3 -.3 Chi-Square 3.714a 
Introduction 11 16.3 -5.3 Df 2 
Conclusion 22 16.3 5.7 Asymp. Sig. .156 
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Appendix 4A 
The overall list of extracted bundles in ENL/EFL corpora after refinements 

 
 

ENL Corpus EFL Corpus 
Type F Function Type F Function 

in the case of  55 T-O the results of the 77 T-O 

on the other hand  48 T-O on the other hand 68 T-O 

the extent to which 41 T-O on the basis of 42 T-O 

the ways in which 41 T-O the performance of the 36 R-O 

at the same time     38 T-O the difference between the 35 R-O 

on the basis of  35 R-O of the present study 30 T-O 

in the context of     34 R-O as well as the 28 T-O 

in terms of the  33 T-O the results of this 27 T-O 

the results of the  29 T-O in the process of 26 R-O 

as well as the  28 T-O in terms of the 25 T-O 

in the use of  28 R-O the fact that the 25 R-O 

in a second language  27 R-O in the present study 24 T-O 

it is important to 26 P-O male and female students 24 R-O 

the end of the  25 T-O on the part of 24 T-O 

the use of the  24 R-O the two versions of 24 R-O 

at the end of  23 T-O with respect to the 24 T-O 

the fact that the    23 P-O English as a foreign 23 R-O 

the nature of the     23 R-O in other words the 23 T-O 

can be seen as  22 P-O the meaning of the 23 R-O 

in the form of  19 R-O findings of this study 22 T-O 

as a result of  18 T-O the subjects in the 22 R-O 

it is necessary to 18 P-O a significant difference between 21 T-O 

it should be noted  18 P-O incidental focus on form 21 R-O 

the degree to which  18 T-O the content of the 21 R-O 

as I have argued       17 P-O the extent to which 21 T-O 

in the present study  17 T-O two versions of the 21 R-O 

it is possible to  17 P-O is one of the 12 T-O 

the way in which  17 T-O there is no significant 20 T-O 

of focus on form  16 R-O the use of the 19 R-O 

can be seen in  15 P-O of the target language 19 R-O 

of English as a  15 R-O the language of the  19 R-O 

the language of the  15 R-O in the use of 19 R-O 

in the United States        15 R-O of the subjects in 19 R-O 

a wide range of  14 R-O the distribution of the 19 R-O 

as a foreign language  14 R-O the end of the 19 R-O 

as we have seen    14 P-O  the present study is 11 R-O 

for the purposes of  14 T-O as a result of 18 T-O 

in relation to the  14 T-O of the two groups 18 R-O 

on the one hand    14 T-O the nature of the 18 R-O 
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the case of the  14 R-O in this study the 17  R-O 

the total number of  14 R-O of focus on form 17 R-O 

to be able to  14 R-O the participants in the 17 R-O 

at the beginning of  13 P-O as far as the 16 T-O 

in other words the  13 T-O at the same time 16 T-O 

the basis of the  13 R-O in the form of 15 R-O 

to be aware of  13 R-O the components of the 15 R-O 

are a number of      12 R-O the validity of the 15 R-O 

are more likely to  12 P-O distribution of the scores 15 R-O 

as a way of  12 T-O in an attempt to 15 R-O 

for each of the  12 T-O in the context of 15 T-O 

for the use of  12 R-O of the subjects on 14 R-O 

in the course of     12 T-O on the results of 14 T-O 

from a critical perspective 12 R-O results of this study 14 T-O 

in the process of  12 T-O the case of the 14 T-O 

is likely to be  12 P-O to a great extent 14 T-O 

it may be that  12 P-O descriptive statistics for the 13 R-O 

on the limitations of  12 R-O in the new words 13 T-O 

that there is a  12 T-O it seems probable that  12 P-O 

the construct validity of     12 R-O it should be noted 12 P-O 

the relationship between the 12 T-O of the students in 12 R-O 

the role of the  12 R-O one of the most 12 P-O 

there are a number  12 R-O should be noted that 11 P-O 

to the extent that  12 T-O the important fact that 11 P-O 

a high degree of   11 T-O used in this study 10 R-O 

as a means of  11 T-O versions of the test 10 R-O 

as can be seen  11 P-O for the purpose of 10 R-O 

I would like to  11 P-O for the students of 10 R-O 

in the light of  11 R-O the reliability of the 10 R-O 

in the United States  11 R-O the basis of the 10 R-O 

need to be aware  11 P-O    

should be noted that 11 P-O    

that there was a    11 R-O    

the focus of the    11 R-O    

the form of a  11 R-O    

the results of this  11 T-O    

the validity of the  11 R-O    

to the development of  11 R-O    

ways in which the 11 T-O    

are likely to be  11 P-O    

are shown in table  11 T-O    

at the level of  11 R-O    

can be used to  11 P-O    

English as a foreign 11 R-O    
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English as a second  11 R-O    

in a way that  11 T-O    

in this case the  11 T-O    

is one of the  11 R-O    

more likely to be  10 P-O    

native speakers of English 10 R-O    

one of the most     10 P-O    

the context of the 10 R-O    

the need for a  10 P-O    

the purpose of the  10 R-O    

the tests of implicit  10 R-O    

by means of a  10 R-O    

by the fact that     10 P-O    

can be found in     10 P-O    

focus on form and  10 R-O    

focus on form as  10 R-O    

in a variety of  10 T-O    

in the design of     10 R-O    

in which the teacher  10 T-O    

is that it is  10 R-O    

it is clear that  10 P-O    

that it is not 10 R-O    

the meaning of the  10 R-O    

the gender of the  10 R-O    
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TESOL Psycholinguistics Sociolinguistics 
Types F Fr Types F Fr Types F Fr 

in the case of  T 80 the extent to which T 53 at the same time T 69 

on the basis of T 62 in the present study T 52 in the case of T 59 

on the other hand T 53 on the basis of T 48 on the other hand T 54 

the extent to which T 46 in the current study T 45 the degree of difference R 52 

in terms of the T 42 it is possible that P 44 in terms of the T 51 

as well as the T 39 on the other hand T 43 on the basis of T 45 

in the present study T 32 in the United States R 40 in the United States R 43 

the ways in which T 32 as a function of T 38 degree of difference between R 42 

in the form of R 30 as well as the T 37 in the context of T 42 

at the same time  T 29 a main effect of R 35 the use of the R 41 

the end of the T 29 the nature of the R 33 the nature of the R 34 

the results of the T 29 the results of the T 32 it is important to P 33 

the use of the R 29 it is important to P 32 the way in which T 33 

at the end of T 27 of the present study T 32 as well as the T 31 

in a second language R 27 at the time of R 31 I would like to P 30 

are likely to be P 27 for each of the T 31 the notion of context R 27 

the two types of  R 26 the fact that the P 31 the ways in which T 27 

in the context of R 24 as a result of T 27 on the one hand  T 26 

for each of the R 23 the total number of R 24 of a speech act    R 24 

it should be noted P 23 research was supported by  R 23 the context of a R 24 

as a result of T 22 of the acquisition of R 23 on the part of T 23 

in the current study T 21 at the same time T 23 one of the most R 23 

in the United States R 21 at the level of T 22 the end of the T 23 

the main effect of R 21 in the context of T 22 the extent to which T 23 

in the analysis by R 21 the duration of the R 22 in the course of R 22 

in the development  R 21 to determine if the R 22 the part of the R 21 

it is important to P 21 between the two groups R 22 you know what I P 21 

a number of studies R 20 can be seen in P 22 in the sense of R 20 

of English as a R 20 each of the three T 22 as a result of  T 19 

the basis of the T 20 the less proficient learners R 21 as in the following T 19 

on the part of R 20 as can be seen  P 21 in a way that  T 19 

should be noted that P 20 did not differ from R 21 in the use of  T 19 

the case of the T 20 in each of the T 21 as a form of  R 19 

of the studies reported R 20 are more likely to P 20 as well as in T 19 

are more likely to P 19 in terms of the T 20 I do not know  P 19 

for the purposes of R 19 it is likely that P 20 in the same way T 19 

for the use of R 19 of the current study T 19 of the notion of R 18 

can be seen in P 19 a function of the  R 19 in the form of R 18 

in relation to the T 18 the use of the R 19 the rest of the T 18 
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at the end of T 27 of the present study T 32 as well as the T 31 

in a second language R 27 at the time of R 31 I would like to P 30 

are likely to be P 27 for each of the T 31 the notion of context R 27 

the two types of  R 26 the fact that the P 31 the ways in which T 27 

in the context of R 24 as a result of T 27 on the one hand  T 26 

for each of the R 23 the total number of R 24 of a speech act    R 24 

it should be noted P 23 research was supported by  R 23 the context of a R 24 

as a result of T 22 of the acquisition of R 23 on the part of T 23 

in the current study T 21 at the same time T 23 one of the most R 23 

in the United States R 21 at the level of T 22 the end of the T 23 

the main effect of R 21 in the context of T 22 the extent to which T 23 

in the analysis by R 21 the duration of the R 22 in the course of R 22 

in the development  R 21 to determine if the R 22 the part of the R 21 

it is important to P 21 between the two groups R 22 you know what I P 21 

a number of studies R 20 can be seen in P 22 in the sense of R 20 

of English as a R 20 each of the three T 22 as a result of  T 19 

the basis of the T 20 the less proficient learners R 21 as in the following T 19 

on the part of R 20 as can be seen  P 21 in a way that  T 19 

should be noted that P 20 did not differ from R 21 in the use of  T 19 

the case of the T 20 in each of the T 21 as a form of  R 19 

of the studies reported R 20 are more likely to P 20 as well as in T 19 

are more likely to P 19 in terms of the T 20 I do not know  P 19 

for the purposes of R 19 it is likely that P 20 in the same way T 19 

for the use of R 19 of the current study T 19 of the notion of R 18 

can be seen in P 19 a function of the  R 19 in the form of R 18 

in relation to the T 18 the use of the R 19 the rest of the T 18 
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as can be seen P 18 by the fact that P 19 with respect to the T 18 

English as a second R 18 it should be noted P 19 a wide range of   R 18 

in addition to the T 18 of the target form R 19 can be used to P 18 

as we have seen P 18 of this study was T 18 context of a speech R 18 

in the second language R 17 as part of the  T 18 in other words the T 17 

it is possible to P 17 the ability to learn R 18 the vast majority of R 17 

of the two types R 17 the main effect of R 18 this can be seen P 17 

are more likely to P 17 at the end of  T 17 through the use of T 17 

based on condition and R 17 in the two groups R 17 a valid attempt to R 17 

I would like to P 17 the basis of the T 17 in the sense that R 17 

in a number of R 16 the composition of the R 17 in this article I P 17 

in each of the  T 16 the time of the R 17 not selected as significant R 17 

it is likely that P 16 a significant effect of  17 the same time the T 17 

on the one hand T 16 the degree to which    T 17 to account for the R 16 

the form of a R 16 as a second language R 17 to the extent that T 16 

to be able to R 16 in the form of T 17 way in which the T 16 

was found to be  T 16 in the other language R 16 of the speech act R 16 

as a foreign language R 16 of individuals with the R 16 see what I mean P 16 

at the level of R 16 the beginning of the T 16 that is to say  R 16 

in a way that  R 16 the early stages of R 16 that the use of R 16 

in other words the T 15 they were asked to  R 16 that there is a R 16 

it is possible that P 15 in contrast to the T 16 with regard to the T 16 

the construct validity of R 15 the performance of the R 16 you see what I P 15 

the results of this T 15 the second and third R 15 a great deal of R 15 

the total number of R 15 the size of the  R 15 an analysis of the R 15 

the way in which  R 15 the two types of R 15 as part of a T 15 

a great deal of R 15 and the ability to R 15 at the beginning of T 15 

in the course of T 15 as shown in table T 15 the second half of T 15 

in the light of T 15 at the beginning of T 15 to the occurrence of T 15 

in the process of R 15 by the number of R 15 as a means of T 15 

in the same way T 15 in a variety of R 15 as a set of  T 15 

is likely to be P 15 in the early stages R 15    

it is necessary to P 15 the present study is T 15    

of the use of R 15 the age at which R 15    

are likely to be P 15       

the context of the R 15       

the impact of gender R 15       

the need for a  R 15       

as we have seen P 15       

it seems impossible that  P 15       

 
(Key: F = Function; Fr = Frequency; T = Text Oriented; R = Research Oriented; P = Participant Oriented) 
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in other words the T 15 they were asked to  R 16 that there is a R 16 

it is possible that P 15 in contrast to the T 16 with regard to the T 16 

the construct validity of R 15 the performance of the R 16 you see what I P 15 

the results of this T 15 the second and third R 15 a great deal of R 15 

the total number of R 15 the size of the  R 15 an analysis of the R 15 

the way in which  R 15 the two types of R 15 as part of a T 15 

a great deal of R 15 and the ability to R 15 at the beginning of T 15 

in the course of T 15 as shown in table T 15 the second half of T 15 

in the light of T 15 at the beginning of T 15 to the occurrence of T 15 

in the process of R 15 by the number of R 15 as a means of T 15 

in the same way T 15 in a variety of R 15 as a set of  T 15 

is likely to be P 15 in the early stages R 15    

it is necessary to P 15 the present study is T 15    

of the use of R 15 the age at which R 15    

are likely to be P 15       

the context of the R 15       

the impact of gender R 15       

the need for a  R 15       

as we have seen P 15       

it seems impossible that  P 15       
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it is argued that T 12 at the same time T 11 on the other hand T 12 

in the context of R 8 on the other hand T 8 in the present study T 9 

it is shown that T 8 in this paper I P 7 and the ability to R 8 

it is suggested that T 6 the way in which T 7 the nature of the R 8 

the results show that T 6 in a number of R 7 at the same time T 6 

plays an important role R 6 in terms of their T 6 on the one hand T 5 

the two types of R 6 in the context of R 6 a description of the R 5 

this paper explores the R 6 the nature of the R 6 with respect to the T 5 

as a second language R 5 a change in the R 5 a good deal of R 5 

as well as the T 5 in the current study T 5 as well as the T 5 

can be used to P 5 in the United States R 5 have tried to show R 5 

in this article I P 5 is one of the R 5 I have argued that  4 

the extent to which R 5 of this paper is T 5 I have tried to P 4 

the role of the R 5 one of the most R 5 in the context of R 4 

in the formation of R 5 the extent to which R 5 our understanding of the P 4 

likely to lead to P 4 the gender of the R 5 the end of the R 4 

a way that is R 4 the ways in which T 4 the extent to which R 4 

an analysis of the T 4 on the part of R 4 the results of this T 4 

and the nature of R 4 a better understanding of R 4 this paper I have P 4 

at the same time T 4 a large number of R 4 to be able to R 4 

has been shown to R 4 a number of studies R 4 in terms of the T 4 

has given rise to T 4 about the nature of R 4 in this paper I P 4 

I argue that the P 4 are critical to the P 4 of the present study T 4 

in a way that T 4 as a form of R 4 the importance of the P 4 

most of the scholars R 4 as a function of R 4 a great deal of R 4 

in the case of T 4 at the university of R 4 a difference in the R 4 

in the use of R 4 in the case of T 4 the ways in which T 4 

in this paper I P 4 in the form of R 4 what speakers say and R 4 

in this paper we P 4 in this paper we P 4 as a source of R 3 

it is concluded that T 4 is organized as follows T 3 as the basis for T 3 

of view of the R 4 much of the work R 3 as well as a T 3 

on the other hand T 4 of the nature of R 3 at the beginning of R 3 

in this regard we P 4 in this report I P 3 at the end of R 3 

the point of view R 4 that there is a R 3 beyond the scope of R 3 

the ways in which T 4 in the area of R 3 closest to the palate R 3 
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this study examined the R 4 a function of the R 3 about the nature of R 3 

we show that the P 4 a part of the R 3 a search for a R 3 

with respect to the T 4 acquisition as well as T 3 we need to be P 3 

also shown that the R 3 in this article I P 3 in the process of T 3 

in a variety of R 3 an account of the R 3 it is also important P 3 

in relation to the T 3	   an integral part of R 3 it is likely that P 3 

in the early stages R 3	   in a variety of R 3 in this article I P 3 

in the number of R 3	   one of the few R 3 in the use of R 3 

in the other conditions R 3	   on the one hand T 3 in the process of T 3 

in this article we P 3	   that the notion of R 3    

is also shown that T 3	         

is argued that the R 3	         

sheds light on the R 3	         

is based on a T 3	         

is in need of R 3	         

is shown to be R 3	         

is suggested that the T 3	         

it focuses on the R 3	         

it is also shown R 3	         

it is necessary to P 3	         

plays an important role R 3	         

likely to lead to P 3	         

of the role of R 3	         
of ways in which T 3	         
on the type of R 3	         
on the use of R 3	         
that the property of R 3	         
that the scope of R 3	         
that the use of R 3	         
that there is a T 3	         
of the due factor R 3	         
it may result in P 3	         
the results suggest that R 3	         
the study focuses on R 3	         
these results suggest that T 3	         
were similar to the T 3	         
in the fields of R 3	         
in the formation of R 3	         
in the use of R 3	         
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Abstract

Globalization, socio-political transformations and migration flows are creating social ten-
sions worldwide and are modifying the ethnic and socio-linguistic profile of countries. In this 
fast-evolving scenario, social workers make a significant contribution by coping with the chal-
lenges which arise, particularly during periods of change. Accordingly, the contribution of so-
cial workers is increasingly required in many different areas of society and, in line with Recom-
mendation Rec (2001)1 of the Committee of Ministers to member states on social workers (17 
January 2001), they have been provided with legal frameworks within which they can practise. 
Given this new professional perspective, the Code of Ethics for Social workers has become a 
relevant and binding document. Indeed, in this document, the Committee clearly stated the 
expected goal(s) of the social worker’s activities and outlined the best practices for the manage-
ment of a correct and effective practitioner-patient relationship. Social workers’ commitment 
to act ethically is an essential aspect of the quality of the service offered to patients/customers, 
since offering support to vulnerable people/communities is a fundamental part of their profes-
sional practice. Nonetheless, while some universal principles based on respect for the dignity 
of all people are common to all countries, some ethical challenges facing social workers are spe-
cific to particular socio-cultural contexts. From this standpoint, this paper will compare both 
the British and the Italian ‘Code of Ethics for Social Work’ in a lingua-cultural perspective. In 
particular, by drawing on the Appraisal Framework (Martin and White 2005), selected exam-
ples from the two codes will be analysed in order to highlight to what extent the use of different 
lexico-grammatical choices and rhetorical strategies convey different underlying values and 
beliefs. Our investigation will aim at providing a possible explanation for such differences, 
which in turn echo and reflect differences in socio-cultural backgrounds of the countries whose 
codes are investigated. 

1. The need for a Code of Ethics

All professions should have a code of ethics, thanks to which it is possible not only to 
enhance the professional status of a given type of employment and define professional 
identity, but also provide a guide for the suitable actions of the operators in order to 
protect consumers from abuse and bad practices. However, as Millerson (1964: 9) ob-
serves, “[s]ome occupations require greater control than others, due to the nature of the 
work involved. Some need a rigid and comprehensive code while others do not. Need 
for a code depends upon the professional situation”. In fact, some professions need to be 
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ruled by rigid and far-reaching codes precisely because of the kind of work involved, and 
“[c]odes of ethics and conduct for social workers and agencies are essential [my italics] to 
support effective social work practice and ensure respect for human life” (Appendix to 
Recommendation Rec (2001)1 of the Committee of Ministers to member states on social 
workers no. 6). 

A social worker’s workload includes many different duties, ranging from care-giving 
all the way up to prevention, rehabilitation of deviant behaviour and social reintegration 
and the redistribution of resources. According to the Council of Europe Committee of 
Ministers Recommendation Rec (2001)1 of the Committee of Ministers to member states 
on social workers, a social worker

promotes the social welfare of individuals, groups and communities, facilitates social cohe-
sion in periods of change and supports and protects vulnerable members of the community, 
working in partnership with service users, communities and other professions. For some 
people, personal misfortune or change will affect their ability to act for themselves. Some 
need help and guidance. Some need care, support and protection. Social workers respond 
to those needs. 

The Code of Ethics therefore stands out also as an element of unification within 
all different aspects of a profession in accordance with the law and the ever-changing 
and multifaceted socio-cultural and often multiethnic scenario in which social workers 
operate.

2. Comparing the BASW Code of Ethics and the Codice Deontologico dell’As-
sistente Sociale

The longstanding and profound bond that links the Italian social worker to the Brit-
ish model of the welfare system can be easily found by tracing back the birth of the 
professional social worker (Girotti 2005), even though such a historical analysis would 
lead us beyond the scope of our investigation.

As is well known, Britain was among the first European countries to engage in 
systematic state intervention in the welfare field. Ever since 1601, with the enact-
ment of the ‘Old Poor Law’ (Cannon 2004) 1, Britain has been the homeland of charity 

1  The Act for the Relief of the Poor, popularly known as the ‘Elizabethan Poor Law’, or the ‘Old Poor 
Law’ was an Act of the Parliament of England passed in 1601. Society in Elizabethan England was 
changing and the number of poor people living in abject poverty was increasing. A series of laws had 
already been introduced by the English Parliament in 1563, 1572, 1576, 1597, culminating in the 1601 
Poor Law Act which formalized earlier practices by making provision for a national system to be paid 
for by levying property taxes. Under the 1601 Act, each parish was obliged to relieve the aged and the 
helpless, to bring up unprotected children to be industrious, and to provide work for those capable of it 
but who were lacking their usual trade. The main objectives of the 1601 Act were: to levy a compulsory 
poor rate on every parish; to provide working materials; to offer relief to the ‘deserving’ poor or of the 
‘impotent’ poor – the old, the blind, the lame, and so on. This could include the provision of ‘houses of 
dwelling’; to collect a poor relief rate from property owners; the setting to work and apprenticeship of 
children who were orphaned or whose parents were unable to support them. The 1601 Elizabethan Poor 
Law continued with further adaptations – for example the 1662 Settlement Act, Gilbert’s Act (1782) 
and the Speenhamland system of 1795 – until the passing of the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act, and 
formed the basis of poor relief throughout the country for over two centuries (Harris 2004; Morgan 2009).
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organizations and, subsequently, of ‘Scientific Philanthropy’. The aim of this paper is 
to analyse similarities and differences between the Code of Ethics of the British Asso-
ciation of Social Workers (henceforth BASW CoE) 2 and the Italian code, namely the 
Codice Deontologico dell’Assistente Sociale (henceforth CDAS) 3, in a lingua-cultural 
perspective. 

2.1. Analysis of layout and contents

From a first analysis of their internal layout the two codes appear quite different. In 
fact, while the English code consists of three sections which are then further articulat-
ed 4, the Italian one is composed of seven Articles (Titolo), which are then broken down 
into several different Items (Capo) plus three additional sections.

In CDAS, Title I is about the definition of the profession and disciplinary powers, 
Title II is about its principles, while Titles III, IV,V, VI and VII are devoted to different 
kinds of social workers’ responsibilities. In particular, Title III deals with the respon-
sibility of a social worker with regard to clients; Title IV lists social workers’ respon-
sibilities to society, Title V clarifies social workers’ responsibilities towards colleagues 
and other professionals, Title VI outlines social workers’ responsibilities with regard 
to their employers and Title VII is about the responsibilities of social workers towards 
their profession.

The structures of both codes show substantial differences: the Italian code is longer, 
with a greater subdivision into articles and (sub)items, and with a final part devoted to 
disciplinary proceedings 5 which, as we will see, is missing in the British one.

The BASW CoE is organized into three sections plus the Introduction, where scope 
and objectives are clarified. Sections 1 and 2 draw on the background, definition and 
statement of ethical principles of the British code, while Section 3 comprises principles 
which specify how the general ethical principles outlined in Section 2 should be put into 
practice in the context of the UK.

2.2. Major similarities

In both codes it is clearly stated that social workers must respect not only basic 
human rights, but also the beliefs, values, needs and preferences of the users and, in 
their professional practice, every possible form of prejudice must be banned (Table 1).

Another fundamental principle which is to be found in both codes is the principle of 

2  The BASW’s Code of Ethics dates back to 1975, and has been revised and updated on several occa-
sions. (Hatton 2008). The edition referred to here is the latest version agreed in 2010, which substitutes 
the 2002 version, integrating the internationally agreed Definition of Social Work (International Fed-
eration of Social Workers (IFSW), principles of the International Association of Schools of Social Work 
(IASSW) (2000) and the international statement ‘Ethics in Social Work – Statement of Principles’ (IFSW 
and IASSW, 2004 cdn.basw.co.uk/upload/basw_112315-7.pdf; Girotti 2005). 

3  The version analysed here is the latest one, the text approved by the National Council on 17 July 
2009. 

4  Section 1 – ‘Background’ – is subdivided into 1.1 ‘Ethics in social work’ and 1.2 ‘The international 
definition of social work’; Section 2 – Values and ethical principles – is sub-grouped into 2.1 ‘Human 
rights’, 2.2 ‘Social justice’, and 2.3 ‘Professional integrity’.

5  In its final part the CDAS presents three additional sections: the first is entitled ‘Disposizioni Fi-
nali’ while the other two, ‘Sanzioni Disciplinari’ and ‘Procedimenti Disciplinari’, regulate disciplinary 
proceedings.
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social justice which, to use Translation Studies terminology, is ‘explicitated’ 6 in Italian 
in ‘principi di giustizia ed equità sociali’. The concept of social justice is, however, much 
more frequently evoked in the British code than in the Italian one (Table 2).

Both codes also clearly define the relevance of “[a]cting with the informed consent 
of service users, unless required by law to protect that person or another from risk of 
serious harm” (Section 3.1.3) / Nella relazione di aiuto l’assistente sociale deve ricevere 
esplicito consenso, salvo disposizioni legislative e amministrative (Titolo III, capo I. 12). 

Other key terms to be found in British and Italian codes are ‘privacy’, ‘reliability’ and 
‘confidentiality’. Privacy and professional secrecy represent the user’s primary rights 
and this trusting relationship compels social workers to consider all information and 
data gathered by reason of their profession as strictly confidential. 

In Table 3 some significant examples are shown.
Particularly interesting is the principle of responsibility 7. In both codes great emphasis 

6  In Klaudy and Károly’s terms (2005: 16): “Explicitation takes place, for example, when a SL [              …] unit 
of a more general meaning is replaced by a TL […] unit of a more special meaning; the complex meaning 
of an SL word is distributed over several words in the TL; new meaningful elements appear in the TL 
text; one sentence in the SL is divided into two or several sentences in the TL; or, when SL phrases are 
extended or ‘elevated’ into clauses in the TL”.

7  See respectively in The Code of Ethics for Social Worker, Introduction, Section 2.2; Section 2.3; 

BASW CoE Italian CADS 

Social workers […] should respect people’s beliefs, 
values, culture, goals, needs, preferences, 
relationships and affiliations. Social workers 
should recognise their own prejudices to ensure 
they do not discriminate against any person or 
group. They should ensure that services are offered 
and delivered in a culturally appropriate manner. 
They should challenge and seek to address any 
actions of colleagues who demonstrate negative 
discrimination or prejudice (Section 3.7). 

L’assistente sociale svolge la propria azione 
professionale senza discriminazione di età, di sesso, 
di stato civile, di etnia, di nazionalità, di religione, 
di condizione sociale, di ideologia politica, di 
minorazione psichica o fisica, o di qualsiasi altra 
differenza che caratterizzi le persone (Titolo 2.8)*. 

 

* Henceforth the English translation of Italian CADS will be given as footnotes in square brackets. Translations are 
intentionally as literal as possible in order to fully highlight differences between the two codes. [The social worker 
performs his/her professional action without any discriminations based on age, gender or sex, marital status, race, 
nationality, religion, social status, political opinions, mental or physical disabilities, or any other difference which 
might distinguish people (Titolo 2.8)].	  

Table 1. The fundamental principle underlying the two codes

BASW CoE Italian CADS 

Respect for human rights and a commitment to promoting social 
justice are at the core of social work practice throughout the world 
(Section 1.1). 
Human rights and social justice serve as the motivation 
and justification for social work action (Background). 
Principles of human rights and social justice are fundamental to 
social work (Section 1.2). 
Social workers have a responsibility to promote social justice 
(Section 2.2). 

La professione si fonda […] sulla 
affermazione dei principi di 
giustizia ed equità sociali (Titolo 
2.5)*. 

 

* [The profession is based on […] the assertion of principles of justice and social fairness (Titolo 2.5)].	  

Table 2. Explicitating social justice
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is given not only to social workers’ responsibilities towards service users, but also towards 
other professional practitioners. Social workers not only “have a responsibility to promote 
social justice, in relation to society generally, and in relation to the people with whom 
they work” (Section 2.2), but they also “have a responsibility to challenge discrimination 
on the basis of characteristics such as ability, age, culture, gender or sex, marital status, 
socio-economic status, political opinions, skin colour, racial or other physical characteris-
tics, sexual orientation or spiritual beliefs” (Section 2.2). In Section 3 of the BASW CoE, 
dedicated to ethical practice, great emphasis is also given to social workers’ ‘responsibil-
ities in the work place’ (Section 3.13 ‘Using professional supervision and peer support to 
reflect on and improve practice’), ‘responsibilities to the profession’ (Section 3.14 ‘Taking 
responsibility for their own practice and continuing professional development’ and Section 
3.15 ‘Contributing to the continuous improvement of professional practice’). 

Similarly, Titles III, IV, V, VI and VII of the Italian CADS are entirely devoted to 
the responsibilities that guide the operational practice of social workers in different 
operational sectors.

2.3. Some major differences

The British and the Italian codes for Social Workers, as we have seen, rely on a 
similar set of values. There are differences, however. A significant difference between 

Section 3; Section 3.13; Section 3.14; Section 3.15; Section 3.16 and Titles III, IV, V, VI and VII of the 
Italian CADS. 

BASW CoE Italian CADS 

Social work relationships should be based on 
people’s rights to respect, privacy, reliability and 
confidentiality (Section 3.1).  

La riservatezza ed il segreto professionale 
costituiscono diritto primario dell’utente (Titolo III, 
Capo III, 23)*. 

Social workers should ensure the sharing of 
information is subject to ethical requirements in 
respect of privacy and confidentiality (Section 3.5). 

La natura fiduciaria della relazione con utenti o 
clienti obbliga l’assistente sociale a trattare con 
riservatezza le informazioni e i dati riguardanti gli 
stessi (Titolo III, Capo III, 24)**. 

Social workers should respect the principles of 
confidentiality that apply to their relationships and 
ensure that confidential information is only 
divulged with the consent of the person using 
social work services (Section 3.10). 

L’assistente sociale deve adoperarsi perché sia 
curata la riservatezza della documentazione relativa 
agli utenti ed ai clienti (Titolo III, Capo III, 25)***. 

 L’assistente sociale è tenuto a segnalare l’obbligo 
della riservatezza e del segreto d’ufficio a coloro 
con i quali collabora, con cui instaura rapporti di 
supervisione didattica o che possono avere accesso 
alle informazioni o documentazioni riservate (Titolo 
III, Capo III, 26)****. 

 

* (Confidentiality and professional secrecy are the user’s primary right [Titolo III, Capo III, 23]). 
** (The trust-based relationship with his/her users or clients obliges the social worker to deal with their information and 
data in the strictest confidence [Titolo III, Capo III, 24]). 
***(The social worker must endeavour to ensure the confidentiality of his/her users’ or clients’ documents and 
information [Titolo III, Capo III, 25]). 
**** (The social worker must inform co-workers, people (s)he cooperates with, people (s)he collaborates with for 
educational supervision purposes, people who can in some ways have access to confidential material or information, 
that they are all obliged to confidentiality and professional secrecy [Titolo III, Capo III, 26]).	  

Table 3. Privacy and professional secrecy as the user’s main right



62 FLAVIA CAVALIErE

the two codes concerns the importance given to research in the context of social services 
– an aspect which is cited less frequently in the Italian text compared with the British 
one. “L’assistente sociale è tenuto alla propria formazione continua al fine di garantire 
prestazioni qualificate, adeguate al progresso scientifico e culturale, metodologico e tecno-
logico, tenendo conto delle indicazioni dell’Ordine professionale” 8 (Titolo VII, Capo I, 54). 
The emphasis given to research in the BASW code is rather different: “Social work bases 
its methodology on a systematic body of evidence informed knowledge derived from re-
search and practice evaluation, including local and indigenous knowledge specific to its 
context” (Section 1.2); moreover, “[s]ocial workers need to keep up to date with relevant 
research, learning from other professionals and service users” (Section 3.14); “Social 
workers should use professional knowledge and experience to engage in research and to 
contribute to the development of ethically based policy and programmes” (Section 3.17). 

The importance the BASW CoE devotes to studies and research derives from the 
already mentioned centuries-old tradition that England can boast in the social sector. 
This puts British social workers as forerunners of their profession capable of adapting 
to the evolving needs of society. As is clearly stated in the British code, “It is understood 
that social work in the 21st century is dynamic and evolving, and therefore no definition 
should be regarded as exhaustive” (Section 1.2).

The second major difference pertains to the two large final sections which the Italian 
CADS reserves for disciplinary sanctions and procedures. In its final part the Italian 
CADS contains a section regarding the disciplinary sanctions that may be imposed on 
social workers, and a second section concerning the disciplinary proceedings that may 
be incurred. Such aspects are not taken into account in the British text. 

3. A linguistic analysis 

The comparison between structural and content issues carried out so far has high-
lighted that the two codes under scrutiny are both informative texts and official legal 
documents which provide readers with an impersonal representation of facts. The main 
communicative functions of both codes appear to be the same: regulating the rights and 
duties of those involved in social work, providing information on compliance with laws 
and directives, and drawing the attention of the reader – both assistant and service 
user – to the politics of conduct as laid down by law. 

Let us now come to a more specific analysis of lexico-grammatical choices and modes 
of textuality of the two codes. In particular, by applying the analytical tools of Appraisal 
Framework (AF), it is possible to explore the ways in which Italian and English are 
used to express or evaluate situations, how attitudes and emotive factors appear in the 
two texts, and how rhetorical strategies are used to convey (c)overt stances. From this 
linguistic comparison major differences in terms of historical and cultural connotations 
start to emerge. 

8  [The social worker is required to constantly update his/her own professional training in order to 
ensure not only qualified services, but also, by taking into account the professional association’s state-
ments, services which are adapted to scientific, cultural, methodological and technological progress 
(Titolo VII, Capo I, 54).]
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3.1. Appraisal Framework: some introductory remarks

Before beginning a comparative investigation of certain qualitative aspects relating 
to the two codes, it might be useful to briefly look at the main analytical tools of Ap-
praisal Framework.

Appraisal Framework (AF) is an umbrella term covering all evaluative uses 
of language 9: its two core concerns are: how speakers/writers adopt and indicate 
positive or negative attitudes and how they negotiate these attitudinal and other 
types of positionings with actual or potential dialogic partners. The AF system thus 
explores the way language is used to evaluate and/or to adopt stances, to construe 
textual personas, and how affective involvement can be conveyed through a set of 
indicators including exclamation, repetition, intensification and attitudinal lexis. 
The system of Appraisal comprises three major interactive subsystems: Attitude, 
Gradation, and Engagement. Engagement posits that all utterances are ultimately 
dialogistic: speakers/writers engage in a ‘dialogue’ to the extent that they respond 
to other speakers/writers or anticipate possible responses. Such dialogistic effects 
play a significant role in text construal and the meaning-making processes by 
which speakers/writers share value positions, attitudes and beliefs and negotiate 
relationships and express their commitment by either ‘endorsed’ or ‘disendorsed’ 
utterances. 

Attitude concerns the speaker’s positive/negative assessment of people, places, 
things, state of affairs and their associated emotional/affectual responses. Attitudinal 
Positioning may concern positive and negative evaluations involving:

affect
judgement
appreciation 10.

Affect is thus concerned with emotional reactions and disposition 11; judgement refers 
to meanings which serve to evaluate human behaviour positively and negatively by ref-
erence to a set of institutionalized norms. Judgement in turn can be either inscribed (or 
explicit) or implicit, and is subdivided into two wider categories, namely ‘social esteem’ 
and ‘social sanction’ 12. Appreciation relates to positive and negative assessments of ma-
terial objects (artefacts, works of art, texts, processes, and so on). Attitudinal position 
is often evoked not by single words (though individual words can be attitudinal) but by 
phrases or complete stretches of language and, above all, by the interaction of diverse 
elements of the statements which transmits the writers’ propositions and points of view 
and, therefore, must be analysed as a whole.

Evaluative language can be thus expressed by means of two primary modes: dialo-

9  The Appraisal Framework was initially developed in the early 1990s by Professor Jim Martin and 
his research team based at the University of Sydney. It emerged as an extension of Halliday’s Systemic 
Functional Linguistics within a wider literacy project which aimed at defining more precisely the atti-
tudinal values by which texts apply social norms to evaluate human behaviour (martin 2000; Martin 
and White 2005).

10  White P.R.R. 2012b. 
11  Bednarek’s works (2008, 2009) have added new interesting insights into the category of Affect by 

widening the explicit focus of analysis on the type of attitudinal target or attitudinal assessment considered.
12  White P.R.R.  2012c. 
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gistic and attitudinal, which are the ones prominently used in analysing the documents 
investigated here. Considering the ethical implications of the documents analysed, 
affect and judgement will be the categories which appear most relevant to our textual 
analysis, with particular reference to affective evaluation, which is the category that 
allows us to trace the difference in commitment that can be discerned between the 
two codes 13.

Affectual positionings in the BASW CoE are mainly conveyed through:

– verbs of emotion indicating mental or physical processes, or verbs which metaphorically 
convey either sympathetic or active commitment such as embrace; take action; engage; 
alleviate; build; sustain; 

– adverbs which specify circumstances of manner, such as effectively; ethically; profession-
ally; legally;

– adjectives of emotion: vulnerable; oppressed; disadvantaged; 
– recurrent nominalization of terms such as commitment; change; empowerment.

In the Italian CADS, in most cases such verbs as embrace; take action; engage; al-
leviate; build; sustain are generally rendered with the more neutral verb contribuire 
[contribute] which does not convey the pragmatic force of the corresponding verbs in the 
English code. In the same vein, more frequently recurring adjectives, nominalizations 
and phrases (for example persona; utente; interessato; procedure dell’organizzazione di 
lavoro; iniziative di partecipazione), mainly belong to the bureaucratic/legal lexical area, 
whereas those more frequently present in the BASW CoE (e.g. vulnerable; oppressed, 
disadvantaged commitment; change) strictly refer to welfare and social issues. Investi-
gation will now focus on selected examples. 

4. Commenting on findings

4.1. Affective level and informative level

The first finding to emerge from the linguistic analysis of the professional ethical 
code of the BASW and the Italian CADS is the presence of two different levels of dis-
course, an ‘interactive’ level and an ‘autonomous’ level (Hunston and Thompson 2000). 
In terms of the ‘autonomous’ level, it is more common to find informative terminology 
and neutral attitudes, while the ‘interactive’ level reveals more subjective comments 
from the author and an evaluative attitude towards the topic in question (Abbamonte 
and Cavaliere 2006). In the BASW CoE the authorial presence is more evident and the 
writer’s comment and evaluative attitude to the subject matter is more explicit and 
apparent: an ‘interactive plane’ is at work. In the Italian CADS, where informational 
terms and a more neutral attitude prevail, the ‘autonomous plane’ is foremost. Gener-
ally, the British code uses a more emphatic and intentional language, whilst the Italian 
code adopts a more informative and prescriptive, coercive tone also conveyed by the 
recurrent deontic modal dovere (see Table 4: deve, devono, dovere) 14. Herein lies the 
difference between the ‘affective’ plane, which is more pragmatic and where we can find 

13  White P.R.R. 2012a. 
14  For an in-depth analysis of the Italian modal system see, among others, Conte 1995 and Pietran-

drea 2005.
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a wealth of terminology relating to the emotive and socio-cultural involvement of the 
author (values, ethical principles, human rights, social justice, professional integrity, 
embodied, strives, work with vulnerable and oppressed people, compassion, empathy, 
care), and the informative, bureaucratic plane (principi, regole, iniziative di parteci-
pazione, caratteristiche culturali, capacità di discernimento). By comparing examples 
from the BASW CoE and the corresponding concepts in the Italian CADS the differenc-
es in the intensity of the affective positioning are evident, as Table 4 above highlights.

It appears that in the Italian text the authorial attitudinal positioning does not fully 

Table 4. BASW CoE affective plane vs. Italian CADS informative plane

BASW CoE affective plane  Italian CADS informative plane  

The Code comprises statements of values and 
ethical principles relating to human rights, social 
justice and professional integrity, followed by 
practice principles that indicate how the ethical 
principles should be applied in practice 
(Background - Section 1.1). 

Il presente Codice è costituito dai principi e dalle 
regole che gli assistenti sociali devono osservare 
(Titolo I.1)*. 

Social work values are embodied in the 
profession’s national and international codes of 
ethics (Background - Section 1.1). 

La professione si fonda sul valore, sulla dignità e 
sulla unicità di tutte le persone, sul rispetto dei loro 
diritti universalmente riconosciuti e delle loro 
qualità originarie, quali libertà, uguaglianza, 
socialità, solidarietà, partecipazione, nonché sulla 
affermazione dei principi di giustizia ed equità 
sociali (Titolo II.5)**. 

In solidarity with those who are disadvantaged, the 
profession strives to alleviate poverty and to work 
with vulnerable and oppressed people in order to 
promote social inclusion (Background - Section 
1.1). 

L’assistente sociale deve contribuire a promuovere 
una cultura della solidarietà e della sussidiarietà, 
favorendo o promuovendo iniziative di 
partecipazione volte a costruire un tessuto sociale 
accogliente e rispettoso dei diritti di tutti (Titolo IV, 
Capo I.33)***. 

Social workers should act with integrity and treat 
people with compassion, empathy and care 
(Section 3).  

Nella relazione di aiuto l’assistente sociale ha il 
dovere di dare, tenendo conto delle caratteristiche 
culturali e delle capacità di discernimento degli 
interessati, la più ampia informazione sui loro 
diritti, sui vantaggi, svantaggi, impegni, risorse, 
programmi e strumenti dell’intervento 
professionale, per il quale deve ricevere esplicito 
consenso, salvo disposizioni legislative e 
amministrative (Titolo III, Capo I.12)****. 

 

* (This Code consists in the principles and rules which social workers must comply with [Titolo I.1]). 
** (The profession is based on people’s value, dignity and uniqueness, on the respect for their rights which are 
universally recognized and for their original qualities, such as freedom, equality, sociality, solidarity, participation, as 
well as on the assertion of the principles of social justice and equity [Titolo II.5]). 
*** (The social worker must contribute to promote a culture of solidarity and subsidiarity, by favouring or promoting 
participation in initiatives aiming at creating a welcoming social fabric where everyone’s rights are respected [Titolo 
IV, Capo I.33]). 
**** (In his/her helping relationship the social worker, by giving due consideration to the cultural characteristics and 
capacity of judgement of the people concerned, has the duty to provide as much information as possible about their 
rights, benefits, handicaps, commitments, resources, programmes, tools for professional intervention, for which (s)he 
must receive explicit consent, unless otherwise provided, under laws, regulations and administrative provisions [Titolo 
III, Capo I.12]). 
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convey the social workers’ vocational emotional/emphatic commitment towards service 
users’ needs, and sometimes the expected abilities/desire of the social workers them-
selves to overcome service users’ problems seem ultimately to be questioned. On the 
contrary, in the BASW CoE terms like solidarity, disadvantage, strive, alleviate, work 
with, vulnerable and oppressed, commitment all contribute in communicating affect. 

The intense commitment of the British social worker is conveyed in some of the open-
ing phrases of the code: “Social work values are embodied in the profession’s national 
and international codes of ethics”, “Social workers should act with integrity and treat 
people with compassion, empathy and care”; in the Italian code, instead, we find a bare, 
detached definition of the code and an introduction to rules to be complied with (see 
Table 4 above). As we can note from the excerpts in Table 4, the British code relies on 
terms which come within the ‘affective’ sphere, as in the first example where ‘vulnerable 
and oppressed people’ are mentioned. The Italian approach, on the contrary, appears to 
be much less ‘affective’ and much more matter-of-fact. 

In both countries the codes are binding: “The Code is binding on all social work-
ers who are BASW members in all roles” (BASW CoE Introduction) – “Il rispetto del 
Codice è vincolante per l’esercizio della professione per obbligo deontologico” (Italian 
CADS Titolo I.3); however, the Italian CADS guidelines outline bureaucratic and for-
mal standards of practice, whereas the British code contains recommendations. The 
two texts differ in their use of modal verbs: the BASW CoE chooses throughout the 
text the hedging option should, while the Italian code is regulatory in its prescriptive 
modal deve (must). This results in a difference in authorial engagement, where the 
main assumption of the BASW CoE is that it upholds the Association’s main objective 
of expressing the fundamental values and principles of social work whilst acting as a 
guide, whereas the Italian code clearly posits itself as a regulatory document outlining 
the obligations of a social worker, once again through the prevailing use of the deontic 
modal dovere (Table 5).

BASW CoE  Italian CADS 

The Code comprises statements of values and ethical 
principles relating to human rights, social justice and 
professional integrity, followed by practice principles that 
indicate how the ethical principles should be applied in 
practice (Section 2.3). 

L’assistente sociale, nel rispetto della 
normativa vigente e nell’ambito della 
propria attività professionale, deve 
agevolare gli utenti ed i clienti (Titolo III, 
Capo I.13)*. 

Social workers should promote the full involvement and 
participation of people using their services in ways that 
enable them to be empowered in all aspects of decisions 
and actions affecting their lives (Section 2.1.3). 

L’assistente sociale investito di funzioni 
peritali deve esercitarle con imparzialità ed 
indipendenza di giudizio (Titolo III, Capo 
II.21)**. 

Social workers should ensure that resources at their 
disposal are distributed fairly, according to need (Section 
2.2.3). 

Nel rapporto professionale l’assistente 
sociale non deve utilizzare la relazione con 
utenti e clienti per interessi o vantaggi 
personali (Titolo III, Capo II.22)***. 

 
* [The social worker, in compliance with the regulations and within his/her professional activity must help his/her own 
users and clients (Titolo III, Capo I.13)]. 
** [The social worker, when carrying out his/her tasks as an expert, must be impartial and independent in making 
his/her decisions (Titolo III, Capo II.21)]. 
*** [In his/her professional relationship the social worker must not use his/her relationship with users and clients for 
personal interests or advantages (Titolo III, Capo II.22)].	  

Table 5. Differences in authorial Engagement
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Nonetheless, a seemingly divergent feature emerging from the comparison of the 
two codes is a shift in perspective in the choice between concrete and abstract terms.

4.2. Concrete and abstract language 

Consider the examples reported in Table 6.

The BASW CoE makes use of more ‘concrete’ terms and lists the various areas in 
which social workers are meant to intervene, involving the readers in a more direct 
and explicit manner, allowing them to share in the concepts that are discussed. The 
British code, following its empirical tradition, explicitly refers, for example, to agency 
administration, community organisation and engagement in social and political action 
designed to impact social policy and economic development. The Italian CADS, instead, 
simply states that the profession exists to serve individuals, encourage their autonomy, 
their capacity to assume responsibility and so on, but no advice is given as to how these 
aims are to be achieved. 

Moreover, in the Italian CADS, emphasis is frequently put on service users’ self-de-
termination: “L’assistente sociale deve impegnare la propria competenza professionale 
per promuovere la autodeterminazione degli utenti e dei clienti, la loro potenzialità ed 
autonomia, in quanto soggetti attivi del progetto di aiuto” (Titolo III, Capo I.11) which 

BASW CoE concrete language Italian CADS abstract language 

Social work interventions range from primarily 
person-focused psychosocial processes to 
involvement in social policy, planning and 
development. These include counselling, clinical 
social work, group work, social pedagogical work, 
and family treatment and therapy as well as efforts 
to help people obtain services and resources in the 
community. Interventions also include agency 
administration, community organization and 
engaging in social and political action to impact 
social policy and economic development (Section 
1.2). 

La professione è al servizio delle persone, delle 
famiglie, dei gruppi, delle comunità e delle diverse 
aggregazioni sociali per contribuire al loro 
sviluppo; ne valorizza l’autonomia, la soggettività, 
la capacità di assunzione di responsabilità; li 
sostiene nell’uso delle risorse proprie e della 
società nel prevenire ed affrontare situazioni di 
bisogno o di disagio e nel promuovere ogni 
iniziativa atta a ridurre i rischi di emarginazione 
(Titolo II.6)*. 

Social workers […] respect […] 
each person’s spiritual integrity and well-being 
(Section 2.1). 
Social workers […] respect […] people’s dignity 
(Section 2.2). 
Social workers […] promote the full involvement 
and participation (2.3). 

La professione si fonda sul valore […] di tutte le 
persone (Titolo II.5). 
La professione è al servizio delle persone (Titolo 
II.6). 
L’esercizio della professione si basa su fondamenti 
etici (Titolo II.2)**. 

respect for human rights (Section 1.1). rispetto dei diritti universalmente riconosciuti 
(Titolo 2.5)***.  

* [The profession is at the service of people, families, groups, communities, different social groupings to contribute to 
their development; it enhances their self-reliance, their subjectivity, their ability to take responsibility; it supports them 
when using both public or their own resources to prevent or cope with difficult situations, and in promoting every 
intervention aiming at reducing risks of marginalization and social exclusion (Titolo II.6)].	  
** [The profession is based on the value of all persons (Titolo II.5); The profession is at the people’s service (Titolo 
II.2); The practice of the  profession is based on ethical foundations (Titolo II.2)]. 
*** [respect for universally recognized rights	  (Titolo 2.5].	  
Table 6. BASW CoE concrete language vs. Italian CADS abstract language
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evokes an implicit distance between social services and the people who benefit from 
them, thus creating a detached client-provider relationship. 

In line with this perspective, the term ‘social workers’ is used in the BASW CoE to 
indicate people who are actively employed in the field of social work, while the Italian 
code uses more frequently the much more general definition professione which refers 
to the role of the professional in a much wider sense, and makes it a more abstract 
term. 

Accordingly, all the duties of social workers are described in Italian by using a 
rather more austere and detached language such as le attività della professione, la 
professione, l’esercizio della professione as opposed to ‘social worker(s)’ in the BASW 
CoE. One of the possible (psycho)socio-cultural reasons for repeatedly using terms 
evoking professionalism/expertise in the Italian code could be the necessity or desire, 
on the part of Italian social workers, to emphasize their only recently acquired pro-
fessional status and authority in the eyes of both service users and also other doctors 
and psychologists working in the same field 15. Britain’s social welfare, on the contrary, 
can boast a very long standing tradition (Harris 2004). “Anglo-Saxon cultural tradition 
[is] a tradition which places special emphasis on the rights and the autonomy of every 
individual” which conditions every individual to be constantly aware of other people 
(Wierzbicka 2003: 30). 

The British code thus frequently refers to ‘human rights’, while the Italian code men-
tions diritti universalmente riconosciuti which could refer to a much wider unspecified 
spectrum of rights. 

The social worker is also urged to be proactive and dynamic in his/her actions and 
decision-making processes through the recurrent use of verbs such as promote, take 
actions, focus, work, act, endeavour, and nominalizations including involvement and 
participation. 

The recurrent prefix inter- 16 used in compounding terms such as intervene, interact/
interactions, interventions, interrelated, implies continuous (inter)relationships and 
exchange between social workers and users themselves.  

Another aspect which is continuously stressed in the British code is that “[s]ocial 
workers are change agents in society” (Section 1.2). This concept is lexically conveyed by 

formulaic patterns [which] acquire discursive relevance in terms of their ability to homog-
enize discourse which, in turn, provide stylistic cohesion. More importantly, […] formulaic 
patterns are generative of a discourse. The ideological significance of such lexicalization 
comes to the fore when we realize to what extent these patterns of repetition concur to build 
up a defined context (Cavaliere 2012: 97). 

15  In Italy the first official legal acknowledgement given to social workers dates back to 1987 when a 
presidential decree (D.P.R. no. 14 of 15 January 1987) allowed them to exercise their profession if they 
possessed a diploma for social workers. Then rules meant as a guide for social workers in the exercise 
of their profession were progressively implemented. In March 1993 (law no. 84) this led to the institu-
tion of a professional register for social workers. In 1999, by governmental decree (D.M. no. 509 of 3 
November 1999) compulsory university training for social workers was introduced and the first Codice 
Deontologico degli Assistenti Sociali (code of ethics) was adopted (Bortoli 1997; Dente and Spisni 2010: 
186; Cava 2006: 25-26).

16  This derivational affix appears in numerous English loanwords probably from Vulgar Latin inter-
rāre, derivative of terra (earth). As is known, the prefix inter- basically indicates some kind of a connec-
tion between things, usually meaning ‘between’, ‘among’, ‘mutually’, ‘reciprocally’, ‘together’. 
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The core conceptual context – the social worker’s fundamental role in “meeting hu-
man needs and developing human potential” (Section 1.1), and promoting or enhancing 
positive changes – is built up through recurrent lexical items such as change, problem 
solving, empowerment, liberation. Within a FrameNet 17 approach – where it is claimed 
that every word brings with it a set of associated concepts that might be related to 
a ‘script’ – these words allocate to the ‘perception’ of a frame, in our case relating to 
‘change’; in frame semantics the view is taken that word meanings are best understood 
in reference to the conceptual structures which support and motivate them. Lowe (1997: 
2-3) spells out the fundamental principles of FrameNet in the following passage: 

We believe, therefore, that any description of word meanings must begin by identifying 
such underlying conceptual structures. Frames have many properties of stereotyped sce-
narios – situations in which speakers expect certain events to occur and states to obtain. 
In general, frames encode a certain amount of ‘real-world knowledge’ in schematised form. 

In the BASW CoE the repetition of certain concrete lexical items (social work inter-
ventions, human rights, social justice, full involvement and participation) communicates 
the idea of (required and/or achieved) efficiency in terms of the social worker’s initiatives 
and work; this, in turn, should stimulate a chain-reaction-like response in the reader 
(generally the social worker himself/herself) who is urged to be proactive and effective 
in offering a helping hand. In the Italian CADS, on the contrary, the discernible trend 
towards adopting bureaucratic and vague terms (e.g. esercizio della professione, capacità 
di assunzione di responsabilità, rispetto della normativa vigente) create a kind of emo-
tional gap between the text and the recipient who is not so physically and empathically 
involved as when reading the British code.

5. Final remarks

Even though the British text clearly stands out as the ethical and theoretical source 
for the Italian code, socio-cultural differences between the two countries emerge in the 
lexical and textual choices. By comparing detailed examples, our investigation aimed 
to highlight how different pragmatic uses of lexico-grammatical choices and modes of 
textuality convey differences in authorial stance towards the topic – commitment and 
distancing being the main categories for the British code and Italian code respectively. 
In particular, the BASW CoE, as can be seen in the qualitative examples reported in 

17  The FrameNet (FN) research project is based on Fillmore’s theory of frame semantics, which he 
developed in the 1970s. The FrameNet Project, housed at the International Computer Science Institute 
in Berkeley, California, is a project in corpus-based computational lexicography that aims to provide for a 
significant portion of the vocabulary of contemporary English a body of semantically and syntactically an-
notated sentences from which reliable information can be reported on the valences or combinatorial pos-
sibilities of each item targeted for analysis. Key aspects of the project are a commitment to a descriptive 
framework based on semantic frames containing frame elements (semantic roles) and a commitment to 
documenting its observations on the basis of carefully annotated attestations taken from large electronic 
corpora. In particular, in 2001 Fillmore and Baker finalised the FrameNet method  which identifies the 
following sets: a set of words with a semantic congruence; a set of patterned co-texts identified from a 
corpus; semantic roles appropriate to the set; a mapping of the roles onto the patterns. The semantic 
domains to be covered are: Health, Care, Chance, Perception, Communication, Transaction, Time, Space, 
Body, Motion, Life stages, Social context, Emotion and Cognition (Fillmore and Baker 2001). 
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the Tables above, uses more affective, concrete and emphatic terms, thereby suggesting 
‘physical’ commitment, as is conveyed by lexical choices such as ‘strive’ and ‘embrace’, 
rather than detached ‘legalistic’ regulations as shown in the Italian code. The Italian 
CADS, on the other hand, heavily relies on bureaucratic and legal terms, so that a cer-
tain degree of distancing can be felt thus diluting the social meaning and ideological 
implications that can be found in the English version. The British code’s teleological 
implicatures ultimately stress the ethical and solidarity values pertaining to the social 
workers’ profession, whereas this element is largely absent in the Italian CADS. As far 
as the Italian code is concerned, this distancing policy can be possibly traced back to the 
civil law tradition which, in turn, derives from the strong legacy of Roman Law, and the 
language used in the Roman Forum 18: 

Since the days of the Law of the Twelve Tables, developed during the early republic, the 
Roman legal system was characterized by a formalism that lasted for more than 1,000 years 
[…]. The basis for Roman law was the idea that the exact form, not the intention, of words 
or of actions produced legal consequences (Johnston 1999: 4).

This formalism in language is conducive to the assumption of an authorial attitude 
which, in the Italian code, is perceived as detached, impersonal, and highly formal 19. In 
this perspective, the Italian CADS language appears to be mainly referential, and the 

18  European identity itself is said to have been built on three pillars: Christianity, Aristotelian phi-
losophy and Roman law. The Roman Empire has left countless marks on the Western world, but its 
greatest contribution is arguably its legal legacy. Roman law has had an enormous, direct and ongoing 
influence on the development of law in the West. The Romans were the first to develop a real science of 
law, the rules of Roman Law were placed in a statutory framework which provided a modern, systematic 
order. When the empire fell, remnants of Roman law survived, coexisting with the legal system of the 
Germanic invaders. But Roman law continued to thrive in the eastern Roman Empire. In the first half 
of the 6th century, Justinian gathered and compiled every legal judgment from the previous centuries. 
The compilation carried out by Justinian (in Latin, Codex Justinianus) first published in 529 and in a 
revised edition in 534, included both legal advice and decisions issued by Justinian’s predecessors and by 
himself, was thus an aggregation of already existing laws, and an outline of law in general which became 
highly influential throughout most of the Middle Ages Europe and whose texts were given force of law in 
Italy, supposedly at the request of Pope Vigilius, in 554. Little is known about the exact fate of the Code 
of Justinian during the next five centuries, since it was largely dismissed after the fall of the Western 
Empire (Cortese 1995); however, by the eleventh century, as civilization recovered, and law courts were 
coming back into usage, the study of law became important and profitable. The precise nature of how it 
was rediscovered is unknown but Justinian’s Corpus Iuris Civilis (‘body of civil law’) began to be studied 
by several early legal masters, thus forming the basic text for legal education in civil law and leading 
to the creation of Europe’s first university and first law faculty in Bologna (Rashdall 2010: 254). From 
there Roman law spread throughout Europe, Bologna being the intellectual template for all of Europe. 
All later western systems of law borrowed heavily from Justinian’s Corpus Iuris Civilis, including the 
civil law systems of Western continental Europe, Latin America, and parts of Africa and, to a lesser but 
still notable extent, the English common law system, from which American law is principally derived 
as well. Only Britain, having evolved differently as a result of its “splendid isolation”, did not take part 
in the wholesale reception of Roman law in Europe (Charmley 2005: 134). One reason for this is that 
the English legal system was more developed than its continental counterparts by the time Roman law 
was rediscovered. Therefore, the practical advantages of Roman law were less obvious to English practi-
tioners than to continental lawyers. However, even though the law continued to evolve over the centuries 
and, of course, today Roman Law has been replaced by modern codes, Roman law has remained the main 
source of inspiration in continental Europe (Wieacker 1981; Zimmermann 2001).

19  As schematized by Katan (2006: 60), while English is generally considered a Lower Context Com-
munication (LCC) language/culture, Italian is in fact normally regarded as a Higher Context Communi-
cation (HCC) language/culture, where formality and indirectness are commonly found in transactional 
communication. 
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emotional aspect of the topics at issue is backgrounded as a result of the interdiscursive 
system of bureaucratic language. From a text discourse analysis perspective, in BASW 
CoE values appear more oriented towards actively mediating/acting between the real 
needs of service users. 

Diversities in perspective are thus undeniable, conditioned as they are not so much 
by different linguistic systems,  but rather by different “cultural grammars” (Wierzbicka 
1996: 527), i.e. the existence of underlying subconscious rules shaping people’s way of 
thinking, feeling, speaking, interacting, between the countries. Ultimately, different 
cultures find their own expression in different “ethnographies of speaking” (Hymes 1962; 
Bauman and Sherzer 1975) 20.

In our case, discrepancies emerging between the two codes cannot be explained only 
by referring to differences between linguistic codes, but rather in terms of diverse his-
torical and cultural (re)actions to social issues and partly discrepant socio-cultural at-
titudes towards motivational and emotional aspects between the two countries. “It is 
necessary to also link linguistic diversity with external differences to historical, social 
and cultural background rather than one-sidedly insisting on […] a link between lin-
guistic differences. Languages are […] structured in different ways because they embody 
different conventions, values, experiences, [so that] the importance of what may be 
called linguistic-cultural relativity emerges” (House 2009: 11).

Nevertheless, the discernible difference between the British and the Italian social 
workers’ codes of ethics, of course, does not alter their fundamental purpose, i.e. to act 
as a guide in undertaking the complex job of being a social worker. However, in both 
countries, as Banks (2006: 98) argues, it is possible that:

to be successful in their aims of guiding practitioners even in a general way, the codes 
probably need to be related more clearly to practice than many in fact are. One way of doing 
this is to ensure that the general value statements are discussed and analyzed during the 
course of social work education and training and related to the daily practice of social work. 
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Abstract

Thirty-five years have passed since Chrissie Maher shredded official documents outside the 
Houses of Parliament in London and began her fight against the use of over-complicated 
sentences and legalese, thus giving birth to the Plain English Campaign. Since then, the 
plain English movement has grown especially in English-speaking countries, even if “it took 
a little longer before plain language principles began to penetrate the legal sphere” (Williams 
2005: 169). The present study aims to carry out a comparative analysis to investigate the 
criteria used in different countries (the UK, the USA and New Zealand) to assess the clarity of 
language and the usability of institutional and governmental websites which have committed 
to adopting Plain English and to employing more user-oriented web editing techniques. The 
evaluative criteria in the three countries, in addition to “people’s choice” surveys, reveal that 
nonsensical and unintelligible texts justify the presence of booby prizes such as the “Golden 
Bull”, the “Kick in the Pants” and the “Foot in the Mouth” in the UK, the “WonderMark” 
in the USA, and the “Worst Brainstrain Communication” award in New Zealand. However, 
the winning awards and document quality marks now function as controllers and markers 
of hundreds of documents, multimedia materials and websites, thereby auditing the quality 
across many large organizations and institutions. In this research, a selection of institutional 
websites from the three countries will be taken into consideration in order to ascertain 
whether and to what extent reader-focused uncomplicated communication and user-friendly 
layout and design succeed in countering gobbledygook and in transforming bureaucratese into 
clear, intelligible and straightforward texts. 

1. Introduction

The American website www.plainlanguage.gov, aiming at “[i]mproving communi-
cation from the Federal Government to the public”, provides Bryan Garner’s (2011: 
xiv) definition for plain English: “robust and direct – the opposite of gaudy, pretentious 
language. You achieve plain English when you use the simplest, most straightforward 
way of expressing an idea. You can still choose interesting words. But you’ll avoid fancy 
ones that have everyday replacements meaning precisely the same thing”. While Garner 
explains what plain language is and can be, Christopher Balmford (former President 
of Clarity – the association committed to clarifying legal language – and founder and 
Managing Director of Cleardocs, which provides plain language online legal company 
documents in Australia) clarifies what it is not and what it does not do: plain language 
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is not “mere word substitution”, and does not involve “abandoning legal concepts and 
replacing them with colloquial expressions” (Balmford 2002: 11-12). The author further 
explicates (ibid.: 11) that “rewriting a document in plain language involves rethinking 
the entire document – its content, language, structure, and design – while rigorously 
focusing on the audience and the purpose of the communication. It is this approach that 
leads to successful communication”. 

This may appear straightforward, direct and uncomplicated. However, when dealing 
with documents and texts in institutional websites, embedded in a digital framework, 
things can become more complex. As shown by Denti and Giordano (2010: 27): 

[t]he ultimate goal of clarity and comprehensibility can be achieved not only through sim-
plifying written texts in general, avoiding archaic words and passives, nominalization, 
unnecessary redundant expressions, and reducing sentence length, but also by adopting 
multimodal tools offered by modern digital communication […]. Therefore, visual and lin-
guistic meaning-making resources, such as colour, use of spatial disposition of objects and 
texts, blocks arranged horizontally or vertically, all contribute to the text meaning.

The present investigation undertakes a comparative analysis of the criteria used in 
the UK, the USA and New Zealand to assess the clarity of language and the usability of 
institutional and governmental websites that have championed plain English as their 
style of communication and user-oriented techniques for web editing. After giving an 
outline of the theoretical framework within which the investigation is undertaken, the 
data of the three countries will be taken into consideration, represented by the three 
following websites:

1. www.plainenglish.co.uk
2. http://centerforplainlanguage.org
3. www.writemark.co.nz.

The three websites respectively represent three companies in the UK, the USA and 
New Zealand that provide editing and training services in plain English, along with 
information on how to apply for the several logos of approval available for official doc-
uments or institutional websites, in the public or private sector. They also supply in-
formation about the awards which are attributed yearly to various categories of texts, 
documents and websites for their clarity and accuracy. The three companies’ criteria and 
guidelines for creating plain language materials on the web will be explored in order to 
ascertain whether and to what extent reader-focused communication and user-friendly 
layout succeed in countering gobbledygook, bureaucratese, and legalese, i.e. language 
containing an excessive amount of discourse-specific terminology and legal jargon. Ad-
ditionally, some award-winning websites will be considered so as to determine what it is 
that makes web pages of institutional agencies, public sector and governmental bodies 
user-oriented and committed to using plain language.

2. Theoretical framework

Over two decades ago Bhatia (1993: 219) had foreseen the necessity of redrafting 
commercial, administrative and even legal documents “for better accessibility and us-
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ability by a larger section of society”. He listed some of the main textual devices that 
could be exploited in writing documents for public consumption, such as the use of 
captions, question and answer texts, bulleted lists, logical trees and flowcharts which 
represent instances of “alternatives to prose” or “non-linear forms”. Bhatia had also fore-
seen the potential complications of using these kinds of alternative forms in legislative 
statements or legal proceedings since rewritten versions “can serve the communicative 
purposes of informing and educating the lay audience but are poor instruments for reg-
ulating human behaviour” (1993: 231).

The study by Williams (2005) serves well as the point of departure for the present 
investigation. His inquiry into the future of legal texts in Tradition and Change in Legal 
English focuses on verbal constructions in prescriptive texts and provides an account of 
the Plain Language Movement, from its origins to its later developments in various coun-
tries such as the United Kingdom, Eire, the European Union, the United States, Canada, 
Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. The author underlines that “it is a movement 
that has taken root, more or less contemporaneously, in all of the major English-speaking 
countries, from the UK to the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South 
Africa” (Williams 2005: 169). Steadman (2013: 41) notes that “Plain English is growing in 
popularity and application across several fronts, including the legal profession and gov-
ernment legislation” and provides a historical background of the plain English movement 
in several English-speaking countries. For the purpose of this study, the main and more 
recent developments in the UK, the USA and New Zealand will be reviewed. 

In addition to texts, other elements such as visuals, design and images in general, 
have to be taken into consideration in dealing with website communication: according to 
Kress and van Leeuwen (1996: 13) “visual design, like language, indeed like all semiotic 
modes, fulfils two major functions”. These functions are the ones identified by Halliday, 
i.e. the ‘ideational’ and the ‘interpersonal’. So both the ‘patterns of representation’ and 
the ‘patterns of interaction’ are paramount when talking about communication through 
websites: the ways in which we encode experience visually and we represent the world 
and the things we do to and for each other through visual communication become es-
sential. Furthermore, the ‘textual function’ is also fulfilled, meaning the way “in which 
representations and communicative acts cohere into the kind of meaningful whole we 
call ‘text’” (ibid.: 13-14).

Web pages can thus be analysed as multimodal texts, i.e. texts whose meanings are 
realized through more than one semiotic code, and where “the parts should be looked 
upon as interacting with and affecting one another” (ibid.: 183). As will be seen from 
the analysis below, clear navigation and simple and uncomplicated distribution of text 
in websites can be accompanied by basic and straightforward design and layout, crucial 
visuals and background colour and contrast, and all together are deemed to contribute 
to better accessibility and usability of information and communication. 

3. The plain English movement in the uK and the Crystal mark

From a legislative point of view, a good example of a recent development in the plain 
English movement in the UK is the ‘Good Law’ initiative, which aims to make legislation 
more accessible and understandable for British citizens. The Office of the Parliamentary 
Counsel’s vision statement (https://www.gov.uk/good-law) reads as follows: “The Office 
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of the Parliamentary Counsel (OPC) would like the user to experience good law – law 
that is:

- necessary
- clear
- coherent
- effective 
- accessible”.

The diagram in Figure 1 sets out criteria for content, language and style, architecture 
and publication in the form of questions such as “Is this law necessary?”, “Is the language 
easy to understand?”. As regards ‘publication’, the questions asked are: “How will law 
appear to the online user?”, “What can be done to improve navigation?”, “Should we draft 
law to be machine-readable?”. This approach reveals the UK Government’s resolution to 
look at law from the different perspectives of citizens, professional users and legislators. 

               
Figure 1. The Good Law Diagram

The Good Law initiative is in accordance with the UK government’s commitment 
to openness and transparency and its digital strategy which “sets out how government 
will redesign its digital services to make them so straightforward and convenient that 
all those who can use them prefer to do so”, as stated on the web page of the Cabinet 
Office’s ‘Government Digital Strategy’.

Looking back in history, the UK-based Plain English Campaign started in 1979, and 
immediately aimed at “removing complicated jargon and language from government 
documents” (Steadman 2013: 42). Martin Cutts and Chrissie Maher were among the 
first proponents1  of a movement which was intended to bring social benefits through the 

1  Solicitor Anthony Parker’s books, Modern Conveyancing Precedents and Modern Wills Precedents 
appeared respectively in 1964 and 1968 and “(w)hen they were published […] they heralded significant 
changes in drafting style” and “were ahead of their time”, but “the legal profession thought his precedents 
too radical. They did not catch on. Since the Parker books were published, few precedent books have 
advocated the same ‘plain’ style” (Butt and Castle 2001: 80).
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modification of the communicative function of official texts (Williams 2005: 170). Martin 
Cutts has worked in the plain English movement since the mid-1970s. He is one of the 
most experienced plain English editors in the UK. He is the author of Lucid Law (1994 
and 2000) and the Oxford Guide to Plain English (2009) and manages the Plain English 
Commission company providing accreditation of documents with the Clear English Stan-
dard and accreditation of websites with the Clear English Standard Winning Website 
logo (http://www.clearest.co.uk). The Commission was created with “the goal of teaching 
plain English to governmental and private sector drafters” (Steadman 2013: 42).

Thirty-five years ago, Chrissie Maher shredded official documents in the centre of 
Parliament Square in London, with her daughter and some other students. Some time 
later, dressed as the Gobbledygook Monster, she delivered the first copy of the cam-
paign’s magazine ‘Plain English’ to 10 Downing Street and a letter to Margaret Thatch-
er. As we can read in her biography Born to Crusade, One Woman’s Battle to Wipe out 
Gobbledygook and Legalese (Plain English Campaign, 1997), by 1980 Chrissie Maher 
had established the annual Plain English Campaign Awards and “[t]rophies went to 
those organisations who had tried to communicate clearly and booby prizes went to those 
who had produced the most baffling public information”. The Plain English Campaign 
was very active throughout the 1980s and 1990s, and the 1988 leaflet produced by the 
Cabinet Office and the Office of the Minister for the Civil Service had a foreword by 
the late Mrs Margaret Thatcher, stating: “If we all wrote in plain English how much 
easier – and efficient – life would be. It is no exaggeration to describe plain English as 
a fundamental tool of good Government” (Ager 1996: 133).

Today the Plain English Campaign (PEC) is a commercial editing and training firm, 
a leader in plain language advocacy. The campaign funds itself through its commercial 
services to thousands of organizations. Its seal of approval, the Crystal Mark (Fig. 2) 
was created in 1990, and as the website www.plainenglish.co.uk points out in the “About 
us” section, it is “firmly established as a guarantee that a document is written in plain 
English. It appears on more than 21,000 documents”. 

                                                       Figure 2. The Crystal Mark Logo

The section “How to apply for the Crystal Mark” provides information on how to sub-
mit documents for revision and editing. Once the applicant has accepted the estimate 
of the cost of necessary editing, the document will be amended and reviewed so that 
it meets the Crystal Mark standard. Another seal of approval is the Honesty Mark, a 
free logo available to any document displaying a Crystal Mark, which guarantees that 
everything in the document is true and complete. It can be considered a further certifi-
cation in that it assures that all advertisements, promotional literature and other doc-
uments issued in connection with the edited document bearing a Crystal Mark will not 
contain misleading information. The Crystal Mark standard expects “each document to 
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be as clear as possible for its intended readers” (www.plainenglish.co.uk/services/crys-
tal-mark/7-the-crystal-mark-standard.html) and fixes some of the rules to be followed 
such as the use of ‘everyday’ English, the consistent and correct use of punctuation and 
grammar, an average sentence length of 15 to 20 words, explanations of technical terms, 
use of lists and headings and a clear typeface.

When it comes to websites, be they institutional or private, the Internet Crystal Mark 
logo (Fig. 3) is the ideal way to “prove to the public that you are willing to do everything 
practical to make your site crystal clear”, as specified on the website www.plainenglish.
co.uk. The applicant site’s language, accessibility, navigation, design and layout will be 
examined, and costs are indicated for joining the scheme. There are also reduced rates 
for medium-sized and small websites. Once the review is passed, the application can 
be sent in order to be allowed to display the Plain English Campaign’s Internet Crystal 
Mark logo on the website.

                              
      Figure 3. The Internet Crystal Mark Logo

The starting point is, naturally, plain language and the Plain English Campaign 
offers editing services, but not only that. Websites are multimodal texts and, as said 
earlier, they deserve particular attention so that the information included is delivered 
in the most direct and straightforward manner, avoiding potential misinterpretations 
and misunderstandings. The first suggestions of what applicants should do in order to 
make sure that visitors to websites can find what they are looking for are given in the 
form of questions in a sort of checklist:

- Is your site navigation clear, obvious and simple?
- Have you divided your site into clear sections?
- Can visitors to your site move easily between these sections?
- How easy is it for visitors to your site to work out where they are on it? There are places 
for mazes in this world, but your website is not one of them.
- Is your website ‘easy on the eye’ with crisp, clear text that doesn’t fade into the background 
because of insufficient contrast?
- Are you excluding some of your audience? Have you thought about accessibility?

The list of questions shown above highlights only some of the topics covered by the 
plain English website review services. They include topics such as clear and obvious 
navigation, distribution of texts in easily reachable sections, design and layout, back-
ground colour and contrast, along with the aspect of accessibility. Advice and instruc-
tional materials are included in the Free Guides section of the www.plainenglish.co.uk 
website: general guides such as How to write in Plain English and The A-Z of alternative 
words, several specific glossaries, along with Tips for Clear Websites, Design and Lay-
out, updated grammar guides, and even Drivel Defence “a software application which 
inspects web pages” (www.plainenglish.co.uk/free-guides.html), “a tool specifically to 

3	  
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help website developers check whether the content of web pages is in plain English” 
(www.plainenglish.co.uk/drivel-defence.html).

The Internet Crystal Mark holders include the websites of the National Archives 
(www.nationalarchives.gov.uk), the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman (www.spso.
org.uk), the London Borough of Camden (www.camden.gov.uk), Belfast City Council 
(www.belfastcity.gov.uk), Cancer Research UK (www.cancerhelp.org.uk), the Crime 
Reduction Centre (Home Office) (www.crimereduction.gov.uk), the Scottish Executive 
Environment and Rural Affairs Dept (SEERAD) (www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/farmin-
grural/Agriculture/grants/Online-Services/18909), among others in a list of about 60, a 
number which is destined to grow.

The awards, which “are not connected in any way to our Crystal Mark scheme”, as 
the website explains, include 

- Foot in the mouth award (for baffling quotes by public figures)
- golden Bull awards (for the worst examples of written ‘tripe’)
- Kick in the pants (draws attention to companies or organizations that need to commu-
nicate in plainer English)
- media awards (radio, television and newspapers)
- Osborne memorial award (for a major contribution to the plain English cause)
- Pat on the back (celebrates efforts to communicate clearly)
- Plain English awards (open category)
- Plain English communicators (for clear spoken public communications from an indi-
vidual or organization)
- Web award (for clear and usable websites).

The www.plainenglish.co.uk website further explains that obviously “the contest 
is open to any website except those that Plain English Campaign’s editing staff have 
worked on, or those with our Internet Crystal Mark”. 

3.1. Website awards 2013 in the UK: The Woodland Trust website

One of the 2013 website awards of the British Plain English Campaign went to ‘The 
Woodland Trust’ for www.woodlandtrust.org.uk. The assessment report recites as follows:

The Woodland Trust is the UK’s leading woodland conservation charity and its website is 
full of information and images that explain its work. The Trust has just launched this site 
after consulting with its stakeholders and people within the organisation. Their decision 
to keep the design and content quite simple has paid off – the site is attractive, easy to use, 
well written and informative. The content has wide coverage – from ancient woodlands to 
the proposed HS2 rail link. Information is easy to find so if you don’t know your oak from 
your ash, this is the place to go. Even the most hardened city dweller will be tempted into 
the great outdoors after looking at this site.

The website navigation is unquestionably clear and simple, with the information 
distributed into several sections. The web page opens with a slogan “Enough is enough. 
Ancient woodland needs full protection”, followed by two boxes through which users 
can interact with the website. The first box helps users to find Woodland Trust woods, 
searching by city, town, village or GPS. In the second box, which declares “Our ancient 
woodland can be saved”, the button Help us now guides the users through the several 
campaigns whilst the In your community and Neighbourhood planning sections explain 
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that “The Localism Act introduced new rights and powers to allow local communities to 
shape their community by coming together to prepare neighbourhood plans”. Addressing 
citizens directly and eliciting their collaboration aims at having local communities work-
ing together to prevent loss of woods and trees. These pages of the website offer advice 
and assistance regarding local campaigns. The campaign page reads as follows: “Ancient 
woodland can’t speak up against the relentless destruction it is currently facing. Please 
be the voice it so badly needs” and involves users personally asking them to take action 
and email the Prime Minister and the Forestry Minister directly to urge them to engage 
in “an open, constructive discussion” on relevant topics. 

Scrolling down the home page, under the large introductory image, the core concern 
of the website is announced by the words “How you can make a difference” (Fig. 4). 
Then three columns display three further sections, introduced by three phrases in the 
imperative form, Donate, Become a member, and Plant trees, each of which is endowed 
with a button, Donate now, Join us and Get started respectively, all of them providing a 
link to new pages. It must be noted that the use of the pronoun you for the viewer and 
the imperative verbs create a closer relationship between “the interactive participants” 
(Kress and van Leeuwen 1996: 119), that is, the producers and the viewers. The How to 
write in Plain English guide in the www.plainenglish.co.uk website, cited earlier in this 
paper, explains that imperatives represent “the fastest and most direct way of giving 
someone instructions”, making interaction direct and immediate.

New information is always distributed in new pages and it is generally subdivided 
into three sections or columns: three-part items are one of the features of persuasive 
discourse, for example in politics and advertising, and the subdivision of information 
into three columns or blocks of text confers a sense of order and organization, given the 
neat, tidy ordering of the material. 

The various sections in the website are easily accessible thus making navigation smooth 
and straightforward. Natural font colours stand out clearly from a white background while 
a pale shade is used to distinguish a tree trunk cross-section. A very effective design is 
achieved with white and a few other colours; the consistent colour scheme throughout the 
site gives it a more professional look. Pictures and images of trees, woodland animals, land-
scapes and open air activities all contribute to give a sense of harmony and peacefulness. 

                     Figure 4. The www.woodlandtrust.org.uk home page
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Much care and precision is taken with the choice of textual material.  Blocks of texts 
are generally introduced by headings and subheadings and the information is usually 
distributed into bulleted lists. In the section ‘Plant trees’ for example, users are informed 
that there are thousands of free tree packs to give away to schools, community and youth 
groups in autumn and the applications are due to remain open until a certain given date. 
Information regarding how to get a pack is introduced by the question “Am I eligible for 
a pack?” which introduces the users to the community plans and makes them reflect on 
what they themselves can do to participate actively.  The criteria to be met by a citizen 
entitled to receive his or her autumn pack are given in a list. The additional info is pro-
vided in the form of a series of questions and answers such as “How do I get a pack?” or 
“What’s in my pack?”, where first person singular pronouns are used to make all viewers 
feel they are protagonists in the project. Supplementary data are usually made available 
to the users through links to other pages or to pdf documents such as the ‘community 
tree pack guidance document’, downloadable and printable. 

Clarity in the language and usability of the several technological tools (links and 
hyperlinks, downloadable documents, fill-in forms for contact and email) seem to be 
the most striking features in the various pages of the website under scrutiny. The web 
page also displays the two buttons ‘Follow us’ and ‘Like us’ for Twitter and Facebook 
respectively. Additionally, information is easy to reach and locate, making the site us-
er-friendly and instructive, comprehensible and educational at the same time.

As far as accessibility is concerned, an entire page with various sections is dedicated 
to fonts (text size can be increased or decreased even when using different browsers); 
colour contrast (wherever possible design and colours are accessible to colour-blind us-
ers); navigation aids (a sitemap is provided to assist users); feedback (any comments or 
suggestions are welcomed especially from those using adaptive technology, i.e. hardware 
and software which facilitate computer access for people with disabilities). 

4. The plain English movement in the uSA and the Clear mark 

Williams’ (2005: 174-175) account of the plain English movement in the United 
States covers the period until the “noteworthy breakthrough” which occurred in 1998 
when “President Clinton’s Memorandum on Plain Language was issued requiring all Ex-
ecutive Departments and Agencies to use plain language”. Steadman (2013: 43) reports 
that the latest development was President Obama’s “Plain Writing Act of 2010”,  revised 
in 2011, according to which the US federal agencies are obliged to write “government 
documents and notices in plain and clear language that anyone can understand”. The 
law was signed on 13 October  2010 and by 13 July 2011 the agencies were required 
to have plans for plain language in place. By 13 October 2011 the documents covered 
by this law had to be written in plain language. Furthermore, “The Plain Regulations 
Act” of 2013 (HR 1557 and S 807), whose full title is “To ensure clarity of regulations to 
improve the effectiveness of Federal regulatory programs while decreasing burdens on 
the regulated public” is currently under discussion. According to the website http://www.
govtrack.us/ which allows American citizens to easily track the activities of the United 
States Congress, “[t]his bill was assigned to a congressional committee on April 15, 2013, 
which will consider it before possibly sending it on to the House or Senate as a whole”. 

Much of the work on plain language in the United States has been focused on govern-
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ment information and 32 states already have a plain language program in at least one 
agency. Examples include the “Easy-to-Read NYC-Guidelines for Clear and Effective 
Communication” (http://home2.nyc.gov/html/oath/pdf/Easy-to-Read%20NYC.pdf) creat-
ed by the Mayor’s Office of Adult Education and the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs 
in New York City and the “Plain Language Initiative” campaign promoted by the Los 
Angeles County’s Quality and Productivity Commission (http://qpc.co.la.ca.us/pl.asp), 
both complying with the Plain Writing Act of 2010.

Steadman (2013: 42) refers to two private agencies, i.e. the American Plain Lan-
guage Action and Information Network (PLAIN), made up of federal government em-
ployees who have drafted the Federal Plain Language Guidelines to improve commu-
nication in federal writing documents; and the Center for Plain Language, a non-profit 
agency which promotes plain English in the private and public sector. The present 
study focuses on the latter. The most striking sentence attracting the attention of 
visitors to the Center for Plain Language’s website (http://centerforplainlanguage.org) 
is “Plain language is a civil right” on the top right-hand corner of the home page, a 
concept reiterated in the caption of the picture in the centre of the homepage by the 
elliptical question “Think that clear information is a right? So do we”. Coping with the 
difficulties of official and legal documents is compared to looking for a needle in a hay-
stack (Fig. 5) in the blog post “Ever get lost in an official or legal document?” (August 
5, 2013) by Don Byrne, formerly Executive Director of the Center for Plain Language, 
who wrote and reviewed safety regulations and several technical documents for over 
thirty years. 

Figure 5. “Ever get lost in an official or legal document?” 

The “Resources” section includes various links to essential documents such as the 
“Federal Plain Language Guidelines”, cited earlier in this study, the “Plain English 
Handbook: How to Create Clear SEC Disclosure Documents”, a comprehensive guide to 
plain language in financial documents, and the “Plain Language Tools from the Federal 
Register”, a guide for writing rules and regulations. Additionally, a link to Usability.
gov is provided, a source for “government web designers to learn how to make websites 
more usable, useful, and accessible, including usability guidelines for web content”, 
focusing on content strategy, project management and visual design of websites. The 
“Guidelines for creating plain language materials” in the “Resources” page, in the 
“What is Plain Language?” subsection, include a list of suggestions to follow such as 
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Identify your audience, Write in active voice, Keep it short, Use personal pronouns, Struc-
ture your writing and other suggestions which can be considered general plain language 
criteria for written documents. This is followed by further criteria which refer to the visual 
layout of the page and thus take into consideration other semiotic channels. These are 
criteria that can be applied to websites as well, and incorporate advice such as Use lots of 
informative headings, Write short sections, and Use vertical lists. Additionally, the Plain 
Language Checklist in the same “Resources” page considers design important and states 
that “The Design reinforces meaning and makes it easier for the audience to see, process, 
and use the information” and suggests using appropriate typography, font size, line spac-
ing, colour, white space, “visuals to make concepts, information, and links easier to see 
and understand”. Other hints for on-line information include minimizing the number of 
levels, layering information appropriately, and avoiding too much information on one page.

As the website http://centerforplainlanguage.org states in the Awards page, the Clear 
Mark awards (Fig. 6), “are given to the best plain language documents and web sites. 
They are judged by a panel of international experts, following a strict set of criteria. 
Revised documents were judged on not just the quality of the final document, but also 
the quality of improvement”.

             Figure 6. The Clear Mark Awards logo

Both the phrases “a panel of international experts” and “criteria” in the quotation 
above provide a hyperlink to other pages where the list of judges and the judging cri-
teria for documents, multimedia and web can be found. Judges rate each document or 
multimedia material against several pre-determined criteria. Some of the aspects are 
considered essential for the three types of texts, i.e. written documents, multimedia 
and web. In particular, the list of criteria for written documents includes aspects such 
as “hierarchy” i.e. the distinction between critical and less important information; re-
duced use of jargon; studied and balanced use of sentence structure, strong verbs, word 
choice to enhance understanding; and “tone” that ensures reliability, completeness of 
information and trustworthiness.

The judging criteria for websites are listed as follows:

1. Purpose – Is the purpose of the site clear on the home page and does the site stay focused 
on its purpose throughout?

2. design – Does the design of the website help the user find and use important informa-
tion easily and quickly?

3. Structure – Is content organized in categories that make sense to the user, and is nav-
igation obvious and consistent so it’s easy to find desired information?

4. graphics and links – Are graphics designed and placed to support the content; do links 
add value to the content?

5. Language – Does the entry minimize jargon and use sentence structure, strong verbs, 
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word choice, and other similar techniques to ensure the audience can read, understand, 
and use the information?

6. Accessibility – Does the site use best practices to help people who are visually impaired, 
deaf, or with access only to older equipment which may not handle large files well? (This 
criterion is especially important for government sites.)

7. Consumer testing – Has the site been tested for usability and does the testing seem 
appropriate for the intended audience and use of the site?  Does the organization track 
and use performance measures to improve the site?

8. Overall – Is the site successful in fulfilling the purpose for which it was intended?

Once again the criteria for websites cover aspects such as structure, design and 
graphics and do not disregard other essential factors such as accessibility of files, usabil-
ity and “obvious and consistent” navigation, which seem to be indispensable and critical 
for online communication.

4.1. The Clear Mark internet awards for 2013: The AARP Health Law Guide website

Among the 2013 award winners in the website category was AARP, AARP Health 
Law Guide, http://healthlawanswers.aarp.org/. The American Association of Retired 
Persons is a non-governmental organization and interest group for people aged 50 and 
over. The AARP Health Law Answers in particular is a non-profit institutional website 
providing a simple and fast, seven-step tool that explains how the Affordable Care Act 
(Obamacare) will affect families and family health insurance.

The home page in Fig. 7 shows a very straightforward layout, simple and user-friend-
ly. The yellow box in the centre of the page invites the users/viewers to use the website 
through a direct statement “Learn how the health care law works for you and your fam-
ily”, in a colloquial and informal style. Then the ‘conversation’ continues with “It takes 
just minutes. Let’s get started”, guiding and leading the users through the various stages. 

Figure 7. http://healthlawanswers.aarp.org/ home page
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The seven steps start with the question “What U.S. state or territory do you live in?” 
which establishes the first stage of a close relationship with the user; knowing the user’s 
state of origin will help the website to provide the most relevant information. Then the 
other steps follow, collecting information about gender, age, household (how many peo-
ple live in the house), estimated yearly household income, tribal status (asking whether 
the user is a member of a federally recognized American Indian or Alaska Native tribe), 
insurance (asking what type of current health coverage the user has). The answers to 
the seven steps generate the report based on what the user said about himself or herself. 
The seven steps are graphically represented as seven subsequent bus or underground 
stops leading to the final destination, which is the report: graphics are designed and 
skilfully placed to support the content. 

The content material in the report is reader-friendly: the average sentence length 
is of about 20 words; the pronoun you is used throughout; information follows a logical 
order and every paragraph or section is introduced by an informative heading generally 
preceded by a small icon referring back to the text. The AARP web pages use parallel 
phrasing as indicated in the Guidelines for creating plain language materials in the 
Resources pages of the centerforplainlanguage.org website, mentioned above. Examples 
are:

“You can keep your children on your family plan until they reach age 26 – even if they don’t 
live at home, are married or attend school” (emphasis added)
and
“There are limits on what your plan can make you pay for your deductible, copayments and 
coinsurance” (emphasis added).

in which the use of three-part lists helps stating related ideas in similar grammatical 
form and brings thoughts and concepts together making it easier for readers to under-
stand the document.

The right-hand side of the home page is devoted to additional information which is 
embedded in a three-line table displaying the various topics at stake, such as a) Fact-
sheets, Tools and More, b) Health Law Facts. Understand the health care law, and c) 
Health Care Law Timeline. The latter explains the most recent health plans and covers 
a period which goes from 2010 to 2020. Visuals are crucial; every headline is accompa-
nied and preceded by an icon: the first represents a sheet of paper, the second a scale, 
and the third a horizontal timeline. The three images reinforce the language iconically. 
By clicking on each of the links in the table, new pages open up, sometimes providing pdf 
files to be downloaded with additional relevant information. On top of the table on the 
right-hand side of the home page, FAQs and a Glossary can be found. The Frequently 
Asked Questions is a very informative section including questions (and relative answers) 
on a variety of topics such as “What is the health care law?”, or “How will I know if my 
coverage is good enough to meet the requirement to have health insurance and avoid 
the penalty?” or “Is there a tax on real estate sales because of the health care law?”. 
The Glossary, in alphabetical order, lists the most frequent words used within the field 
of health care coverage and the introductory sentence is again inviting and reassuring: 
“Health care is full of terms we don’t use in our everyday lives. Here are some key terms 
you may come across as you read about health care coverage”.

The design is simple and the colours are kept to the essential, red, yellow and the 
various nuances of blue. As far as accessibility is concerned, the home page appears very 
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schematic and straightforward, in consideration of the elderly users who may access it. 
The website also has a Spanish version; a sitemap is provided; every page can be print-
ed out and all information can be shared on the most common social networks such as 
Twitter, LinkedIn and Facebook.

5. The plain English movement in New zealand and the Writemark

In 1996 the New Zealand Law Commission Manual highlighted the enhanced ac-
cessibility and superior cost-effectiveness of plain language legislation (Williams 2005: 
176). Recent developments in the plain language campaign are supported by Plain Eng-
lish Power, a network of New Zealand residents promoting the use of plain English in 
official documents and websites, as explained in their website http://www.plainenglish.
org.nz/. Through their slogan “Read it. Get it.”, the Plain English Power network is 
supporting New Zealand’s Plain Language Bill, sponsored by Chris Hipkins, MP, who 
champions plain language in Parliament. The Bill was entered in the Members’ Ballot 
for 2012. Following the American example of The Plain Writing Act of 2010, The Plain 
Language Bill promotes the use of plain English in official documents and websites 
and considers “comprehensible information from government” to be “a basic democratic 
right”. The Plain English Power network states the necessity of legal support for plain 
language as the standard for all government communications in New Zealand and af-
firms that “Clear writing from government should not depend on a one-off budget or 
individual enthusiasts. It should be a permanent, government-wide legal requirement”.

New Zealand’s plain English standard is fixed by the WriteMark, the country’s qual-
ity mark awarded to documents and web pages written to a high standard of plain 
English. The website www.writemark.co.nz explains that a document or web page that 
carries the WriteMark “is clear and easy to read”, “saves time and money”, “is more like-
ly to win you business” and “builds goodwill between you and the public”. On the page 
“How the WriteMark came to be”, Lynda Harris, Director of Write Limited, and founder 
of the WriteMark, explains how New Zealand got its own, internationally recognized 
document quality mark. After the unsuccessful attempt to introduce the UK Crystal 
Mark in New Zealand, a document accreditation scheme was created from scratch and 
the WriteMark was officially launched on 1 March 2005. Various steps are required in 
order to obtain the WriteMark logo on either a document or web page, including the 
assessment of the texts against internationally accepted criteria for plain language. If 
the document does not meet the standard, the feedback provided by WriteMark can be 
used to make changes and modifications, or WriteMark itself will do the job, and fees will 
be applied following an accurate estimate of the necessary amendments and revisions.

Sixty-five criteria are used by assessors to evaluate web pages for the WriteMark. 
The several criteria are split into the nine categories listed as follows:

- Strategic purpose
- Credibility
- Structure
- Content
- Language
- Grammar, proofreading, and style consistency
- Presentation
- Usability
- Links
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Aspects such as strategic purpose, structure and navigation are considered as impor-
tant as the content of the web page. Language is of course a crucial aspect and should 
guarantee the use of “short, straightforward sentences, familiar words that people use 
every day, active voice, and appropriate use of ‘you’ and ‘we’”. Punctuation and spelling 
are also considered, as in any other written document. The visual component is also 
taken into consideration: elements on the page should be “balanced in relation to their 
importance and purpose”, information on the page should be unproblematic to read for 
people with sight difficulties, pages should print easily, and links should be “self-explan-
atory and not embedded in sentences”, to allow for accessibility and usability.

Many documents are already WriteMark holders, and some of them are worth men-
tioning such as texts of the Ministry of Justice, including District Court Claim forms in 
the form of interactive pdfs (Notice of claim, Response by defendant, Plaintiff’s infor-
mation capsule, Defendant’s information capsule, Application for judgment) and docu-
ments of the Jury Service such as “Information for people selected for jury service” and 
“Information about jury service and being a juror”.

A year after creating a document quality standard, New Zealand’s annual plain 
English awards scheme was launched. As Lynda Harris, cited earlier, explains, the 
WriteMark assessment criteria were used as the judging criteria in the first and sec-
ond annual WriteMark Plain English Awards. The judging process for the 2013 Plain 
English Awards was completed by the end of the year with the results made public on 
3 December at a ceremony in Wellington. Among the plain English criteria for website 
assessment, the categories Content, Structure, Usability, Sentences and paragraphs, 
Vocabulary, Layout and presentation are focused on, and the following aspects are given 
particular consideration:

- The content of the whole page is obvious at the top of the page;
- The structure is clear and logical to the reader;
- Headings are frequent, clear, informative, and easily scanned;
- Sentences and paragraphs are frontloaded, with the important information at the begin-

ning;
- Technical terms are explained;
- Content of pages is visually appealing;
- Body text is in an easy-to-read font;
- Pages use F-design to good effect.

The last point in the list, regarding the F-page layout, relies upon eye-tracking stud-
ies showing that web surfers read the screen in an “F” pattern, i.e. seeing the top, upper 
left corner and left sides of the screen and only occasionally taking glances towards the 
objects or elements on the right side of the screen. Thus, according to these studies, the 
most important elements in a website should be placed on the left side of the page.

5.1. The WriteMark Plain English awards winners for 2013: the Accident Compensation 

Corporation website

The Accident Compensation Corporation web page, www.acc.co.nz/disability, won the 
New Zealand WriteMark Plain English award in 2013 as the Best Plain English Website 
in the category of Public Sector/Non-Government Organisation. For the purpose of this 
study, this web page was analysed as the previous ones from the UK and the USA, i.e. as 
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an “integrated” text (Kress and van Leeuwen 1996: 183) where different semiotic codes 
interact and affect one another. 

As explained in the introduction to the website (Fig. 8), directly under the large 
green font headline “Serious injury & disability”, and a green horizontal line, similar 
to the borders of file folders in a filing cabinet, “New Zealand’s Accident Compensation 
Corporation (ACC) provides support and services to people with lasting impairments 
after accidents, like spinal and brain injuries, so they can live everyday lives in their 
communities”. Then, the text is subdivided into various sections or pages, such as Home, 
How ACC can help you, Getting involved, Other people’s stories, Support for parents 
and carers, Useful resources, Common questions and Contact us, each of which can be 
accessed as opening a file folder in a cabinet file. The home page is subdivided into two 
main blocks, i.e. the left displaying a picture and the full story of a disability, and the 
right showing a list of common questions such as “What does ACC pay for?” or “How can 
I get what I need from ACC?”. The list of questions is followed by a section called “Find 
information about” where instructions on how “ACC can help you when you return home 
from hospital or rehabilitation” are provided. 

Unlike the home page, the subsequent pages display text on the right-hand side of 
the screen. The left-hand side is occupied by the two buttons, Scroll up and Scroll down 
with relative arrows which allow for better navigation and fruition of information. In 
these informative pages, the text is neatly organized, with short sentences and para-
graphs subdivided by headings and subheadings, with the main information or message 
at the top followed by bulleted lists providing hyperlinks to other pages. Active voice, 
the pronouns we and you, familiar words and contracted verbal forms such as you’re and 
you’ll make the linguistic register more informal, even colloquial and conversational.

The layout is extremely simple and light, not overburdened with heavy fonts or 
graphics. The colour code used is quite simple and straightforward, i.e. green for head-
lines, black for main text, light blue for hyperlinks and icons. The background is for the 
most part white. Even images are reduced to a minimum: as a matter of fact, the only 
pictures are those on the homepage, reinforcing the stories about disabilities of people 
who resorted to the accident compensation being advertised. 

	  
	  
8	  

Figure 8. www.acc.co.nz/disabilityweb page
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The most interesting aspect on the accessibility side seems to be the attention ded-
icated to different types of users. Accessibility options range from the possibility to 
change the background colours (standard, high contrast yellow/black, and black on 
white) and the text size, the scrolling assistance to view long pages, and a list of access 
keys to be used instead of a mouse. Additionally, a link is provided to the BBC accessi-
bility website to get suggestions on how to set up a computer to browse websites easily. 
The BBC website, or My Web My Way, provides a list of ‘how to’ guides, such as “I can’t 
see very well”, “I’m blind”, “I can’t hear very well”, “I find words difficult”, “I find a key-
board or mouse hard to use”, all of them providing an overview of ways to interact with 
a computer using different input devices such as switches and touch screens, text-to-
speech features, third-party screen readers and talking browsers, screen magnification 
features, spell-checking software, dictionaries and thesauruses.

6. Conclusions

The present study has tried to investigate, through a comparative analysis, the 
criteria that three different countries (the UK, the USA and New Zealand) utilize to 
assess the clarity of language and the accessibility and usability of institutional and 
governmental websites. Three companies’ websites in particular were considered: www.
plainenglish.co.uk for the UK, http://centerforplainlanguage.org for the USA, and www.
writemark.co.nz for New Zealand. These companies provide both editing and training 
services in the plain English context, and a vast array of awards for different categories 
of texts and documents. The table in Figure 9 summarizes the criteria considered by 
the three websites: each website uses them to a different degree; i.e. criteria considered 
central and essential in one website are given less prominence in the others.

Figure 9. Summary of the main judging criteria for plain language in websites in the UK, 
the USA and New Zealand

Summary of judging criteria 
 

• Strategic purpose 
• Accessibility (for visually impaired and deaf; touch-screens; files visible through 

older equipment; text-to-speech features; talking browsers; screen magnification 
features; version in a language other than English; sitemap; possibility to share 
information on social networks; ‘how to’ guides) 

• Design: clear, obvious and simple navigation 
• Structure: division into clear and logical sections/paragraphs/categories 
• Clarity of text, informative and frequent headings, vertical/bulleted lists 
• Grammar, proof-reading and style consistency 
• Language: minimized jargon, technical terms explained, active voice, familiar 

vocabulary, appropriate use of pronouns 
• Punctuation and spelling, easy-to-read font, spell-checking software 
• Balanced and appealing graphics and visual components  
• Self-explanatory links 
• Frontloading of sentences and paragraphs, important information at the beginning 
• F-design of pages, most important elements placed on the left side 
• Dictionaries and thesauruses 
• FAQ sections 
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The multimodal analysis of the three 2013 award-winner websites, The Woodland 
Trust for the UK, AARP Health Law Guide for the USA, The Accident Compensation 
Corporation for New Zealand, has thus shown the great importance given not only to lan-
guage and content but also to the structure of the text, the page layout, the hierarchies of 
information, the site maps, and the links and hyperlinks which become crucial elements 
aiming at a greater usability and easier and trouble-free accessibility, often aided and 
supported by adaptive technology, to facilitate computer access for people with disabilities.

Obviously, each one of the three companies, www.plainenglish.co.uk for the UK, 
http://centerforplainlanguage.org for the USA, and www.writemark.co.nz for New Zea-
land is supporting a more general process of change and evolution in the use and devel-
opment of plain language in its respective country.

Much work still remains to be done. Despite the evident necessity of further efforts, 
the work the three companies are conducting in the UK, the USA and New Zealand, 
as controllers, monitoring bodies and markers of hundreds of documents, multimedia 
materials and websites and as auditors of quality across many large organizations and 
institutions, bears testimony to the struggle against complicated communication, gob-
bledygook and bureaucratese.
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Abstract

This article highlights both the differences and the common points in the discourse of two 
governments vis-à-vis trade union protests in the public sector. The comparison is between 
two English-speaking countries, Great Britain and South Africa, where the cultural-political 
settings of the protests are quite different and, consequently, governmental reactions to them 
necessarily take such differences into due consideration. 
The history of the two trade union movements and their relationship with the rest of society, 
which is part of the political culture of a country, have many points of divergence as well as 
some similarities. Moreover, the two moments in history that are used to illustrate such differ-
ences are quite distant from one another: the British ‘Winter of discontent’ of 1978-79 and the 
2010 public sector strike in South Africa. Nonetheless, both the events and political practices 
dealt with in this study are placed inside the same socio-historical context: that of the long 
wave of neoliberal hegemony. 
The study is post-disciplinary in its implications (Jessop and Sum 2001), while on a more opera-
tional level it adopts a pragma-dialectical approach to argumentation theory (van Eemeren and 
Grootendorst 1992; van Eemeren, Grootendorst and Kruiger 1987; Ietcu 2006) combined with 
Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) in its Hallidayan version (Halliday and Matthiessen 
2004). Disciplines such as political economy and history are used to clarify the context in which 
the discourse takes place and to select the most meaningful genres – conceived of as institution-
alized ways of acting semiotically (Fairclough 2006) – and texts for the creation of the corpus. 

1. Introduction

The role of trade unions has been subjected to major pressure in the industrialized 
world since the 1970s, when the neoliberal ideology presented itself as the only way out 
of the crisis of the Fordist mode of production (Jessop 2002). The pressure of such ide-
ology changed the way in which governments manage labour conflict, in both semiotic 
and non-semiotic aspects (Fairclough 2006) of the social and, increasingly, professional 
practice of governing liberal democracies throughout the world.

In many European countries the trade unions were attacked by governments as well 
as by the capitalist class in their battle to “achieve the restoration of [their] class power” 
(Duménil and Lévy 2004, quoted in Harvey 2005: 16). Indeed, trade unions have been 
considered one of the obstacles to the full implementation of the neoliberal project (Bour-
dieu and Wacquant 2001) since its very beginning, as they are one of the few agents in 
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civil society that were, and in some places still are, able to organize forms of resistance 
to the various regional and national inflections 1 of such a project. 

Policies deriving from neoliberal ideology have been directed at downsizing the provi-
sions of the welfare state and public sector with cuts in expenditure which have normally 
resulted in retrenchments and real wage cuts for public employees (Harvey 2005). This 
might be one of the reasons for the high level of resistance of the trade unions in the 
public sector.

This particular aspect of the neoliberal project makes it all the more interesting to 
concentrate on episodes of industrial unrest in the public sector. The ones chosen for 
this particular study are the ‘Winter of discontent’ of 1978-79 in Britain, which can be 
seen as a prototypical case that represents the beginning of the hegemonic dominance of 
the neoliberal ideology, and the public sector strike of 2010 in South Africa, seen as the 
latest manifestation of massive public employee protest in the English-speaking world.

In the context of worldwide acceptance of the neoliberal dogma, which is globally rec-
ognized as the response to the economic crisis of the mid-1970s, Britain was the country 
that pioneered a reorganization of the state and the economy according to such a dogma. 
At the onset of the neoliberal transition in the late 1970s, the trade unions organized 
more than 50 per cent of the labour force in the country (Lindsay 2003: 140). Moreover, 
Labour governments such as the one led by James Callaghan answered with a corpo-
ratist policy (Harvey 2005) to the crisis of accumulation in the capitalist system and 
the subsequent crisis of the Fordist mode of production (Jessop 2002; Harvey 2005). For 
trade unions this meant that they were invited to work with the government as estates 
of the realm, consulted on matters of economic and industrial policies, but in return they 
agreed to limit their activity in the economic sphere in exchange for services granted 
to the workforce through the state apparatus. Such an exchange – industrial peace for 
participation in the policy-making process and welfare services – is normally referred 
to as a Social Contract, which was symbolically broken by the ‘Winter of discontent’. 
Thus trade unions played, in the years leading to the strike, an important role both in 
the economy and in the public discourse on economic matters. 

The second case study, that of South Africa, gives an insight into the way in which 
neoliberal discourse has developed through the decades. Indeed, South Africa is no 
exception to the penetration of the neoliberal ideology, together with the discourse that 
characterizes it, and different governments have used many of the syntactic and argu-
mentative strategies that characterize neoliberal discourse (Ortu forthcoming) since the 
1980s. On the other hand there are many variables linked to the particular political cul-
ture of the country, shaped by the long struggle against the racist regime of Apartheid, 
that influence the language of the government. The main variable of this sort is that the 
Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU) is a partner in the tripartite alliance 
(made up of the African National Congress, the South African Communist Party and 
COSATU) that has governed the country since the first free elections of 1994. 

The particular role of COSATU, both in the struggle for democracy since the year of 
its birth (1985) and now in government, has not prevented the organization from keeping 
both its character as a social movement and its capacity for mobilizing large numbers of 

1  I use the grammatical term inflection metaphorically, to describe the practice by which the roots of 
neoliberal discourse are adapted to different regional and national contexts through minor but mean-
ingful changes.
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workers (Wood and Dibben 2006). In fact, the Confederation started a confrontation with 
the ANC in all possible arenas as early as 1996 when it became clear to them that the first 
democratic governments of South Africa were going to embrace the policies of structural 
adjustment which were the concrete face of the neoliberal ideology in the so-called devel-
oping countries. Indeed it is in 1996 that the government adopted a new macro-economic 
framework called GEAR (Growth Employment and Redistribution), which committed 
the country to export-led growth, the privatization of state assets, public sector cuts, 
exchange control relaxation and financial liberalization, which led to a dramatic flow of 
capital from the country. Such measures are all characteristic of the usual package of 
structural adjustment programs normally imposed on poor countries by the International 
Monetary Found (IMF), but they were voluntarily undertaken by the ANC government 
in 1996. Especially the last two measures have had a significant impact on the lives of 
ordinary South Africans, as many jobs were lost to international competition while new 
jobs could not be created because the capital accumulated in South Africa could, and did, 
leave the country without being reinvested in its productive system.

Such measures were strongly opposed by workers and their representatives in all 
sectors of the economy, but, as anticipated above, opposition in the public sector was by 
far the most significant as public sector workers in the country are at the centre of the 
reform project undertaken by the ANC. Indeed public employees have gone on strike 
four times since the end of Apartheid – in 1999, 2004, 2007 and 2010. 

The 1999 strike came as a surprise both for the ANC and political analysts as the 
alliance between COSATU and the ANC did not seem to allow for such confrontation. 
Nonetheless, the strike was generally perceived as a show of maturity of the political 
system and of the confederation itself, which demonstrated its independence from the 
government. The 1999 strike, as well as the following two strikes of 2004 and 2007, took 
place under the presidency of Thabo Mbeki, who had taken the place of Nelson Mandela 
in May 1999. Mbeki, who was known for his pro-market stance, had been responsible 
for most of the economic policies implemented in the country since 1996 and he was the 
main architect of the GEAR programme. The 2007 strike was, more than any of the other 
strikes, a clear attack against his leadership and it can be considered as the beginning 
of the fight that led to his ousting as head of the ANC during the party conference held 
in Polokwane the same year. In such a context COSATU was one of the most important 
players to advocate for change during the conference and it secured a victory for the can-
didate who promised more worker-friendly measures during the campaign: Jacob Zuma. 

The strike of 2010 took place during Zuma’s presidency, a presidency that was sup-
posed to take forward a more progressive agenda than that of its predecessor; a gov-
ernment that had to live up to a worker-friendly reputation, just like that of James 
Callaghan during the ‘Winter of discontent’. The reputation of the government in charge 
at the time of the strike is, together with language, another point of contact between 
the two case studies presented in this article. The fact that both governments were 
perceived, and presented themselves, as worker-friendly governments was bound to 
influence the semiotic choices of their representatives during the dispute. It was indeed 
necessary for both governments to keep their alliances with the trade unions in as good 
a shape as possible in order to secure their electoral success. 

The other factor that makes the two strikes the most appropriate ones in order to 
proceed to a comparison is that no other strike in Great Britain after 1979 can be com-
pared to any of the South African strikes, either in terms of turnout or duration. Indeed, 
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Great Britain witnessed many other strikes in the public sector – the firefighters’ strike 
of 2004, the Public and Commercial Services Union strike over pensions in 2013, and 
the recent Road and Maritime Transport Union strike of 2014, to name just some of 
the many manifestations of discontent with neoliberal policies that still goes on in the 
country – but due to the legislation implemented by the Conservative governments of 
the eighties (see Ortu 2012 for more details) and never repealed by subsequent Labour 
governments, those strikes could only involve limited numbers of public sector workers, 
as their different trade unions are prevented from declaring a strike together.

In the next sections I will describe my methodology and illustrate how a genuinely 
transdisciplinary approach can contribute to research in the social sciences in general 
and in linguistics in particular. Then I will move on to present some examples of my 
analysis of the two cases which will then be compared in the concluding section.

2. Theoretical underpinnings and methodology

This study places itself in the tradition of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). The 
aim of CDA is that of entering social problems through semiosis. According to such an 
approach we need to place ourselves at the intersection of the semiotic spheres with other 
spheres of the social in order to determine the ideological content of semiotic realizations. 

Looking at the socio-historical context in which the discourse is developed, and as-
sessing its success by incorporating the evidence coming from disciplines that study the 
non-semiotic aspects of the development of our societies is the sine qua non  condition 
for an evaluation of the ideological content of any discourse. For this reason a study 
such as the one presented here can only be undertaken in a transdisciplinary way, i.e. 
by putting “the logic of other disciplines at work” (Fairclough 2003: 16) in the study of 
discourse, and allowing the individual researcher to deal with the different disciplines. 

The practice of transdisciplinarity described above is bound to show how the disci-
plinary boundaries that have characterized scientific research in the last two centuries 
(Jessop and Sum 2001) are a limit to a more coherent understanding of the world, espe-
cially in the social sciences (Sayer 2000). Researches can go beyond such limits by moving 
towards a post-disciplinary approach, i.e. by following “ideas and connections wherever 
they lead instead of following them only as far as the border of their discipline” (ibid.: 88). 

Consequently, this study puts the logic of disciplines such as history, political science 
and political economy at work in the context of linguistics, in general, and discourse 
analysis, in particular. Nonetheless, it tends towards a post-disciplinary outcome by 
focusing on the social phenomenon that interests the researcher, i.e. the tendency of 
world governments in the neoliberal era to weaken trade union action, and follows the 
Ariadne’s thread through its different semiotic and non-semiotic aspects.

First of all the interaction of the above-mentioned disciplines was used to arrive at a 
choice of texts which is not arbitrary, thus overcoming the problem of choosing between 
an in-depth linguistic analysis and the will to obtain results that are, at least partially, 
generalizable. 

2.1. Building a corpus through the transdisciplinary approach

History, and economic history in particular, helped in roughly delimiting the period 
of time that needed to be covered as presented in the introduction, but then, in order to 
analyse the semiotic dimension, a choice of texts had to be made.
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The first step was to decide which genres, conceived of as ways of acting semiotically 
(Fairclough 2003) in the social practice of governing a country in the neoliberal era, were 
particularly relevant in the discourse on trade unions. Political science and state theory 
were of a paramount importance in this phase. Thus, in the corpus we find laws on trade 
union rights (in the case of South Africa this also includes the Constitution of 1996) 
as well as specific policy documents which cover the field of legislative action. Moving 
towards genres that are directed at a wider audience, green and white papers, i.e. con-
sultation documents on proposed legislative action, were included. Finally, proceeding 
towards the extremity where the discourse community of reference includes virtually 
all citizens in the country, we arrive at the field of action of propaganda. Electoral mani-
festos, official declarations to the mass media, press releases and interviews released by 
members of government are included in order to represent this field. The texts belonging 
to the genres outlined above cover a 29-year time span for the British case (1978-2007), 
and 16 years of democratic rule (1994-2010) for South Africa. 

History and political economy guided the choice of events and their “discourse mo-
ment”, i.e. texts (Fairclough 2006: 30) that needed to be analysed. As stated in the in-
troduction, the moments in which trade unions and the workers they represent decided 
to strike were chosen as the most representative ones. 

The reasons for choosing the two strikes for comparison have been illustrated in the 
introduction, and they are mostly linked with the scope of the present study, that is, on 
the one hand the exploration of neoliberal discourse with its common features and, on 
the other hand, the assessment of the influence of different political cultures in terms 
of its localization.

The extracts that will be used in the next two sections to demonstrate the findings 
have been chosen because they resonate with one another and they cover the three 
macro-topics of anti-trade union discourse that I have described elsewhere (Ortu 2012), 
namely union values, economic and institutional landscape and union action.

2.2. Argumentation analysis and Systemic functional grammar

Once the relevant texts had been chosen, the tool of Argumentation analysis proved 
useful in two ways. Firstly, looking for arguments is a good way of choosing portions of 
the text that need to be analysed in more depth, a way of avoiding arbitrariness when 
doing qualitative analysis. Indeed, since argumentation is a social activity used in order 
to convince someone of one’s standpoint or claim (van Eemeren and Grootendorst 1992) 
– in other words, if there is no need to convince someone there is no need for an argu-
ment which is the product of such social practice – arguments in the texts are bound to 
be places where the authors/speakers invest most of their meaning-making effort. This 
takes us to the second function of argumentation analysis: the exploration of common 
sense in the neoliberal era. This will become clearer as I describe argumentation ana- 
lysis in more depth in the next sections.

In order to analyse an argument we need to get, from the actual text produced, to 
what is called a logical minimum. Thus, the first step in the analysis of the arguments 
is to reconstruct them in order to arrive at a “logically valid” form (van Eemeren and 
Grootendorst 1992: 60) by making missing elements explicit in their “pragmatic opti-
mum” form (ibid.: 64). I will use Toulmin’s (Toulmin, Rieke and Janik 1984; Toulmin 
1958) categories of ground as the proof of evidence given by the arguer to defend her/
his opinion, and warrant, i.e. the linking passage between the grounds and the claim, 
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that is, the opinion defended/justified through argumentation. The choice of Toulmin’s 
taxonomy has the advantage of allowing me to include Fairclough and Fairclough’s 
(2012: 23) discussion of the concept of topos and to conclude with them that Toulmin’s 
warrant has to be looked at as what, in previous works, I referred to as topos (Ortu 
2008, 2012). 

This is particularly important when dealing with arguments with the concept of com-
mon sense in mind. Indeed, I maintain that when the arguer does not express such war-
rants, he/she feels confident in the fact that such considerations are part of the shared, 
common knowledge of her/his audience. It is through the analysis of the warrants that 
we can understand what ideas about the functioning of the economy and institutional 
roles of the social actors are taken for granted in the discourse of governments.

Systemic functional grammar, at a finer level of analysis, helps us to explore the oth-
er two topics. Instances of classification (Fairclough 2003) are bound to show relations of 
equivalence and difference built in the texts and, consequently, convey the government’s 
idea on union values and union action. The latter topic is also explored through the tran-
sitive structure, and thus the instantiations of the ideational metafunction, according 
to the actors’ position and processes in which they are involved.

3. The ‘Winter of discontent’ in great Britain

The historical moment which came to be known as the ‘Winter of discontent’ can be 
conventionally limited to the period of time which stretches from the start of the Ford 
car workers’ strike (October 1978) to the defeat of the Labour government of James 
Callaghan in a motion of no confidence in March 1979, followed by the general election 
won by the Conservative Party led by Margaret Thatcher. 

After a series of strikes in the private sector, also public employees decided to down 
tools in the most massive labour strike since the general strike of 1926. Television pro-
grammes and newspapers were full of images of uncollected rubbish, people sent back 
from hospitals and unburied bodies in cemeteries. It is mostly with those images that 
such a moment of crisis has become fixed in the public imagination. 

The first text analysed here is an excerpt from the House of Commons Public Ques-
tions (PQ) held on 22 January 1979, the day before the beginning of the public sector 
strike. Callaghan makes an evaluative statement about the action. The strike is called 
“unnecessary and unjustifiable” and “wrong both in principle and in practice”. While 
trying to reassure the House that contingency measures had been taken in order to keep 
essential services going, Callaghan construes trade union action through the following 
representation.

On contingency plans, I am told that what is planned by the unions is “a demonstration of 
what we can do”. I hope that the Right Hon. Lady will not press me to say what the Gov-
ernment’s response will be. There is no doubt that the unions propose a series of guerrilla 
actions to try to discomfort the public and to get at the Government machine in the most 
vulnerable areas. I ask the Right Hon. Lady not to press me to say what we are doing in 
response. I do not want to give those who are planning these strikes any more ammunition 
than I have to. 
(Callaghan 1979) [Emphasis added]
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Here Callaghan projects a locution based on the words supposedly spoken by the 
strikers, according to which the action taken is “a demonstration of what they can do”. It 
is very difficult to verify whether the clause was ever uttered by any of the union leaders 
involved, but if we are meant to believe the indications of the text, this is direct reported 
speech and the voice of the union is framed by the text. The co-text in which it is framed 
is a very meaningful one. Indeed, through classification (Fairclough 2003) trade union 
action is described as “guerrilla actions”, attempts to “discomfort” the public and to “get 
at” the government machine in its “most vulnerable areas”. The military semantic field 
thus activated is then extended by the use of the term “ammunition”. The metaphor of 
guerrilla warfare is conjured up. Indeed Callaghan refuses to say what his plans are to 
counter the ‘attack’ because that would give the revolutionaries precious information, 
i.e “ammunition”, to go on with their disruptive activity, and it would signal even more 
“vulnerable areas” to hit.

Through these linguistic choices, a distinction starts to be drawn between that part of 
the trade unions usually represented by TUC officials, who are considered as partners, 
and the more ‘militant’ part of the TUC which is deemed to be ‘irresponsible’. 

Moving a bit further down the timeline but staying on the same side of government 
practice, we now explore a different genre: House of Commons Question Time. The de-
bate analysed here takes place the day after the big demonstration by public employees 
in all the major cities of the country on 22 January 1979. Question time is a means 
commonly used in Parliament to debate on the topical issues of the day (Chilton 2004).

During the Question time, the Labour MP Mike Thomas asks about two hot topics of 
the day: the approval of Callaghan’s reaffirmation of the pay policy, and the question of 
public employees on strike. Thomas makes it clear that the formula thought out for the 
private sector (pay limits, productivity bargains and help for the low-paid) cannot work 
for the public sector. It is Callaghan’s answer to the second part of the question that is 
particularly interesting for the present analysis:

On the last part of the question, of course the private sector is in a different position from 
the public sector. There is at least some operation of market disciplines in the private sec-
tor and people can lose their jobs, as indeed they are losing them at present, especially in 
industries where they price themselves out of work. The difference between that and the 
public sector is that nobody so far has lost his job as a result of wildly inflationary wage 
increases over previous years. It is essential to be absolutely frank, and I must point out 
that there are limits to what the Government are prepared to ask Parliament to vote in 
the way of votes for public expenditure. Therefore, if more money is taken out in higher 
wages because of the comparisons to which my Hon. Friend correctly draws attention, there 
is less money for the services which the public employees are there to provide. That is an 
inescapable truth.
(Callaghan 1979) 

Here the prime minister starts by acknowledging that there is a difference between 
the two sectors and then he goes on by saying, roughly, that yes, there is a difference 
between the private and the public sector, namely that in the public sector the boss (the 
government) is not so free to sack the workers as in the private one. He then grasps the 
opportunity to subtly threaten public sector workers with the possibility of unemploy-
ment. First of all, we can look at the arguments he uses.
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Claim: PRIVATE SECTOR WORKERS ARE SUBJECT TO MARKET RULES, PUBLIC 
SECTOR WORKERS ARE NOT
1 WORKERS WHO DON’T PLAY BY THOSE RULES IN THE PRIVATE SECTOR ARE 

PUNISHED WITH UNEMPLOYMENT
2. WORKERS WHO DON’T PLAY BY THOSE RULES IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR ARE 

NOT PUNISHED WITH UNEMPLOYMENT
Warrant (WHAT IS RIGHT FOR ONE TYPE OF WORKER SHOULD BE RIGHT FOR 

THE OTHERS TOO)
3. (MARKET DISCIPLINE IS NEUTRAL AND NATURAL).

The warrant working here – which is not explicitly stated and has thus been put into 
parentheses – is the very common one that the same rules should apply to all the players 
in the same game. But there is a problem with both the third ground, i.e. market forces 
are natural and neutral – again put in parenthesis to signal that it is missing – and with 
the fact that those rules should apply to public employees. Argumentation theory allows 
for an evaluation of the grounds used in arguments by resorting to expert knowledge 
in the relevant fields of expertise (Ietcu 2006). Indeed, it is highly questionable that a 
public service should respond to market rules. The services offered by the state in a 
Keynesian Welfare National State were there precisely because, before the hegemony of 
neoliberal thought, it was commonly agreed that market mechanisms produce problems 
and that the state should correct those problems and protect the most vulnerable sectors 
of society by supplying services that respond to a logic of public good or utility and not 
to that of the market (Jessop 2002).

Deriving from the argument above is the threat that the Prime Minister makes to 
the public employees on strike that they could start losing their jobs if they go on asking 
for higher wages.

Claim: CIVIL SERVANTS COULD START LOSING THEIR JOBS
1. THERE IS A LIMIT OF ACCEPTANCE FOR NEW EXPENDITURE IN PUBLIC SER-

VICES
2. THUS IF WE GIVE HIGH SALARIES WE WOULD HAVE TO CUT SERVICES

Here a very common warrant in government discourse, mainly used by social-dem-
ocratic governments, is at work and it is that of ‘limited resources’, which we might 
otherwise refer to as the ‘too short blanket’, that roughly says: “as the resources are 
limited we cannot spend more on one side without cutting on another”. The warrant 
in this case is based on a false analogy (Reisigl and Wodak 2001) in the sense that the 
resources of a government cannot be thought of as a too short blanket; indeed, govern-
ments have the possibility to find more resources elsewhere if they are really willing to 
provide public services. 

4. South Africa and the 2010 Public Sector Strike

The strike of 2010 left a lasting impression on South African public opinion, espe-
cially because of the images of disrupted public services which flooded all media outlets 
throughout the duration of the protest. The importance of public opinion in this strike 
was crucial from the moment strike action was first threatened and talks were still 
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underway. Indeed, South African political commentators such as Steve Friedman had 
warned COSATU that they needed “to start worrying about changing public opinion” 
because “the sense that strikes are getting out of hand may be particularly strong this 
year” (Friedman 2010: 8). Indeed, until that point, the general public had been mostly 
sympathetic with public employees when they had downed tools in the previous strikes. 

In 2010 most of the newspaper discourse on the strike revolved around the lack of 
leadership and “backbone” in government, mostly referring to President Jacob Zuma.

The PSA, the white trade union in the public sector, was the organization that kicked 
off the strike on July 29. COSATU unions joined the action for a one-day strike on 10 
August and then went back to work. The strike only became indefinite on 18 August 
(and it ended on 8 September with a defeat for the unions), when the Minister of Public 
Services and Administration, Richard Baloyi, declared the government’s offer final and 
said it would be implemented unilaterally. The statement in which this announcement 
is made was delivered by the government spokesperson Themba Maseko on 18 August. 
The text has been chosen for analysis because of its role in shaping public opinion, as 
it was widely reported in the press and in all media outlets, and because it represents 
a turning point in the confrontation, as the unilateral declaration of the offer as final 
sparked outrage on the union side and actually produced an escalation in the dimension 
and the vehemence of the strike.

The main argument in the press statement is that the offer is final because there is 
no money: 

The 8.6% demand is simply not affordable as every additional cent spent on salaries means 
less money for other essential services to the public. Increasing personnel expenditure 
means that there will be less money for education, learning materials, healthcare and 
health facilities, medicines, roads, economic infrastructure and other essential services 
that are part of the Government’s electoral mandate. It also means we cannot employ more 
teachers and nurses. Government is of the view that it would be unwise to borrow money 
to finance current expenditure, as this would continue to place an untold debt burden on 
future generations.
(Maseko 2010)

The argument is a compound one, where grounds become claims for sub-arguments, 
but the main one can be schematized as follows:

Claim: THE 8.6% DEMAND IS NOT AFFORDABLE
1. EVERY ADDITIONAL CENT SPENT ON SALARIES MEANS LESS MONEY FOR 

SERVICES; 
2. SUCH SERVICES ARE PART OF OUR ELECTORAL MANDATE;
3. (IN ORDER TO AFFORD THE DEMAND THE GOVERNMENT WOULD HAVE TO 

BORROW);
Warrant: IT WOULD BE UNWISE TO BORROW MONEY TO EXPAND THE CURRENT 

EXPENDITURE.

Ground number 3 is not actually expressed in the passage, but it is activated by the 
following sentence “it would be unwise to borrow money to expand the current expend-
iture” which, in the schema, functions as a warrant. Here a contrast is created between 
the needs of the public employees and those of the South African people who depend on 
the services that they provide, through the use of budget restrictions. A classic example 
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of the warrant of the ‘too short blanket’ which allows for the transition from ground 
number 1 to the claim according to which the resources of the state are limited. As we 
will see in the concluding remarks, though, there is a substantial difference between the 
two, and this can be seen by the fact that Maseko needs the other part of the argument, 
the one on the burden of debt, in order to justify it. The political culture both of the 
general public and of the unions is such that a rebuttal on that warrant would be very 
easy; indeed there is no reason for the state to have limited resources as it can always 
increase taxes on the rich, for example. 

President Zuma stepped in quite soon in the unfolding of the strike, first to say that 
the violence of the strike “is not part of the ANC tradition” (Bowman and Olifant 2010: 
1). The speech, which was reported by nearly all South African newspapers, was given at 
the reburial of the uMkhonto we Sizwe 2 cadre Ivan “Jerry” Khuzwayo in Camperdown, 
KwaZulu-Natal.

After reporting on the issue, newspapers kept it going by inviting opinion makers 
and analysts to discuss whether or not this was the case: for example, an article in The 
Citizen on 23 August clearly states that “This brutality is part of the ANC tradition” 
(Anonymous 2010). This episode demonstrates how powerful people can actually influ-
ence the agenda of what is discussed in a country.

[…] Zuma said: “Even during the dark days of the liberation struggle this never happened. 
When people were striking, they would still allow a nurse or doctor to go into a hospital. 
They knew how critical it was to save lives and you should bear this in mind. It will taint 
our history and legacy when you have women giving birth on the street. We cannot afford 
to deviate from the good values the struggle taught us.”
(Sunday Tribune 22 August 2010, p. 1)

The demonstrative pronoun this probably refers to something that had been 
introduced before in the speech, but the newspaper does not report it. Nonetheless, 
the cohesive device seems to be working in two directions: backwards and forwards. 
Indeed this is elaborated (Halliday and Matthiessen 2004) in the sentence that fol-
lows, explaining what it is that did not happen during the liberation struggle. Here 
Zuma is referring to the use of pickets in the workplace, in this case hospitals, which 
are normally used by workers on strike to try to convince other fellow workers to join 
in the protest. The third and final elaboration of this comes with an example given 
by Zuma, the reference to the woman giving birth on the street. This is probably 
what closes the circle; indeed the episode of a woman who had to give birth in a 
hospital parking lot because she was not allowed inside the facility during the strike 
had just been reported by the media when Zuma spoke, and it was the talking point 
of the day. With this last step in the analysis it is also possible to draw a conclusion 
on the reference of the first occurrence of this in the extract above. Indeed, with all 
probability the pronoun refers to the same episode. 

Naturally this only makes sense if we bear in mind the history of the struggle for 
liberation and the role that COSATU played in it. As the only legal black organiza-
tion in the country, COSATU was the one force that could actually hit at the Apart-
heid machinery and stop it through strikes, since 80 per cent of the workforce in 

2  Mkhonto we Sizwe, or MK, was the military arm of the ANC.
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the country is black. This is what makes the construal of in-groups and out-groups 
particularly challenging and complex in South Africa. 

A look at the pronouns used in the extract will better illustrate the complexity 
referred to above. The first part of the extract builds a distinction between the 
strikers of the past – “people […] on strike”, “they” who would still allow medical 
operations to go on, thus the good strikers – and, by implication, the bad strikers 
of 2010, who let “this”, the meaning of which has been clarified above, happen. In 
the first part of the extract the only possible direct reference to the 2010 strikers 
seems to be the impersonal you underlined in the extract. Here Zuma seems to be 
addressing the strikers and to be providing them with a value that they should 
embrace, a value that comes from the past unity of the democratic movement. In-
deed, President Zuma is not looking for direct confrontation nor for an expulsion of 
the working class from the history of the liberation struggle. Consequently, in the 
second part of the excerpt he construes a unitary vision of the alliance by referring 
to “our history and legacy” and by the use of an inclusive we in the last sentence, 
where he warns that what he sees as the continuation of the liberation movement 
cannot deviate from its tradition. 

In an interview given by President Zuma to the state channel SABC, he also said 
that the government could fire the whole public sector if things were not resolved, as 
reported by many newspapers and websites:

He was then asked whether the government reserved the right to fire them.   
“Of course, yes. That’s in the law. That’s why I’m saying that is a bit of a concern, because 
if you declare a strike in that manner... you can’t sit for a year without the kids going to 
school”. 
(SAPA 2010)

Here the anaphoric reference of the demonstrative pronoun that is to the prolonged 
strike action declared by the unions after Maseko’s press statement of 18 August an-
alysed above. The use of the indefinite you as the actor of, in this case, the material 
process of ‘declaring’ clearly refers to union representatives who are represented as 
declaring a strike in a manner that is not even defined, hence the suspension dots in the 
utterance. My suggestion is to interpret what follows – “you can’t sit for a year without 
the kids going to school” – as a hypotactic causal clause linked to the main one through 
because. Indeed, this is the reason that Zuma finally gives for the possible firing of the 
public sector workers on strike. What lies behind that particular choice of words is the 
reference to a superordinate authority, “the law”, which apparently allows for it.

5. Conclusions

The analysis presented in the last two sections has explored the topics of trade union 
action and trade union values as well as that of the economic and institutional land-
scape concerning the relationship between trade unions and the neoliberal state in two 
different political cultures.

The hegemonic neoliberal thought at a transnational level is the common ground on 
which the two discourses unfold, although in different historical moments, while the 
other common characteristic between the two national experiences is the presence of 
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a supposedly left-wing government as a counterpart to union action. Language is also 
a unifying factor. Despite the fact that for most of the speakers in the South African 
context it is not their mother tongue, English is the main language for official/public 
discourse.

The two political cultures seem to influence the discourse significantly, as will be 
clear after the comparison that follows. 

First of all, I would like to look at the practice of argumentation and especially the 
use of warrants. The warrant that I called a ‘too short blanket’, i.e. the impossibility 
for the state to increase workers’ salaries because of lack of money, which is a common 
aspect of neoliberal discourse, is present in both discourses but it is inflected differently. 
If in the British case it is used to threaten retrenchments, in the South African case it is 
used to say that the progressive agenda of the ANC, “the Government’s mandate”, might 
be undermined by an increase in expenditure for salaries. Indeed, Maseko says that the 
government will not have money to increase state services and hire new teachers and 
nurses. The threat of retrenchments, advanced by Zuma in the last excerpt analysed, 
is linked to this idea of the progressive agenda of the ANC. Indeed, the point for Zuma 
was that the government could not allow a situation in which children were prevented 
from going to school to last for a whole year. Thus, the possibility of retrenchments 
is not justified with the operation of market mechanisms as in the British example, 
but with the implementation of a progressive agenda that is normally referred to as a 
“developmental agenda”. Such a difference can be explained by the different political 
cultures of the two countries and also by their different position in the world economy. 
Britain in the late 1970s was in a deep crisis and the prevailing mood was that of “lim-
iting the damage”, while South Africa is one of those BRICS 3 countries which, despite 
the worldwide financial crisis beginning in 2008, was still witnessing general economic 
growth, at least in its GDP. The problems for South Africa at the moment of the strike 
were wealth redistribution and youth unemployment. Thus, while the general neoliberal 
idea of the limited resources of the state applies in both discourses (together with the 
lack of any reference to the possibility of increasing taxation), the reasons presented for 
it are very different.

The representation of union actions and values is also different in the two contexts. 
If in Britain we have the representation of union action as guerrilla warfare, and a de-
liberate intention to “get at the government machine” is attributed to the trade unions 
on strike, in South Africa the disruption of services is seen as an unintended result of 
union action, something that trade unions should consider, and that should bring them 
to their senses, but not something that they wanted or planned beforehand. The histor-
ical relationship between the parties in government and the trade unions both in their 
development and in the context of the two strikes can explain the difference in this case. 
The Labour Party of Great Britain had been created in 1906 by the trade unions whose 
leaders thought workers needed a political arm that could represent them in Parliament. 
Since then, trade unions have been the backbone of the party in financial terms as well 
as in terms of the provision of activists inside and outside the party. Moreover, unions 
provided a large majority of votes to the Labour Party at least until 1990 (Minkin 1991: 

3  The acronym for Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa, i.e. the five most powerful emerging 
economies of the world and the only ones that maintained a growth in their GDP during and after the 
economic crisis of 2008.
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663). The relationship of the TUC with the Labour Party had been in a deep crisis for a 
long time when the strike took place, in a way the party was blamed for not being able 
to deliver according to the mandate of its f(o)unders. Indeed, at his last appearance at 
the TUC annual meeting, James Callaghan had been violently contested, despite the 
final decision to still back Labour at the forthcoming elections. Callaghan’s reaction 
during the strike denounces a different perception of the relationship with the TUC and 
an attempt at asserting the primacy of the party which, being in government, had the 
general interest of the country at heart, over the sectorial interest of the unions.

The situation for the ANC was very different. Indeed the ANC was formed as a 
liberation movement in 1912 and COSATU was only created in 1985. Nonetheless, as 
underlined above, the confederation was pivotal in the actions undertaken by the ANC 
during the struggle against the Apartheid regime in the 1980s. Such actions also in-
cluded strikes, very long and at times violent ones. Thus, with such recent memories of 
strikes, rightly celebrated and remembered as actions that led to the fall of the racist 
regime, it would have been very difficult for Zuma to use the same rhetorical strategy 
as the one used by Callaghan. Indeed the respect for strike action is still, and mostly 
thanks to COSATU’s ideological work, a non-negotiable aspect of South African polit-
ical culture, and an attack on such a right could have encountered some difficulties in 
resonating with the general public. 

The methodology used for the analysis, with its focus on transdisciplinarity, made 
it possible to highlight the differences between the two case studies without hiding 
their similarities. The outcome of the research is post-disciplinary in its implications 
as it allows us to arrive at a conclusion that covers all the aspects of the social prob-
lem taken into consideration. Indeed, we may conclude that the management of labour 
conflict through language in the neoliberal era is rooted in basic tenets such as that of 
the limited resources of the state, while still allowing for a localized interpretation. The 
study demonstrates that the social practice of governing a country, and its inevitable 
conflicts, in the neoliberal era cannot be completely understood without taking into due 
consideration how the discourse of governments is accepted and becomes hegemonic in 
different political cultures. This also shows a peculiarity of the neoliberal ideology, that 
of being particularly versatile and of successfully adapting to different contexts in order 
to get to the same results in each of them. This particular aspect, which was only visible 
through an analysis that takes semiosis into account, explains the continued success 
of the neoliberal ideology despite the worldwide crisis witnessed since 2007 and still 
underway at the moment of writing.
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Abstract

Although English for Specific Purposes has now a consolidated role in language teaching and 
specialized discourse has been analysed by many scholars, Business English still has some 
definition problems. In my article I try to provide the reader with an overview of the studies 
in this field, by identifying the main features of Business Discourse/Business English (BD/BE) 
based on previous studies. I also try to identify similarities and differences between Economic 
Discourse/English for Economics (ED/EE) and BD/BE by starting from the premise that eco-
nomics and business are two related but different disciplines.

1. Introduction 

In this article I will try to illustrate what Business English (BE) is and what it is not, 
and the connections between BE and English for Economics (EE). This will be based on 
previous research material both drawing from English for Specific Purposes (ESP) as 
well as from discourse analysis and it will give rise to the results that I have personally 
reached investigating into the subject.

When we use the expression Business English (BE) we refer to a very wide area of 
study and applications used mainly in the field of English for Specific Purposes (ESP), 
concerning the use of English in the working environment. As such, it may require very 
versatile and complex linguistic and extra-linguistic skills, because it is used in many 
situations, in both oral and written interaction. The most common contexts in which 
BE appears are the following: attending business meetings and shareholders’ meetings, 
drawing up intra-company documents (memos and reports) and inter-company papers 
(letters, offers and advertising material), communication between colleagues, arrange-
ment of commercial contracts, participation in negotiations and business phone calls.

The number of educational texts published in the domain of English Language Teach-
ing (ELT) has grown dramatically over the last few decades, due to the increasing mar-
ket demand for studying specialized areas of the language, such as English for economics 
and trade. Teaching material is available both in print and online and it mostly falls into 
a broad category called Business English. However, the need to respond to market needs 
for specific purposes has led to specialization in both publishing and training, and this is 
evident from the increasing number of text books aimed at dealing with each business 
sector as a separate entity from the others: English for banking, English for the tourist 
industry, English for accounting, English for marketing, English for human resources, 
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and so on. Each of the fields makes use of its specific technical vocabulary and imitates 
situations in which learners can actively practise the language skills that are required 
for the specific job. Despite their differences, most of them share common features be-
cause the business world tends to have common goals such as the sale of a product or 
a service. But can we also include EE in the same wide area of study and application? 
What are the connections between the two types of language? Or is there just one type of 
language that we call BE and which includes what should be considered to be a separate 
type of language, namely EE? I will try to answer these questions. 

One of the most striking characteristics of BE outside teaching is that research on 
the subject appears to have been relatively limited until two decades ago. In fact, sci-
entific research into business and economic discourses had mainly focused on teaching 
rather than on the distinctive features of business discourse (BD). Nelson (2000: Ch. 3) 
attributed this alleged lack of research literature on the subject to two main reasons: 
the first and most practical one was the shortage of resources and time from private 
language schools, for whom English is “a business, not an academic pursuit”, to carry out 
research. The second reason had to do with the lack of available data, because business 
information is usually hard to access for reasons of secrecy and consequently research 
work often becomes complicated (ibid.). Ellis and Johnson (1994: 3) also pointed out that 
BE was often an area of language neglected by researchers given that they preferred to 
focus on other areas of special English considered to be easier to define. Moreover, as 
observed by Dudley-Evans and St. John (1998), BE started as a materials-led movement 
rather than a research-led movement, a fact that encouraged the creation of several 
textbooks and teaching materials.

2. Specialized discourse

Discourse is language in use, in communication, rather than examples of how an 
abstracted system is structured in order to teach a language or literacy (Cook 1989: 6). 
This might lead us to think that if discourse has the pragmatic sense of language in use 
in all contexts, business discourse has more to do with the practical language of doing 
business rather than the academic language of economics. In traditional literature there 
has been much disagreement on the notion of specialized discourse as well as on the 
other labels used to define these special forms of English as opposed to General English. 
At a more general level the acronym LSP (Language for Specific Purposes) has been used 
for two areas in applied linguistics, namely 1) second or foreign language education and 
training on the one hand, and 2) research on varieties of a language that members of 
a specific subject field (discourse community) use with regard to genre, style and tech-
nical vocabulary. Relating to the second usage, academics have referred to this type of 
language forms by using terms such as ‘restricted language’ (Firth 1968: 106), ‘special 
language’, ‘specialized language’, and so on, but their classification may vary depending 
on the author’s view of the topic. However, most scholars use these expressions to refer 
to domain-specific forms of the language including academic, scientific and technical 
uses which require specialized knowledge.

In Italy there has been much debate on the issue and many scholars have focused 
on the different features of languages for specific purposes. Sobrero (1993) calls them 
lingue speciali (special languages) and splits them into two kinds based on their level 
of specialization. He labels them as linguaggi specialistici (specialized discourse, SD) 
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and linguaggi settoriali (microlanguages); the former group characterizes disciplines 
with a high degree of specialization and intrinsic nomenclature, such as hard sciences, 
medicine, computer sciences, linguistics and law, while the latter portrays less strictly 
specialized professional sectors or spheres aimed at a wider audience, e.g. the language 
of newspapers, advertising, fashion, political militancy, bureaucracy.  

The main features of SD are 1) monoreferentiality – a word-meaning link that en-
sures conciseness and semantic uniqueness – 2) an informative purpose (excluding any 
aesthetic or emotive element), 3) peculiar rules in word formation and text structure, 
4) conciseness. The central norms of SD are stated by Sager et al. (1980: 323) as being 
economy, precision and appropriateness. 

Microlanguages have less stringent principles because they are based on a smaller 
number of specific lexical items, they do not follow special rules as they are often con-
nected with general discourse, and they address a wider public who are not necessarily 
specialists. With regard to the domains of economics and business Sobrero (1993) states 
that they have the characteristics of a technico-scientific LSP, i.e. a rigorous exclusion of 
ambiguity, a specialized vocabulary, the use of abbreviations and acronyms, a tendency 
towards nominalization and a rigid text structure.

3. The need to circumscribe a field of research

We said that BE is also a part of ESP, a sphere of ELT and in turn a part of applied 
linguistics. ESP became an object of research in the mid-20th century, when scholars 
started to regard specialized discourse as an element of the language that was not sim-
ply part of the functional style of General English. From the 1970s and 1980s, linguistic 
studies (especially pragmatics) started to move away from simply describing the typical 
features of a language only from a grammatical point of view; instead, they began to 
focus on the ways language is used in real communication. So linguists became more 
and more aware that language changes depended on the context and consequently they 
tried to identify the main characteristics of such specific contexts in order to establish 
the basic language requirements for learners’ courses. 

Pickett (1986: 1) declares that business and trade are much closer to the language 
spoken by the common people – the public – because BE is the interface between the pub-
lic and the producer; this is the result of the proximity that exists between the company 
and its reference market. It goes without saying that intra-company language is more 
specialized, depending on the type of business involved, especially in terms of vocabu-
lary but also in textual elements (ibid.). Pickett (ibid.: 4) compares BE to doctor-patient 
interaction: when doctors talk to each other they use a technical language but they are 
clearly able to interact with patients by means of a more understandable, mediated code. 

From this perspective, some scholars have introduced the concept of a horizontal-ver-
tical framework in language variation. The horizontal variation focuses on the topic or 
domain, whereas the vertical variation describes the degree of specialization. One of 
the most successful models is suggested by Cloître and Shinn (1985), who identify four 
communication levels of scientific knowledge, establishing the relationship between par-
ticipants in the communication process, as it is a sender-receiver-oriented model. The 
four levels of specificity are not categories per se, but conceived as a continuum: 
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Intra-specialist level
Inter-specialist level
Pedagogical level
Popular level
(Cloître and Shinn 1985: 31-60, passim)

This classification ranges from expert speakers (intra-specialists), who use the same 
language and terminology in interaction with each other, to a second level where we find 
people who make use of simplified language forms and concepts for specialists commu-
nicating across fields. The third group of speakers is represented by a public that has 
not mastered this language yet (e.g. students), and the fourth level of communication 
corresponds to the most accessible and popular one which takes place when specialists 
communicate with non-specialists.

However, as has been previously outlined, it is evident that mastering a language does 
not necessarily mean that the agents involved in communication possess the cross-sector 
skills required for successful interaction. Ellis and Johnson (1994: 3) affirm that:

Business English differs from other varieties of ESP in that it is often a mix of specific con-
tent (relating to a particular job area or industry), and general content (relating to general 
ability to communicate more effectively, especially in the business situations).

So BE is characterized by both specific professional content and by the more general 
content related to effective business communication, though the two coexist together. 
Therefore, linguistic proficiency is not sufficient to enable speakers to manage the sub-
genres that some exchanges require (Bargiela-Chiappini and Harris 1997). Moreover, 
since English has become the language of international business, we cannot but notice 
the intercultural question it poses, given that differences may already emerge in merely 
interactional conversations in which there is only a referential or informative purpose. 
We can easily imagine how discrepancies may be more evident in transactional inter-
action, which is often characterized by a persuasive goal such as in trade agreements, 
mergers and contracts. This is why Ellis and Johnson (1994: 5) outline the importance 
of social skills and remark that it “is hard to ignore the influence that good behavioural 
skills have on successful communication”.

Pickett (1989) argues that BE is a technical language defined by the activity, occupa-
tion, subject and situation. He calls it an ‘ergolect’, though most linguists use the term 
‘register’. The new term, he says, refers to the English language used in business, a work 
language (ibid.: 5). In addition, he states that “an ergolect operates at the level of lexis 
and the level of transaction, hardly at all at the level of grammar” (ibid.: 11).

We could also use the terms ‘register’ and ‘genre’ since some scholars use these terms 
interchangeably, and only a few attribute different nuances to them. In fact, “both terms 
have been used to refer to varieties associated with particular situations of use and 
particular communicative purposes” (Biber et al. 2007: 7). 

Swales (1990: 58) regards genre as “a class of communicative events, the members of 
which share the same communicative purpose”, and Dudley-Evans and St. John (1998: 
64) identify seven communicative events which may partially correspond to genres, five 
of which belong to oral language – telephoning, socializing, making presentations, tak-
ing part in meetings, negotiating – while two are part of the written language, namely 
corresponding and reporting. 
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In dealing with genres here we are referring to ways of speaking or writing used by 
a community and to socially recognized and defined elements “used in typified social 

circumstances” (Dudley-Evans 1987: 1). As Giménez Moreno (2010: 80) summarizes:

the main characteristics of a genre (a group of texts) should be related to a common com-
municative purpose, form, structure and target-audience which lead to any written or oral 
example to be identified as prototypical of a certain genre.

For example, the wide category or genre of “business letters” shares most features 
such as form and structure – it is highly formulaic, formal and rather rigid (Dossena 
and Fitzmaurice 2006: 7), but it often presents different traits as regards the purpose 
and the target-audience. Business letters may be intended to persuade, inform, complain 
or even intimidate – they therefore have potentially different purposes: the recipient 
could be a customer, a lawyer, a supplier, a bank, another company – with potentially 
different target-audiences. 

4. Business English versus English for Economics

My aim now is to highlight the differences and similarities between EE and BE, since 
they are sometimes regarded as the same thing. According to the definitions given by 
the OED, economics is defined as:

[t]he branch of knowledge (now regarded as one of the social sciences) that deals with the 
production, distribution, consumption, and transfer of wealth; the application of this dis-
cipline to a particular sphere; [...].

On the other hand, business is described as:

[t]rade and all activity relating to it, esp. considered in terms of volume or profitability; com-
mercial transactions, engagements, and undertakings regarded collectively; an instance of 
this. Hence more generally: the world of trade and commerce.

The first eye-catching element of distinction is that economics is a scientific disci-
pline, whereas business is an activity, as outlined by Wells (2011) in an article about 
what he calls “the art of business and the science of economics”. He states that: 

[e]conomics concerns systems and general principles and is therefore a theoretical subject 
eminently suitable for academic study in a university, while business is a practical craft 
that does not belong there. 

From the point of view of discourse analysis, whilst recognizing lexical and textual 
differences between economic and business discourse as well as different syntactic fea-
tures from General English (GE) (Gotti 2003), we can say that they are to some extent 
connected to each other. Crawford Camiciottoli (2007) states that business discourse 
should be divided into two distinct categories: business discourse proper and economic 
discourse. In the first case we refer to a professionally-oriented language, while in the 
second to an academic code (Crawford Camiciottoli 2007: 25). As has been observed, 
“business is the real life equivalent of theoretical Economics” (Giménez Moreno 2010: 
43) and this is why there is interrelation between the two. The same author (ibid.: 44) 
states that:
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on the one hand, Business English feeds on English for Economics (Academic language) 
which offers the necessary theoretical support and explanatory apparatus. On the other, 
it develops into [...]: Commercial English and Financial English (Professional languages) 
which put into practice the theories devised by the science of Economics.

Therefore, the two professional languages of commerce and finance would be the 
practical outcome of English for Economics, a scientific and academic language. Accord-
ing to Boettke (2006), economic discourse can be divided into:

technical economics that goes on in the professional journals, policy economics that goes on 
in think-tanks and government agencies, public intellectual economics that goes on in the 
newspapers, magazines, radio and TV, and now-a-days (sic) to a considerable extent blogs.

Public intellectual economics, through circulation among non-specialists, closely re-
lates to the more mundane idea of economics, that is, business. In fact public intellectu-
als bring the knowledge of the academia to the general public in a language capable of 
reaching this audience because such intellectuals are involved in public communication 
rather than in academic or scientific discourse. 

Economic discourse (ED) as an academic code or a scientific language has been ana-
lysed by both economists and applied linguists. As Dudley Evans and St. John observe 
(1998: 50), research into EE has focused on the textbook, the abstract language and the 
use of metaphors in the description of economic models and theories. Instead, as regards 
business discourse (as a professional-oriented language), one of the most appropriate 
definitions is offered by Bargiela-Chiappini and Nickerson (1999: 2), who define it as “a 
process of talk and writing between individuals whose main work activities and interests 
are in the domain of business and who come together for the purpose of doing business”. 
The sense of purpose is actually deeply-rooted in BE: “language is used to achieve an 
end, and its successful use is seen in terms of a successful outcome to the business 
transaction or event” (Ellis and Johnson 1994: 7). 

In a previous study, Bargiela-Chiappini and Harris (1997: 15) had also remarked that 
“business discourse is not a single or simple genre but consists of both sub-generic types 
and clusters of discourse resources in which are embedded underlying ideologies”. Other 
scholars also underline the social and cultural aspects of BD, such as the presence of inter-
nationally accepted ways of doing things, the widespread use of formulaic language, a polite 
but short and direct style and the desire to build good relationships (Ellis and Johnson 
1994: 8). In more recent times, the way business language is used has been studied starting 
from various approaches and involving many disciplines (Bargiela-Chiappini et al. 2012). 
The resulting definition is that “business discourse is all about how people communicate 
using talk or writing in commercial organizations in order to get their work done” (ibid.: 3).

5. Business English lexis

The analysis of BE vocabulary deserves special attention as many scholars regard 
this as a distinctive feature of specialized discourse. Aurner (1940: 15) defines BE vo-
cabulary as “that wide, inclusive, vigorous, and sometimes technical group of English 
words used for the purpose of making business operations efficient and successful”. Also 
Garzone and Viezzi (2001: 26) claim that although the difference between specialized 
communication and common language does not merely emerge from a lexical point of 
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view, qualitatively speaking it is the truly distinctive element of special languages, as 
it is additional to common language. This view is shared by Sager et al. (1980: 230), 
who maintain that “the lexicon of special languages is their most obvious distinguish-
ing characteristic”. Guffey and Seefer (2010: 441) think that in the world of business, 
accurate communication is particularly important and uphold that there is an explicit 
connection between size of vocabulary and job performance, i.e. in the working environ-
ment the difference between skilled workers, supervisors and executives is also shown 
respectively by a wider range of lexis and a more precise knowledge of the meaning of 
words. Also Thoma (2011: 101-102) is convinced that:

business English vocabulary is accordingly the most distinctive feature of business English. 
Business English is a linguistic variety that is used to communicate efficiently in business 
settings and that is caused by the structure of economic situations and ultimately the men-
tal representations of these situations in the form of specific content knowledge.

With regard to the analysis of BE lexis, Nelson (2000) wonders, among other things, 
whether there is an entity that can be defined as Business English lexis and what it is 
formed by. To do so, he creates a specialized corpus, the Business English Corpus (BEC), 
based on actual material from newspapers, TV, mail, business reports, faxes, records of 
meetings, negotiations and telephone calls. With the help of an abridged version of the 
British National Corpus (BNC), which is much more generic in nature, he analyses the 
extent to which BE differs from GE. His survey is based on the criterion of ‘keywords’, 
which he divides into positive keywords, i.e. “words that occur significantly more than 
in a reference corpus” (ibid. 2000: Ch. 9.3.1.1), and negative keywords, which have the 
opposite trend and appear much less in his corpus than in the BNC.

Through the typical processes of computational linguistics as well as by means of 
personal initiative, Nelson (ibid.) defines a small number of typical semantic categories 
of BE, such as ‘business people’, ‘companies’, ‘money’, ‘business events’, ‘modes of com-
munication’, etc. The semantic boundary between the lexis of BE and GE can be con-
structed around a series of dichotomic oppositions, through which the author notes that:

the key lexis of Business English was found to be overtly positive in nature [...]. It was 
also found to be dynamic and action-orientated and clearly non-emotive – most of the 
adjectives were obviously referring to things, e.g. products and companies, rather than to 
people (ibid.).

In addition to highlighting the positive connotation of BE lexis – showing the good 
or useful qualities of someone or something – as well as other distinctive features, Nel-
son also shows that BE is quite far removed from the vocabulary relating to personal 
and social matters, the family and words typically connected with negative states and 
expressing emotions and feelings. 

In this regard, Koester (2010: 51) maintains that the fact that in the BEC few words 
are negative or have a negative connotation emphasizes the difference between the ‘lan-
guage about’ business and the ‘language doing’ business. In the first instance, “the empha-
sis will be often on successes and positive developments, whereas when actually engaged 
in doing business, the focus is often on problem-solving of some kind” (ibid.).

Nelson (Ch. 7) isolates a thousand words which occur more frequently in the BEC 
than in the reference corpus, but in order to make the lexical analysis easier he limits 
them to fifty words divided into five semantic categories.
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At the conclusion of his work, he states that his research “has shown that there 
exists a clearly definable set of lexis that is statistically linked to Business English” 
(2000: Ch. 9.3.8), but the ‘keywords’ of BE “sit on top of a vast amount of ‘ordinary’ 
language – the same language, in fact – as general English” (ibid.). So he claims that 
BE lexis, despite its specificities, does not exist as a separate entity, but rather is 
nourished by GE, which in turn is fed by it. This is connected with Pickett’s (1989: 9) 
idea that specialist terminology is layer-based. He thinks that GE merges into BE, 
acquires new meanings and enters into new combinations. He recognizes the following 
six gradations of terminology: general, transparent, guessable, misleading, obscure, 
opaque. So BE does not only consist of technical and specific vocabulary, but also of 
common words that take on new meanings in some contexts and especially when they 
are combined with other words. Undoubtedly, within ESP, word frequency analysis 
can help identify vocabulary grading and selection in language learning, as “the more 
frequently a word occurs, the more important it is for a learner to know” (Thoma 
2011: 107).

6. Conclusions

What has emerged from the analysis of the studies in BE is that there seem to be 
some differences between what we call specialized discourse and professionally-orient-
ed discourse, so that we can talk about two classes from the point of view of discourse 
analysis: ED and BD. From an ESP perspective we can talk about EE and BE in order 
to refer to special uses of language which have to do with the function they play and 
the context in which they are used, therefore special languages are functional varieties 
of a natural language (Cortellazzo 1988). The former is a technico-scientific language, 
mainly used in universities and in research, whose main purpose is intra-specialist 
and inter-specialist communication. The latter is (partly) the practical result of the 
academic language and it is used in business activities, so it includes interaction 
among professionals but also among professionals and non-professionals (e.g. compa-
ny/client) and communication among non-professionals only, at a popular level (e.g. 
client/client).

Both ED/EE and BD/BE have a deep connection with GD/GE, as the latter designates 
English language that has no special content and is used to communicate in everyday 
life and situations, from very simple contexts to very complex ones. In fact, specialized 
discourse/English and general discourse/English are not two different languages but the 
same language used in different ways and contexts.

All types of special uses of the language that can be ascribed to BE – when intended 
as professionally-oriented – outline a multifaceted part of the language characterized 
by many genres and employed in heterogeneous contexts, though most of them share 
a common goal: doing business. BE is therefore – as Pickett (1989) observes – a work 
language, with specific content (the technicalities of a job area or industry) and general 
content (the rules of effective communication), which is spoken/written by agents who 
establish a relationship because they have a common or complementary purpose. So, the 
communication context may vary from business to business, business to public, public 
to business and others, and participants may differ in knowledge (from professionals to 
non-professionals). Lexically speaking, words are still considered by many linguists to be 



DEFINITION AND MAIN FEATURES OF BUSINESS ENGLISH 117

the main distinctive element of BE, though in many cases BE is accompanied by GE, and 
common words may often become more technical in order to refer to a particular thing or 
meaning. There are genres (e.g. meetings, reporting) and subgenres (e.g. a staff meeting, 
a board meeting, a financial report, a market research report) which present different 
text structures and are characterized by linguistic variation and register (which stands 
for language in context). 

This paper may be summarized as shown in Figure 1, where the similarities/differ-
ences between ED/EE and BD/BE as well as their connection to general discourse are 
presented.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. The distinctive features of Economic discourse, Business English and General English 

ECONOMIC DISCOURSE and ENGLISH FOR 
ECONOMICS 
 
Language is used in limited ways and contexts (e.g. 
academia) 
 
Economics is the theoretical support and explanatory 
apparatus of Economic English 
 
It is an academic and scientific code used at specialist 
and interspecialist level 
 
It involves a high degree of specialization and specific 
nomenclature  
 
Its main purpose is informative, so it excludes any 
aesthetic and emotive element  
 
Its main lexical features are: 
Monoreferential vocabulary: it allows for conciseness 
and semantic transparency (disambiguation) 
 
Abbreviations and acronyms are very common 
 
Peculiar rules in word-formation: as in most scientific 
languages new words are often derived from Latin and 
Greek 
  
Peculiar and rigid text structure 
 
Main norms are conciseness, precision and  
appropriateness 
 
Register is formal 

BUSINESS DISCOURSE PROPER and  BUSINESS 
ENGLISH 
 
Language is used in limited ways and contexts (e.g. 
workplace) 
 
Business activities (commerce and finance) are the 
practical implication of Business English 
 
It is a professionally-oriented language or a work 
language mainly addressed to a wider public and not 
necessarily to specialists 
 
It is divided into genres and subgenres due to the 
manifold activities it includes 
 
It may involve a high degree of specialization and 
specific nomenclature depending on the genres and 
subgenres considered 
 
Its main purpose is practical because it is the interface 
between the public and the producer or people who 
come together for the purpose of doing business. It may 
emphasize aesthetic and emotive elements 
 
Its main lexical features are: 
A smaller specific vocabulary and less stringent rules in 
word formation and text structure depending on the 
genre 
 
Main norms may be conciseness, precision and 
appropriateness (e.g. letters) but some genres are 
different (e.g. brochures, buyer-seller interaction) and 
based on persuasive language and rhetorical devices 
 
Register is often formal but it may depend on the genre 

GENERAL DISCOURSE and GENERAL ENGLISH 
 
Language is used in all ways and contexts 
 
General English is used to designate the English language that has no special content and is used to communicate 
in everyday life and situations, from very simple contexts to very complex ones 

Figure 1. The distinctive features of Economic discourse, Business English and General English
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POPuLArIzINg 
ThE CLIL CLASSrOOm

Margaret Rasulo
(Second University of Naples, Italy)

Abstract

This study focuses on the dissemination of knowledge through processes of popularization 
in Content and Language Integrated Learning (henceforth CLIL) where English is the sub-
ject language. The article argues that non-language subject knowledge can be accommodated 
and re-contextualized in order to foster learning through the mediating act of popularization, 
which involves the presentation of areas of knowledge that are unknown to non-experts so as 
to ensure accessibility and usability. The author aims to establish a parallel between CLIL 
methodology and popularization processes, which must be brought to the surface and employed 
in providing more effective ways of integrating language and content without impoverishing 
the subject matter with oversimplification techniques.
The corpus of this study is based on responses from a questionnaire (Appendix) and tran-
scripts from two different interview sessions conducted among 40 high school teachers who 
were either already teaching Science and History classes in English or attending a Universi-
ty-based and Ministry-funded CLIL training course (Ministero dell’Istruzione, dell’Università 
e della Ricerca (MIUR)). Evidence collected from May 2013 to November 2013 shows that 
teachers generally support student learning in CLIL classes through the simplification of 
both language and concepts rather than through the re-elaboration of content by using more 
semantically effective explanatory strategies. This paper presents some of these discursive 
strategies within a popularization framework, albeit in its initial stage of creation, with the 
purpose of providing access to an improved understanding of subject concepts introduced in 
a foreign language without reducing the cognitive challenge that is an essential ingredient in 
the learning process.

1. Introduction

Despite the popularity of CLIL in today’s Italian educational system, many concerns 

remain among school stakeholders about the feasibility of this methodology and its actual 

long-term positive impact on learning processes. It is especially at the local level, however, 

that doubts and uncertainties persist, and more so among those who are directly involved 

in CLIL education, i.e. the teachers, many of whom have revealed that it is not an unusual 

practice to take on CLIL classes without proper training. Intervention from the recent 
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National Education Reform 1 has included CLIL in the standard national curriculum 
but, so far, this has not significantly impacted on in-school CLIL provision. What is still 
missing is an intelligent CLIL vision supported by whole-school involvement policies and 
commitment that would encourage ongoing teacher training initiatives. Those involved in 
planning and delivering the CLIL curriculum should be able to explore with professional 
insight the relationship between content and language and the degree to which these 
components should be integrated so that both are treated with equal importance.

2. research questions and aims 

The aim underpinning this ongoing project, which is represented by two overarching 
research questions, is to assess the effectiveness and the quality of content delivery 
when it becomes the object of a foreign language. The questions are:

1. how do subject teachers select and accommodate content to make it more accessible to 
students without reducing its cognitive load and coverage?

2. how is subject content disseminated in a CLIL lesson and what kind of strategies are 
employed? 

This study is not only meant to investigate local conditions of a particular CLIL con-
text, but it intends to use the data presented in this paper and in further investigations 
as a methodological proposal that will hopefully enhance the understanding of how to 
enable better learning and better teaching of a non-language subject content in English. 

3. methodology and corpus construction 

The approach to data collection and analysis was based on the explorative ethno-
graphic methods of observation and documentation which appeared to be the most 
appropriate to report teacher narratives regarding CLIL. The personal nature of the 
responses obtained from unstructured research items of the questionnaire and the inter-
view sessions constitute working hypotheses about teacher decision-making and thought 
processes in content selection and preparation, while quantitative data from a number 
of structured items on the questionnaires regarding the delivery of subject content and 
teacher actions greatly contributed to the understanding of CLIL dynamics. 

Consequently, the study presented in this paper is based on a corpus of responses 
from the following participants: 

- eight teachers (four Science and four History), aged 35 to 50, of three upper secondary 
schools, two in Naples and one in Salerno, regularly involved in teaching third-year CLIL 
classes in a language high school. These teachers had also attended Comenius-funded 
CLIL courses and seminars held by associations of language teachers;  

-  thirty-two Science and History teachers from language high schools of the Campania Re-
gion, aged 28 to 55, attending a university-based CLIL teacher training course organized 
by the Italian Ministry of Education (MIUR). Of this group of teachers:

1  Riforma Gelmini: Decreti del Presidente della Repubblica Ministeriali: DPR 88:2010; DPR 89:2010.
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- 12 had participated in school-based extracurricular CLIL projects and attended brief 
courses or seminars;  

- 20 had no prior experience with CLIL. 

The English proficiency levels of the teachers ranged from B2 to C2. The question-
naire and the two interview types used as data collection tools are described in the 
following section.

4. Knowledge-based society, knowledge dissemination and popularization 
features

The above-mentioned research questions will be dealt with as the discussion 
unfolds, but it is worth focusing momentarily on this study’s backbone concepts of 
‘knowledge dissemination’ and the impact of a knowledge-based society on educational 
practices. A key feature of this society is that it uses knowledge as the fundamental 
resource for social and economic well-being with the result of transforming all of us 
into knowledge seekers. Dissemination means activating a process to re-package and 
communicate content with a particular audience in mind by using approaches that 
consider the message, the audience, the expected outcome and the best dissemination 
method (Van Dijck 2008). In this paper, knowledge dissemination is identified with the 
process of popularization which I specifically draw on to establish analogies with the 
CLIL environment. According to Calsamiglia and van Dijk (2004), popularization is a 
process consisting of a large class of discursive-semiotic practices in which specialized 
knowledge is mediated for the layperson. The authors state that non-specialized read-
ers, by means of popularization texts, are able to relate their newly-acquired know-
ledge to old knowledge, thus enhancing their learning capability. Ciapuscio (2003: 210) 
adds that popularization of texts basically means “re-contextualizing and reformulat-
ing one’s source in such a way that it is comprehensible and relevant for a different 
kind of addressee, in a discursive context that, though predictable, differs from that 
of the original source”. 

Due to increasing interest in the General Sciences on the part of non-experts, as in 
the case of the dissemination of medical information, the bulk of the literature on pop-
ularization processes is devoted to research in the field of scientific knowledge (Hyland 
2010; Van Dijck 2008; Ciapuscio 2003), and this is the main reason behind the choice of 
Science as one of the subject domains under investigation in this paper, followed by the 
choice of History as the second CLIL subject in its representative role of the Humanities. 
It is important to state that a comparative view of how the results differ regarding each 
subject is not explicitly investigated, although subject-specific implications are certainly 
another aspect of CLIL education with research potential. 

This paper argues that the act of popularization, which is indeed “a global commu-
nicative act” (Calsamiglia and van Dijk 2004: 370), can take on a broader meaning if we 
establish that it is a mediating strategy between the known and the unknown, between 
the expert and the non-expert, between the specialized and the non-specialized. Its con-
ciliatory role can positively impact on the CLIL classroom, where the study of subject 
content can be difficult in Italian, but twice as challenging when students are faced with 
studying it in English. 



124 mArgArET rASuLO

In education, popularization is not one of the most familiar concepts, thus some key-
words used in this paper have been re-contextualized within a classroom environment 
for the sake of establishing a common understanding. 

5. Findings

5.1. Teacher questionnaires 

The questionnaire in the Appendix was administered to the eight high school teach-
ers involved in teaching CLIL in Year Three classes in a language-oriented high school 
(liceo linguistico), and to the 12 teachers with past CLIL experience who were attending 
the University training course. 

Part One of the questionnaire contains four open-ended items related to methods of 
content sources, selection, lesson presentation and activities. The analysis of a total of 
20 (8+12) answers resulted in the classification of responses compiled according to the 
criteria of frequency and similarity. The results are reported in the following charts. 

Figure 1. Item 1                                                                       Figure 2. Item 2

Figure 3. Item 3                                                    Figure 4. Item 4

Popularization language Classroom language 
non-expert/lay person/audience student/students 
knowledge subject content/subject knowledge/discipline 
dissemination presentation/teaching/lesson delivery/mediation 
context CLIL classroom/lesson/environment 

	  

	  
	  
1	  
	  

	  

	  
	  
2	  
	  

	  

	  
	  
3	  

	  
	  
4	  
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Item 1 shows that the Internet is the primary source of content material, followed by 
the choice of other published materials available on the market. The topics are mostly 
chosen according to ministerial indications, but also according to those that are ‘easier’ 
to deal with in English (Item 2). As regards content presentation, the most recurrent 
strategy is simplification (rendere semplice, elementare), especially in terms of language 
difficulty (Item 3). Simplification according to the teachers’ comments means using ‘ele-
mentary phrases’ that are ‘easy to understand’. Item 4 reveals that one of the causes of 
teacher frustration is the lack of published CLIL materials containing a full repertoire of 
content-language integrated activities. When these materials are not available, teachers 
mostly focus on the activities involving definition and translation. 

Part Two of the questionnaire was designed to tap into the teachers’ own perceptions 
of style and content delivery in English, which is the aim of the second research ques-
tion. In this part, popularization features were introduced as activities, albeit with the 
awareness that some teachers would not be totally familiar with some of the strategies, 
and this is what led to the integration of the interview as a supporting investigation 
method. The results are reported in the table below. 

Table 1. Results from Part II of teachers’ questionnaire

These items reveal that most classroom work focuses on typical and perhaps more 
traditional learning activities and on more familiar CLIL strategies such as code switch-
ing. The Often column draws the line of demarcation between higher and lower frequen-
cy activities. The first two columns on the right, the frequency indicators of Always and 
Almost Always, report that the highest ranking strategies are using visual organizers, 
code-switching and corrective feedback techniques. As for the first two columns on the 

 

PART II - CONTENT DELIVERY  
To what extent do you conduct these activities  
(in English)?  

Almost 
never  

Sometimes  Often  Almost 
always  

Always  

1. Provide opportunity to speak about the topic 
before presenting it  

1  12  3  2  2  

2. Use visual organizers to help you present the 
topic  

0  0  2  3  15  

3. Use handouts to accompany main text  0  5  13  1  1  
4. Use code switching techniques and translation 

(L2 to L1)  
0  0  0  2  18  

5. Use questioning techniques  0  0  2  15  3  
6. Use corrective feedback techniques  0  1  3  14  2  
7. Identification and definition of key lexical 

items  
0  7  11  1  1  

8. Explanation and description of theories, 
events, processes, etc. using your own words  

1  7  9  2  1  

9. Exemplification and description through 
analogies and metaphors  

18  2  0  0  0  

10. Marked lexis to give discourse emphasis  15 3 2 0 0 
11. Sequencing techniques  16  3  1  0  0  
12. Narration techniques  16  3  1  0  0  
13. Personalization techniques 17 2 1  0  0  
14. Generalization, reformulation and 

paraphrasing    
17  1  1  1   

 

Table 1. Results from Part II of teachers’ questionnaire 
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left, Almost Never and Sometimes, the items with the highest frequency indicators (with 
exception of Item 1) correspond to the discursive strategies that are rarely employed by 
the teachers such as exemplification, description, analogies, metaphors, marked lexis, 
sequencing, narration, personalization, generalization, reformulation and paraphras-
ing. The Often column also confirms that using handouts, definition and explanation 
strategies are the most frequently employed activities in regular L1 classes. The activity 
involving the definition of specific lexis needs further investigation as this might mean 
either translating the term or conducting specialized research work on the term itself. 
Nevertheless, through this item it was possible to detect that teachers are well aware 
of the importance of teaching content-obligatory language (Mehisto et al., 2008), which 
is the manifest representation of subject knowledge, but they are often unsure of how 
to organize learning activities. 

Part Three of the questionnaire (see Appendix) was a single question designed to 
elicit any other piece of information that teachers needed to share. 

The comments, some of which are reported below according to those most frequently 
mentioned, provide interesting insights into how teachers actually feel about the addi-
tional responsibilities and challenges that inevitably come with CLIL teaching.

5.2. Thinking aloud pair interviews and whole-group questioning 

As mentioned earlier in the paper, two types of interviews were designed to help 
teachers ‘voice’ their actions. The first was a ‘thinking aloud’ technique that involved the 
eight high school teachers with CLIL classes who were paired up according to similar 
subject area. This facilitated the identification of the teachers’ thinking processes when 
they approached the topics of content selection and preparation, content delivery and 
most frequently used activities. The second interviewing strategy, a straightforward 
questioning technique on the same three aspects, was conducted among the 32 teachers 
attending the training course.

Regarding the 20 course participants with no prior direct CLIL experience, as expect-
ed from teachers undergoing an induction period, they were especially concerned with 
more general aspects of how CLIL works, such as language and content integration, the 

Confidence in L2 
“I like teaching History in English, but my biggest worry is teaching for a full hour in the language. I 
know I will make mistakes. I’m afraid of setting a bad example for my students”. 
Preparation Time 
“The CLIL lesson must be thought out differently from the L1 lesson, that’s why it takes more time.” 
‘I’m in it alone’ feeling 
My colleagues don’t understand what responsibility I have in teaching CLIL. They think it’s just a matter 
of translating my L1 lesson into L2! 
Lack of materials 
Sometimes I spend hours looking for good material to use in class the next day. The Internet is a 
wonderful source, but it’s not that you can just print out materials the way it is presented.   
Parents 
You always have to prove to the parents that it is worthwhile. They love the idea that their son or daughter 
is learning more language, but are worried about the subject!  
Rapport with language teachers 
I’ve been teaching CLIL for 6 months now, and still have not spoken to the English language teacher.  
L1 or L2? 
I never know if I’m beginning to spend too much time on language work and not enough time on content.  
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role of the L1 and L2 teachers and assessment issues, which are not specifically under 
investigation in this paper, and consequently not reported here.

A selection of comments from teachers with direct experience in teaching CLIL class-
es is provided below:

The general response that emerges from these comments is that facilitation of text 
comprehension consists mainly of definition and translation strategies. There is very 
little evidence that any significant work is being done to develop other discursive strat-
egies in favour of content accessibility. 

6. discussion and proposals

6.1. Re-contextualizing subject knowledge

What the above results highlight is that making content more accessible often means 
making things easier by employing brief question-and-answer sessions and translating 
strategies rather than developing and bringing to the surface discursive strategies that 

Content selection and preparation 
Science teachers: 

! “I simplify it (the content topic) by making it elementary, I mean I simplify the difficult grammar 
constructions. Take out difficult words and substitute them with easier ones”. 

! “I don’t waste time in class. If I know it’s difficult I translate words at home for them”.  
History teachers:  

! “I use only some parts of the texts I find on the Internet, I summarize them into easier ones, and often I 
have to use translation”.  
Content Delivery 
Science teachers: 

! “Sometimes I ask them to read it first in Italian at home. Then it’s easier to do in class. But I don’t go 
into too much depth as it complicates things, students can’t handle longer stretches of explanations or 
definitions”. 

! “I ask them to read the text aloud and then we translate it together”.  
History teachers: 

! “When we are dealing with dates or important events I ask them questions about it before going on to 
reading about them. Use translation when I need to”. 
Science and history teachers: 

! “I show them pictures or maps or video and then ask them to talk about it”. 
! “We read parts of texts then I ask them to stop and discuss what they have understood”. 

Most frequently used activities 
History teacher: 

! “I put students in groups and give them a topic to study together so in class they can present it to the 
other groups”.  
Science teacher: 

! “I ask them to study the topic. They present it to the class”. 
! “I ask them to work on a project together. Then they get a mark for it”. 

Science and History teachers: 
! “I ask them to do some Internet work on it (the topic). First in Italian so they understand it. Then we look 

at the English version”.  
! “Ask them to study what we went through in class and be prepared to talk about it the next time”.  
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would allow students to handle the re-formulation of content in a more specialized 
manner.  

Many would argue that there is nothing wrong with that, but elementarizing content 
inevitably leads to transforming it into overly simplified texts, stripped of any sort of 
cognitive challenge. There is no evidence in the data collected that re-contextualization 
processes are actually taking place, which implies that these processes are probably 
not easily detected in teacher actions and teacher dialogue, thus making it difficult for 
students to pick up and use. Particularly interesting is the argument put forth by Dal-
ton-Puffer (2007: 38-41) that these discursive strategies have an underlying recogniza-
ble structure that is naturally embedded in language. It is precisely this structure that 
needs to be made explicit to students through popularization strategies, in what Walqui 
(2006) describes as a continuing scaffolding cycle of presentation and re-presentation of 
content. At this relatively early stage of the project, I am able to offer a basic framework 
of CLIL popularizing strategies, with the obvious consideration that teachers will need 
to devise a series of activities in order to embed these support structures in the various 
stages of the lesson (preview, explanation, elaboration, exploration and engagement). 
The framework illustrated in the table below includes the most salient features and the 
functional aspects that these strategies generate. 

Uses of popularization strategies 
! Analogy - Description - Metaphor:  
! Employ  
! - descriptive techniques: looks like, smells like, sounds like, adjectives, adverbs 
! - appropriate vocabulary to describe objects, participants, events, actions, events, 
!   processes 

Create a clear image of what is being described 
! Give information that can be easily grasped  
! Classification: 

Employs 
- clustering techniques (mind maps, brainstorming) 
- outlines with headings and subclasses 
Lists  
- items in each subclass with details and characteristics 
Organizes  
- information in a logical way 

! Definition:  
! Classifies  
- objects, events, subjects, emotions, etc. 

! Differentiates  
! - subjects by presenting specific features  

Compares  
- theories, principles, objects, events, subjects, emotions. etc.  

! Explanation: 
! Names and defines  
! - objects, parts, purposes, etc. 

Describes  
- how something works 

! - special features 
! Uses  
! - sequencing phraseology 
! - transitional words and signposts (I’m going to explain, the reason for, the cause/result is) 
! Gives  
! - details 
! - topic words 
! - reasons  
! Exemplification 
! Chooses 
! - manageable topics 
! - clear support examples 
! Provides  
! - steps of the exemplification process  
! - details arranged coherently 
! Generalization 
! Provides 
! - sufficient evidence, samples, examples to support topic 
! - qualifying words or phrases (among those studied, are likely to, one of the reasons) 
! Marked Lexis 
! Creates 
! - emphasis 
! - strategic foregrounding of important meanings 
! Employs 
! - discourse markers to draw attention (Yes, what you said is true, DNA is a very long and simple double 

helix molecule) 
! Paraphrasing 
! Re-organizes  
! - the structure of the subject in a more familiar layout (note form, outlines) 
! Employs 
- synonyms/antonyms to vary, compare, simplify, explain specific terminology and concepts  

! Personalization 
! Involves students through 
! - marked phraseology (if you think this is not right...) 
! - the ‘I’ pronoun (I personally think...)  
! - anecdotal and personal details (when I studied this in school...) 
! Questioning 
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Table 2. Popularization strategies and functions

As acts of communication, the popularization strategies listed above have a strong 
affinity with academic language functions such as those contained within the Cummins 
framework of CALP – Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (2007). The CLIL class-
room, in the same way as the EAP (English for Academic Purposes) classroom, should 
model “what the student is trying to do in the future […] rather than what the student 
can do now” (Alexander et al: 2008: 8). This seems to address the issue of working to-

Uses of popularization strategies 
! Analogy - Description - Metaphor:  
! Employ  
! - descriptive techniques: looks like, smells like, sounds like, adjectives, adverbs 
! - appropriate vocabulary to describe objects, participants, events, actions, events, 
!   processes 

Create a clear image of what is being described 
! Give information that can be easily grasped  
! Classification: 

Employs 
- clustering techniques (mind maps, brainstorming) 
- outlines with headings and subclasses 
Lists  
- items in each subclass with details and characteristics 
Organizes  
- information in a logical way 

! Definition:  
! Classifies  
- objects, events, subjects, emotions, etc. 

! Differentiates  
! - subjects by presenting specific features  

Compares  
- theories, principles, objects, events, subjects, emotions. etc.  

! Explanation: 
! Names and defines  
! - objects, parts, purposes, etc. 

Describes  
- how something works 

! - special features 
! Uses  
! - sequencing phraseology 
! - transitional words and signposts (I’m going to explain, the reason for, the cause/result is) 
! Gives  
! - details 
! - topic words 
! - reasons  
! Exemplification 
! Chooses 
! - manageable topics 
! - clear support examples 
! Provides  
! - steps of the exemplification process  
! - details arranged coherently 
! Generalization 
! Provides 
! - sufficient evidence, samples, examples to support topic 
! - qualifying words or phrases (among those studied, are likely to, one of the reasons) 
! Marked Lexis 
! Creates 
! - emphasis 
! - strategic foregrounding of important meanings 
! Employs 
! - discourse markers to draw attention (Yes, what you said is true, DNA is a very long and simple double 

helix molecule) 
! Paraphrasing 
! Re-organizes  
! - the structure of the subject in a more familiar layout (note form, outlines) 
! Employs 
- synonyms/antonyms to vary, compare, simplify, explain specific terminology and concepts  

! Personalization 
! Involves students through 
! - marked phraseology (if you think this is not right...) 
! - the ‘I’ pronoun (I personally think...)  
! - anecdotal and personal details (when I studied this in school...) 
! Questioning 
! Engages students through 
! - dialogic involvement to think about the topic, or acknowledge alternative views 
! - challenging, non-rhetorical structures 
! Reformulation  
! Revises  
! - discourse using different wording 
! Prompts  
! - ‘noticing’ techniques to detect differences  
! Categorizes  
! - noticed items into language areas 
! Sequencing 
! Identifies and defines 
! - the components of an event, process, procedure, theory, etc. 
! - the purpose or function within an event, process, procedure, theory, etc. 
! Retells  
! - the events, steps, processes within a given text in the order in which they occur  
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wards continuing education and autonomous learning in another language. The author 
argues that learner autonomy, which in itself is an essential aspect of CLIL (Wolfe 
2011), can be enhanced by employing both popularization strategies and academic lan-
guage functions in the regular teaching repertoire. The table below illustrates one of the 
possible visualizations of this blend of functions that can guide students towards CLIL 
proficiency in a lifelong learning perspective. One of the aspects that this visualization 
highlights, as is to be expected, is the overlapping of strategies and functions. However, 
it is worth noting that this occurrence is only natural as both discursive skills share one 
common goal, that of facilitating learning.

Table 3. Blended popularization strategies and academic functions

At this point, one might ask: why not just concentrate on academic functions instead 
of popularization features? The reason is the attribution of focus. Academic functions, 
which are indeed more familiar to teachers, albeit insufficiently exploited in the class-
room, are generated and processed by the student, thus they possess an inherent focus 
on the learning process. Popularization strategies, on the other hand, are teacher-ini-
tiated and represent the language facilitation techniques teachers can use to mediate 
their action and dialogue in the CLIL classroom (Linares et al. 2012). They act as model 
functions that students can acquire alongside CALP functions, but they possess an 
inherent focus on the teaching process. Through popularization teachers create “com-
prehensible input” (Krashen: 1985) which ensures that students understand, interiorize 
and reformulate the heavier linguistic and cognitive load that characterizes a CLIL 
learning environment. 

When the domains of popularization strategies, academic language functions, the 
foreign language and the subject content (Figure 5) join forces to make integrated 
learning happen, the outcome is the creation of a new CLIL interactional context, a 
framework of discursive activity characterized by reduced complexity strategies that 
do not impoverish the authenticity of the original source content by the mere act of 
simplification.

! Popularization strategies (teacher initiated) 
!  

Academic language functions (student generated) 
 

! analogy-description-metaphor comparing-explaining-describing-analysing-inferring 
! classification  analysing-ordering-classifying  
! definition analysing-defining-explaining-evaluating 
! explanation analysing-comparing-justifying-persuading-seeking 

information 
! exemplification  explaining-describing-comparing-giving information 
! generalization  hypothesizing-drawing conclusions-evaluating 
! marked lexis justifying-persuading-ordering-giving information 
! paraphrasing  giving information-explaining-synthesizing-ordering-

inferring 
! personalization  seeking information-explaining- giving information 
! questioning seeking information-giving information-explaining-

problem solving 
! reformulation giving information-describing-narrating-

synthesizing-comparing-analysing 
! sequencing narrating-ordering-classifying-evaluating 
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                   Figure 5. The CLIL Educational Interaction Model

It is quite a task for the author to give a full account within the scope of this single 
article of how the teachers can incorporate these discursive strategies into everyday 
activities However, the extract provided below of a Science lesson plan on DNA is an 
example of the popularization strategy of exemplification.

Popularization	  
strategies	  

Foreign	  	  
language	  

Subject	  	  
content	  

Academic	  
language	  
functions	  

CLIL	  EDUCATIONAL	  
INTERACTION	  

5	  

Title of lesson: the functioning of DNA  
Subject aim(s): to introduce the topic of DNA;  
Overview: A basic knowledge of DNA structure, function, and location, and that DNA contains 
heritable instructions for building and maintaining an organism. 
Language aim(s) and sub-aims: 

! - to highlight discursive strategies used in exemplification (break down steps of the exemplification: 
process to explain, describe, define, give information) 

! - underline terms that students will need to define and use in their explanation of DNA. 
! Assumptions: 
! Students are familiar with DNA specific lexis presented in previous lessons. 

Teacher activity 
Presentation 
Teacher preparation notes – write notes under a diagram of DNA shown on the Interactive 
Whiteboard and give students a handout of the same notes.  

• DNA is a nucleic acid made of two strands of nucleotides wound together in a spiral called a 
double helix. 

• Each nucleotide is composed of a sugar molecule known as deoxyribose, a phosphate group, 
and one of four different nitrogenous bases.  

• The phosphate and sugar parts of the nucleotides form the backbone of each strand in the 
DNA double helix.  

• In cells, each chromosome consists of DNA wrapped around proteins. The chromosomes are 
contained in the nucleus inside a nuclear membrane. 

Diagram 
To help students visualize DNA use the following diagram in your discussion (diagram not included).  
Specific lexis 
Webquest activity: link to online dictionary and thesaurus to find definition of words in bold. 
Groupings 
Whole class for first two activities 
Pairs for Webquest activity 
Student activity 
- Listen to the teacher by looking at the whiteboard  
- Take notes on handouts provided by the teacher 
- Ask questions for clarification 
- Carry out the Webquest in pairs 
Extension (homework) 
Prepare a ppt. that includes information from the teacher’s notes, notes taken in class and from 
Webquest 
Materials 
The Internet 
Handouts  
Interactive Whiteboard (also for ppt. presentations) 
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Table 4. DNA lesson plan

6.2. Production of quality materials for syllabus design

There is, however, an aspect of extreme importance that has not received full at-
tention in this paper, but has been mentioned throughout the discussion and that is 
the availability of CLIL materials for syllabus construction, which is one of the most 
commonly reported problems in Italian CLIL environments. The small number of teach-
er-prepared History and Science texts collected and analysed by the author in this phase 
of the study have made it impossible to report any conclusive results, but what should 
be apparent by now is the fact that L1 lessons cannot be simply translated to become 
a CLIL syllabus, which implies that teachers will have to use all available resources to 
develop a coherently structured CLIL subject curriculum that can display discursive 
features such as the ones presented above. One way that this can be done is by using 
lesson plans as learning materials, which basically involves the use of two simple routine 
activities that facilitates flipping 2 teaching materials into learning materials:

1. plan teaching materials that can be used in class both as teaching tools but also as models 
that can be used for student learning,

2. collect the teaching materials (power point presentations, teacher presentation notes, 
outlines, mind maps, chapter or article reformulations and summaries, handouts) and 
give them a coherent sequence and structure (headings, units, modules) to be used as 
student study packs and workbooks. 

Mehisto (2012: 16) argues that “quality learning materials do more than just com-
municate information. They promote critical and creative thought, discussion and 
learner autonomy”. Ready-made materials are always welcomed by any teacher for 
obvious reasons, but we should not underestimate the validity of in-house materials. 
The implication, of course, is that instead of stripping down texts and making them 
unchallenging, teachers should foster understanding by incorporating the scaffolding 
effect of popularizing features in content presentation, which means using quality 
materials as vehicles. Cummins (2007) explains that if teachers make learning cogni-
tively easier, they may be impoverishing the learning environment, with the obvious 
result of making it more difficult for the student to learn essential academic language 
they need to acquire.

2  Retrieved from www.ted.com. 

Title of lesson: the functioning of DNA  
Subject aim(s): to introduce the topic of DNA;  
Overview: A basic knowledge of DNA structure, function, and location, and that DNA contains 
heritable instructions for building and maintaining an organism. 
Language aim(s) and sub-aims: 

! - to highlight discursive strategies used in exemplification (break down steps of the exemplification: 
process to explain, describe, define, give information) 

! - underline terms that students will need to define and use in their explanation of DNA. 
! Assumptions: 
! Students are familiar with DNA specific lexis presented in previous lessons. 

Teacher activity 
Presentation 
Teacher preparation notes – write notes under a diagram of DNA shown on the Interactive 
Whiteboard and give students a handout of the same notes.  

• DNA is a nucleic acid made of two strands of nucleotides wound together in a spiral called a 
double helix. 

• Each nucleotide is composed of a sugar molecule known as deoxyribose, a phosphate group, 
and one of four different nitrogenous bases.  

• The phosphate and sugar parts of the nucleotides form the backbone of each strand in the 
DNA double helix.  

• In cells, each chromosome consists of DNA wrapped around proteins. The chromosomes are 
contained in the nucleus inside a nuclear membrane. 

Diagram 
To help students visualize DNA use the following diagram in your discussion (diagram not included).  
Specific lexis 
Webquest activity: link to online dictionary and thesaurus to find definition of words in bold. 
Groupings 
Whole class for first two activities 
Pairs for Webquest activity 
Student activity 
- Listen to the teacher by looking at the whiteboard  
- Take notes on handouts provided by the teacher 
- Ask questions for clarification 
- Carry out the Webquest in pairs 
Extension (homework) 
Prepare a ppt. that includes information from the teacher’s notes, notes taken in class and from 
Webquest 
Materials 
The Internet 
Handouts  
Interactive Whiteboard (also for ppt. presentations) 
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7. Limitations of study and further research

Two limitations need to be addressed in this project. The first is to be attributed to 
the nature of this study’s exclusion of students’ viewpoints. This was an inevitable re-
search priority as the first stage of the project was meant to be an initial awareness-rais-
ing discussion primarily addressed to those involved in the teaching of CLIL, but soon 
to be followed by further research that will include students as the recipients. However, 
it is understood that although the students are not the direct targets of this survey, as 
their views have not been properly reported, any research in education is always about 
students and the discussion undertaken in this paper was ultimately about them. 

The second limitation directly concerns the actual implementation of the populariza-
tion approach within a complex and still relatively unexplored educational setting where 
one-model-fits-all recipes are not functional. CLIL can only prosper within a flexible 
context, but there are quite a few unresolved issues related to teacher readiness and 
willingness to go beyond the definition-translation activities and explore more challeng-
ing ways to encourage content and language learning.  

8. Conclusions

What started as a research interest in popularization features in non-educational 
fields soon turned into a research aim for the benefit of educational improvement. This 
study, small-scale as it is, has provided evidence that the majority of the teacher-partic-
ipants can do a lot more to improve content accessibility in CLIL contexts in terms of: 

1. reduced complexity rather than simplification;
2. re-presentation/re-formulation/re-contextualization of texts rather than impover-

ishment;
3. scaffolding through discursive strategies rather than translation from L1 to L2.

The students are the ones who probably suffer the complexities of CLIL education 
the most because they face the additional challenge of learning content in a foreign 
language. Teacher practitioners and researchers must therefore find methods and ap-
proaches to facilitate the integration of language, content and learning skills so that 
critical thinking is fostered. Popularizing the CLIL classroom is strongly advocated in 
this study as an approach that can help teachers and students progress towards an 
authentic and significant learning experience, and not only in a CLIL lesson but during 
a lifetime.
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Appendix
Teacher Questionnaire

PART I - CONTENT SELECTION AND PREPARATION  
Please write your answers in the box provided below for each item.  
Item 1 
What are the sources of your subject content material for CLIL?  
 
 
 
Item 2 
How do you select the topics for your CLIL syllabus?  
 
 
 
Item 3 
When you prepare your CLIL lessons, how do you adapt content for L2 presentation?  

Item 4 
What kind of activities do you use to present content-specific language?  
 
 
 
PART II - CONTENT DELIVERY  
To what extent do you conduct these activities 
(in English)?  

Almost 
never  

Sometimes  Often  Almost 
always  

Always  

1. Provide opportunity to speak about the topic 
before presenting it  

     

2. Use visual organizers to help you present 
the topic  

     

3. Use handouts to accompany main text   
 

    

4. Use code switching techniques and 
translation (L2 to L1)  

     

5. Use questioning techniques   
 

    

6. Use corrective feedback techniques   
 

    

7. Identification and definition of key lexical 
items  

 
 

    

8. Explanation and description of theories, 
events, processes, etc. using your own 
words  

     

9. Exemplification and description through 
analogies and metaphors  

     

10. Marked lexis to give discourse emphasis   
 

    

11. Sequencing techniques   
 

    

12. Narration techniques   
 

    

13. Personalization techniques  
 

    

14. Generalization, reformulation and 
paraphrasing    

 
 

    

PART III - Please share any other comment about your CLIL experience. 
 
 
 
 
 

	  





Lucia Abbamonte works as a researcher and as a teacher of English at the Second 
University of Naples, Department of Psychology, where she regularly takes part in  
interdisciplinary research projects, and teaches in Master Degrees and PhD courses. 
A major focus both in her research activities and in her teaching practice has been on 
the pragmatic aspects of situated linguistic communication in different socio-cultural 
contexts. She has been a member of several Italian Ministry of Education funded 
research groups (including three Projects of National Relevance). Her present interests 
lie in the fields of Critical Discourse Analysis, communication in socio-psychological 
interaction (in socially sensitive contexts), language in professional practice and 
mediation, English for Special (Academic) Purposes for (Neuro)Psychology and 
Cognitive Sciences, and the translation of scientific texts – especially the rendering of 
(neuro)psychological measurement scales and questionnaires. She has authored three 
books and several essays, and has contributed papers in international conferences. 
Email: lucia.abbamonte@unina2.it

mahmood reza Atai is professor of applied linguistics at Tehran Kharazmi University, 
Iran, where he has been teaching MA and PhD courses in ESP and materials development 
for more than 15 years. He is the editor of Iranian Journal of Applied Linguistics and 
head of the English department at SAMT Organization, Iranian Ministry of Science, 
Research and Technology. He has conducted some national research projects on ELT 
and has been closely involved in policy-making at the Ministry.  His research interests 
address teacher education, ESP course design, EAP reading, corpus analysis, genre 
analysis, and academic writing and he has published on these areas extensively in 
international and national journals. Email: atai@khu.ac.ir

Flavia Cavaliere has been a member of several Italian Ministry of Education 
funded research groups and has held EAP/ESP teaching posts in undergraduate and 
postgraduate courses across a variety of university course syllabuses. She recently 
qualified as associate professor and is tenured lecturer and adjunct professor of English 
Language and Translation and English for Special Purposes at the Department 
of Human Studies of the University of Naples ‘Federico II’, where she also teaches 
ESP in an international PhD course and a Master course. Her research interests 
include Translation Studies (especially Audio-Visual Translation), Cross-cultural 
Communication, Language and Media, Multilingualism, Critical Linguistics and 
Discourse Analysis relating to Appraisal Theory, English for Special (Academic) 
Purposes and the translation of scientific texts, Language in professional practice and 
mediation (Restorative Justice), the use of CALL and Internet for English teaching. 
Her most recent volume –The Shaping of the News – provides evidence of the power of 
language in the social construction of reality. Email: fcavalie@unina.it

Notes on contributors



138 NOTES ON CONTrIBuTOrS

michela giordano (MA, Linguistics) is a researcher and lecturer in English 
Language and Translation at the University of Cagliari. Her research activity and 
major publications to date lie mainly in applied linguistics, ESP teaching methodology, 
discourse and genre analysis applied to academic, political and legal discourse. Her 
recent publications include: “K case briefs in American Law Schools: a genre-based 
analysis”, in C. Berkenkotter, V.K. Bhatia and M. Gotti (eds.), Insights into Academic 
Genres (2012); 18 Million Cracks in the Glass Ceiling. Language, Gender and Power 
in Hillary R. Clinton’s Political Rhetoric (2012); “The Old Bailey Proceedings: quoted 
dialogue and speaker commitment in witness testimony”, in G. Mazzon and L. Fodde 
(eds.), Historical Perspectives on Forms of English Dialogue (2012); “Participants’ 
relationship in ODR: legal discourse as social practice”, in C. Williams and G. Tessuto 
(eds.), Language in the Negotiation of Justice. Contexts, Issues and Applications, co-
author O. Denti (2013). Email: mgiordano@unica.it

Claudia Ortu is a researcher in English Language and Translation at the University 
of Cagliari. She worked for two years at the University of Johannesburg as a post-
doctoral researcher attached to the South African Research Chair in Social Change, 
an interdisciplinary research group interested in the historical, sociological and 
economic aspects of change in society in general and in post-Apartheid South Africa in 
particular. She still works with the group as a senior research fellow. Her interest in 
the discourse of neoliberal governments on trade unions started with her doctoral work 
at the University of Naples ‘Federico II’, where she completed a thesis on “Construing 
Trade Unions: The Anti-Trade Union Discourse of British Governments”. In 2012 
she published a book on Industrial Relations and Conservative Governments in the 
Eighties. Her main research interests are: CDA, SFL, multimodality, the language of 
Neoliberalism and trade unions. Email: claudiaortu@unica.it

Francesco Pierini is a researcher in English Language and Translation at the 
Department of Political Science of the University of Genoa, Italy. His research interests 
are intercultural communication in English, analysis of specialized discourse, notably 
the languages of politics, diplomacy and business, and English loanwords in Italian 
from English. He has taught English language at the University of Genoa for both BA 
and MA courses, first as a contract Lecturer and then as a Researcher, since 2005. He 
also taught English language at the School of Architecture of the same university, from 
1996 to 2010. He is a member of AIA (Associazione Italiana di Anglistica). He graduated 
in Modern languages and literatures (English and Spanish) at the University of Genoa 
and took a postgraduate specialization in English language teaching at the University 
of Rome Tor Vergata. Email: francesco.pierini@unige.it

margaret rasulo is a researcher in English Language and Translation Studies at 
the Second University of Naples, Department of Humanities. She holds a PhD in 
English for Special Purposes from the University of Naples ‘Federico II’ and an MA in 
Education from the Open University, UK.  Her teaching activity began in 2002 at the 
University of Naples ‘l’Orientale’, Department of American, Cultural and Linguistic 
Studies where she taught English Language and Linguistics until 2010 and was a SISS 
trainer at the University’s Teaching College. She has conducted research and published 
extensively in the field of Digital Discourse and Computer Mediated Communication 



notes on contributors 139

and is currently working on a number of research studies in knowledge dissemination 
and popularization issues. She is also continuing her teacher training activity in CLIL 
methodology and mentoring practices in collaboration with university language centres. 
Email: mags1@libero.it

Farhad Tabandeh obtained his MA in TEFL from Kharazmi University in 2009. He 
conducted his MA thesis on lexical bundles in applied linguistics. He is currently a 
PhD student of TEFL at the University of Isfahan, Iran. He has been teaching BA 
courses in English translation, introductory linguistics, and general English at several 
universities for 5 years. His areas of research interest are interlanguage phonology, 
interlanguage pragmatics, ESP, and corpus analysis. Email: farhad021_t@yahoo.com





 1. ESP Across Cultures, Journal of the University of Foggia, Italy, is a double-blind 
refereed journal published under the supervision of its Chief Editor (henceforth 
referred to as ‘the editor’), assisted by an Editorial Board for the evaluation of the 
papers submitted for publication. 

 2. Save for exceptional cases and at the discretion of the editor, articles submitted for 
publication must be unpublished works, and shall not have been simultaneously 
submitted to other journals. ESP Across Cultures retains full copyright on the 
published papers. 

 3. In order to ensure a wide international readership, ESP Across Cultures accepts 
only articles written in English. 

 4. All contributions should be submitted to the editor, together with the corresponding 
illustrations (graphs, tables, photographs, etc.). In the final version, the articles will 
be accepted only as an attachment to an e-mail message to the editor. 

 5. All contributions will be submitted to the evaluation of the editor. Individual 
members of the Editorial Board will be asked to give their evaluation on individual 
proposals for publication, and all members of the Editorial Board will be informed in 
advance of the articles scheduled to appear in each issue, together with an abstract 
of each article. The identity of the members of the Editorial Board assessing the 
articles will be kept confidential. Experts who are not members of the Editorial 
Board may sometimes be asked to review proposals for publication.

 6. The authors bear full responsibility for the opinions expressed in their respective 
articles, which do not necessarily reflect the position of the editor or of the Editorial 
Board. 

 7. Each author is entitled to receive a pdf copy of ESP Across Cultures and reprints of 
his/her published article may be downloaded free of charge. 

 8. The original is to be presented in the following order: title, name(s) and surname(s) 
of the author(s), affiliation of the author(s), abstract, text, acknowledgements, 
references, and appendices. 

 9. Abstracts should be 250-300 words. Articles should normally be 3,000-5,000 words 
(including abstract, footnotes, references and appendices). 

10. All manuscripts of the final version of the article must be word-processed in Times 
New Roman font, double spaced throughout on A4 paper (21cm x 29.7cm), justified, 
with the following set margins:

  Page set up: Top 3; Bottom 3; Left 3; Right 3.

  No set spaces between paragraphs. Page numbers on all pages (position: bottom of page: 
alignment: centre, font 12). Indent each new paragraph (but not the first line of the Abstract). Set 
the left tab stop at 0.5cm. 

Instructions for contributors



Format of the articleFormat of the article

Header:  Title of the article (font 11, italic, align left – not on first page)  

Title: Font 14, bold, italic, centre 

Name & Surname: Font 12, italic, centre 

Affiliation: Font 12, italic, centre 

Abstract: Font 12 

Main headings: Font 12, bold 

Body text: Font 12. Quotations included in double inverted commas. Italics 
to indicate foreign words and neologisms.  

Footnotes: Font 11. Footnotes are to be numbered consecutively throughout 
the article. Footnotes should appear at the end of each page, not 
as endnotes.  

Tables & Figures: They are each to be numbered consecutively to correspond to the 
order in which they are referred to in the text of the article. Each 
table and figure must carry a title and should appear in the main 
body of the text.  

Bibliography: Font 12. Only include in the references section works actually 
cited in the body of the text. Bibliographical references in the 
body of the text should be limited to the indication of the author's 
last surname and the date (year) of publication. In case of more 
than one publication of the same author with the same date, add 
an alphabetical sequence (1993a, 1993b, etc.). References, to be 
inserted at the end of the text, shall be structured as follows:  

Books as a whole - author(s)'s name(s), date of publication, title 
(in italics), place, publisher;  

Books referred to in part - author(s)'s name(s), date of publication, 
title of the article, chapter or essay (no special marking), the 
preposition "In" followed by the references as indicated 
immediately above, page numbers;  

Article published in a journal - author(s)'s name(s), date of 
publication, title of the article (no special marking), name of the 
journal (in italics), volume and number of the journal, and page 
numbers.  

 



Finito di stampare da Global Print srl 
per conto di Edipuglia srl, Bari-S.Spirito




