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Abstract
Language and identity are claimed to be constitutive of knowledge production and thus become
integral to writing. In this article, I start from the premise that a relationship between
knowledge construction and academic text production is negotiated in intercultural contexts
(cf. Connor 2008) under the constraints of social, cultural and personal factors (cf. Canagarajah
2002). As reported by scholarly work (Swales 2004; Bhatia 2004) this relationship is reflected
at a textual level in a range of linguistic and discoursal conventions that are commonly agreed
for successful English-medium scholarly exchange. Further, this relationship is to be
understood as constituting a frame of reference for the inquiry into language and identityrelated questions. In this study I take the case of the biomedical discourse community to
examine and illustrate the two different textual responses of L1 English and L2 English
(Spanish) scholars publishing research in international English-medium journals. Essentially,
I analyse the linguistic expression of disciplinary identity when culture (i.e. a different
linguistic background) is factored into scientific discourse. Corpus results suggest that the
research article is a negotiated intercultural space which promotes a shared disciplinary
identity across cultures to provide a temporarily stable ground for further social action.
However, results also indicate that the linguistic expression of identity throughout the
different rhetorical sections of a research article does not completely erase cultural identities
and that it is difficult to disengage references to these in English-medium academic writing
practices.

1. Introduction
It is broadly claimed that the research article genre acts as an instrument of
discourse communities in knowledge construction and dissemination practices
(Atkinson 1999; Bazerman 1988; Berkenkotter & Huckin 1995; Myers 1990; KnorrCetina 1981; Swales 1990, 2004). Furthermore, it has been consistently argued that
research article writing becomes one of the central elements of knowledge production
practices in the context of an “increasing sensitivity to the connection between writing
and knowledge these days” (Canagarajah 2002: 45). Currently a much discussed
academic genre across a wide range of disciplines and cultures (Fløttum et al. 2006;
1
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Hyland 2000), it is mainly regarded as a written specialized text that aims to inform
an academic audience of peers of the research carried out in the discipline in a way
that requires careful discourse planning in agreement with a community’s broadly
agreed set of common public goals (Swales 1990, 2004).
The focus on the relationship between research article writing and knowledge has
revealed that discursive practices of the different academic tribes are contextualized
and disciplinary territory distinctive, value-charged and directed at securing prestige
and promotion as a result of successfully establishing claims within a community of
peers (Becher & Trowler 2001). According to Canagarajah (2002: 66), “[i]f the new
findings produced by the research are widely accepted, the scholar will earn more
grants for research, hold patents on the products manufactured by using the findings,
and finally gain more status in the academic world (as reflected in increased salary
and promotions).” This claim endorses the view that research article writing does not
simply describe and explain aspects of reality in a transparent objective fashion,
valuing clarity, concision and rational argument above style or interpersonal factors to
communicate research findings in a discipline-specific, empirically-oriented, standard
textual format, i.e. Introduction-Method-Results-Discussion/Conclusions (IMRaD: see
Swales 1990, 2004); the research article genre is also a rhetorical endeavour, with a
strong audience- or reader-oriented dimension (cf. Bondi & Hyland 2006), most obvious
in the Introduction section (Samraj 2002; Burgess 2002). Therefore, a range of
rhetorical devices would be needed to support one’s hypothesis against concurrent
arguments and to convince an audience of peers, as illustrated by the ‘create-a-research
space’ (CARS) rhetorical model proposed by Swales (1990: 142):
the need to re-establish in the eyes of the discourse community the significance of the
research field itself; the need to ‘situate’ the actual research in terms of that significance;
and the need to show how this niche in the wider ecosystem will be occupied and defended.
It follows that the amount of rhetorical work needed to create such a space depends on
existing ecological competition, on the size and importance of the niche to be established,
and on various other factors such as the writer’s reputation (1990: 142).

Introduction sections often set forth a statement of purpose to ‘create a research
space’. Therefore, this part-genre has a conventional structure of organization that can
readily be compared. However it is also widely acknowledged as the part of the research
article writing which often gives writers difficulty and which can be used to determine
whether an article will be accepted or rejected for publication (ibid.). Swales associates
this difficulty with the fact that “[t]he opening paragraph requires the writer to make
some decisions about the amount and type of background knowledge to be included,
and authoritative versus a sincere stance [...] the appropriateness of the appeal to the
readership, and the directness of the approach” (ibid.: 137). The Introduction section
thus becomes one of the most demanding ones in terms of rhetorical effort.
Furthermore, the Introduction section is a rhetorical enterprise with important
implications for users of English as a foreign language. Firstly, because non-English
background scholars are compelled to publish in international English-medium
journals to disseminate their work and validate it in the academic tribes which matter
in their profession. In this respect, Moreno (2010) indicates that Spanish speakers are
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a neglected population of users of English as regards variation in non-native academic
English although, as shown by a large-scale survey of Spanish scholars’ training needs
for research and publication purposes, there seems to be a high level of interest in
publishing research articles in English in the field of medical sciences (Moreno 2012).
In another recent ethnographic study from the Spanish academic context, PérezLlantada et al.’s (2011) informants point to the Introduction section as a problematic
area, while Burgess (2002) has previously reported differences in the Introduction
section written by Spanish scholars as compared to their native English counterparts
based on a rhetorical move-analysis of linguistics research articles.
Secondly, from a different perspective, it has been argued that attitudes of academic
publishing on the rhetorical processes of research article writing has implications for
the identity of local scholars (see also Canagarajah 2002: 55; Bazerman 2001). On the
one hand, English-only international publications seem to impose normative academic
writing conventions at the expense of scholars’ culture-specific rhetorical conventions
(Curry & Lillis 2004). On the other hand, according to Flowerdew (2008), contrastive
rhetorical analysis of academic discourse shows that there are discrepancies in the way
information is organized in different languages and cultures. In other words, “vast
complexities of the cultural, social, situational and contextual factors affecting a
writing situation” (Connor 2008: 304) also influence scholars’ self-representation. As
reported by contrastive rhetoric research, identity is visible and reflects institutional
policies and attitudes of academic publishing, but takes a different shape across diverse
linguistic/cultural backgrounds (see Bondi 2004, 2009; Duszak 1997; Pérez-Llantada
2010, 2012; Yakhontova 2006). Since it is posited that writing is rooted in specific
cultural traditions and ways of constructing knowledge (Bazerman 1988) and raises
questions of identity (Berkenkotter & Huckin 1995; Ivanič 1998; Gee 1999), both
culture and identity could thus be an important determinant of academic authors’
rhetorical behaviour (Mauranen et al. 2010).
In line with this research, differences in the rhetorical behaviour of the authors
across cultures and languages could be seen to produce different identity cues in writing.
Features such as uncertainty avoidance, power distance, and individualism vs.
collectivism may be reflected in the authors’ use or avoidance of first person plural
references. The textual effects thus created might range from the expression of their
certainty and commitment to their claims to the appeal to group solidarity and
communal opinion with a view to soliciting readers’ acceptance of claims and community
consensus. In addition, identity has to do with forms of engagement and disengagement
with the beliefs and values of the disciplinary discourse community, and it appears to
cohere with group identities in academic writing (Becher & Trowler 2001).
Research has paid attention to identity either as a co-textual mode (i.e. personal
pronouns as words in texts, sections, moves, etc.) or as a contextual one (i.e. as
indicators of voice, stance, evaluation, and metadiscourse). To approach its study and
show its disciplinary or cultural specificities or variations, a combination of frameworks
and methodologies has been used, giving a kind of multidimensional perspective on
identity (cf. Bondi 2009; Bondi & Hyland 2006 with special attention to phraseology,
collocation and semantic preference; also, on cross-cultural variations Duszak 1997;
Fløttum et al. 2006 among others). However, one of the frameworks not yet applied to
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the study of identity from a cross-cultural standpoint in the Spanish-English
biomedical research article Introduction section is that of phraseology (although see for
instance Gledhill (2000) and Luzón Marco (2000) on grammatical collocation in medical
research articles in English). Furthermore, according to Hyland (2008: 41), phraseological units constitute “an important component of fluent linguistic production”,
accounting for “the needs of the interactants, irrespective of different communicative
situations, in which sender and receiver or addresser and addressee have different
levels of knowledge concerning the specialized domain of communication” (Schulze &
Römer 2008: 269).
This paper examines the phraseological patterns of first-person plural references as
markers of identity in writing, i.e. word combinations such as we show that, which are
governed by publishing and specific textual conventions related to matters of structure
and language use in academic texts, i.e. CARS rhetorical organization of the research
article Introduction section and English-medium international journals’ writing
conventions. The objective of this paper is to show the form, occurrence and distribution
of ‘we’ n-grams in comparable sets of biomedical research article Introduction sections
written by English and Spanish scholars publishing in English as a lingua franca, and
thus identify cultural and linguistic differences in a rhetorically demanding standard
communicative section.
1.1. Theoretical framework
As Römer (2009) suggests, the word is not the most useful unit of analysis in the
search for discourse roles. As such this analysis explores word combinations instead of
single words. Phraseological items are defined according to Schulze & Römer (2008:
265) as “strings of words that are highly structured, well-organized and firmly
entrenched in the human being’s mind”. It could be hypothesized that an analysis of
the rhetorical behaviour of the discourse community in a genre could rest on the
phraseological expressions associated with communicative purposes and discourse
roles specific to that genre. In this paper, ‘we’ n-grams, that is, continuous sequences
of word forms that cluster around first person plural references in the biomedical
research article Introductions section, are explored as indicators of writer identity, i.e.
discourse roles which reflect the specific communicative purpose of the writer in a
certain part of the introduction.
The theoretical framework within which ‘we’ n-grams developed in the Introduction
section of biomedical research articles are explored can be summarized as follows:
– Introductions to academic articles often conform to Swales’ Create-A-ResearchSpace (CARS) model (1990) and therefore show the importance of the general
topic and particular issue concerned, outline the gap to be filled, and make the
article purpose explicit.
- The rhetorical behaviour of authors has been mapped along three lines: (1) the
national culture or language background line encompassing traits such as
(dis)engagement, collectivity/individuality, collaborative, in compliance with
social, cultural and personal factors which prompt the redefinition of their
conventional meaning and hint at “our expectation that members of different
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cultures have learned different ways of expressing themselves generally and that
these affect academic writing”; (2) the national science or local disciplinary culture
or community line indicative of a more competitive research environment or a
less competitive environment associated with the dichotomy local or national vs.
international audience which may trigger the use of different rhetoric and
discipline (Shaw 2003: 344-345); and (3) the personal dimension associated with
responsibility but also recognition, promotion and governmental funding which is
assigned to individuals who publish research in scholarly journals (see The
Uniform Requirements of the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors
2009, http://www.icmje.org/urm_main.html).
– Personal pronouns endorse discourse roles as “signs waiting to be filled in the
instance of discourse, since the deictics do not refer to any objective reality but
must constantly refer to the instance of discourse that contains them.” Therefore,
a set of discourse-defined semantic roles or functions which reflect the specific
communicative purpose of the writer (see also Tang & John 1999; Kuo 1999) in a
certain part of the introduction can be associated with personal pronouns, such as
the following:
(a) the author as describer of the research
(b) the author as experiment conductor
(c) the author as opinion holder
(d) the author as cautious claim maker
(e) the author as fully-committed claim maker.
2. Corpus and methodology
2.1. Data
For the purposes of the present study, the Biomedical and Health Sciences (BHS)
component of the Spanish-English Research Article Corpus (SERAC2) (see PérezLlantada 2008) was selected. The BHS-SERAC corpus is an electronic collection of
English and Spanish research articles published in English-medium and Spanishmedium journals. It is designed as a specialized corpus consisting of 270 research
articles, 90 written by native English scholars (English L1), 90 by Spanish scholars in
English (English L2) and another set of 90 articles in Spanish (Spanish L1). The text
files were sorted into two folders: ENG texts written by native English scholars,
SPENG texts written in English by Spanish scholars and published in the same
international journals as the ones in the first corpus, and SP texts written by Spanish
scholars and published in national journals in Spanish. Each text file has been labelled
with the name of the folder and a number, e.g. ENG 1, ENG 2, etc. The third subcorpus
(SP) was deemed necessary to validate the findings of the ENG and SPENG
2
The three sets of texts belong to the biological & health sciences component of SERAC (The
Spanish-English Research Article Corpus) compiled by the InterLAE research group at the University
of Zaragoza http://www.interlae.com/). I am most grateful to the research group for providing this
comprehensive source for my linguistic analysis of n-grams.
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comparison, following the tertium comparationis principle proposed by Connor &
Moreno (2005). Samples of biomedical research article Introduction sections were
selected, since journals in the field of medicine generally adhere to standardized
conventions, i.e. the Uniform Requirements for Manuscripts (http://www.icmje.org/),
as required by journals (see also Skelton 1994). This shared policy would thus secure
the comparability between ENG and SPENG (see also Table 1 below for other features
of the groups of texts, i.e. number of texts in the three subcorpora of Introduction
sections, source journals3 & year, type of text).
Corpus

Language

ENG

English L1
British Journal of
Haematology, Blood,
Experimental Hematology,

Journals

European Journal of Cancer,
Journal of Clinical
Oncology, British Journal of
Cancer, European Urology,
BJU International, Urology

SPENG

SP

English L2 by Spanish L1

Spanish L1

British Journal of Haematology,
Blood, Experimental
Hematology, European Journal of
Cancer, Journal of Clinical
Oncology, British Journal of
Cancer, European Urology, BJU
International, Urology

Anales de Medicina
Interna, Medicina Clínica,
Medicina Intensiva,
Oncología, Cirugía
Española, Archivos
Españoles de Urología,
Actas Urológicas
Españolas

Years

2000 – 2010

2000 – 2010

2000 – 2010

Type of texts

RA Introduction section

RA Introduction section

RA Introduction section

No. of texts

90

90

90

Word count

37,987 words

38,777 words

34,197 words

!
Table 1. BHS-SERAC Corpus of Biomedical Research Articles Introduction section

All texts in the corpus are kept in plain text file format, and so far no metalinguistic
annotational material (like word class labels or paragraph markers) has been added.
This version consists of body text sections only so that targeted searches can be
performed; therefore, article headers (including date of publication, email address and
affiliation of the authors), footnotes, and references were cut, and any kind of information
about the author (name, affiliation, research interest) was deleted as this information
was not deemed necessary in the rhetorical analysis of the texts (see Cortes 2004).
2.2. Analytical steps
The main strategy for the computerized extraction of recurrent word-combinations
is the analysis of n-grams (i.e. the analysis of 2-, 3-, 4-, …, n-word sequences occurring
in the corpus (cf. Biber et al. 1999). In this paper, the phraseological corpus engine
kFNgram (Fletcher 2007) was used to explore the phraseological profile of the two sets
of scholars’ first person plural references. This program extracts contiguous lists of ngrams of different lengths (i.e. combinations of n words) from a corpus and their
frequencies. Of note, although the four-word scope is “the most researched length for
3

Ten articles were extracted out of each journal, except for the SP corpus.
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writing studies” (Chen & Baker 2010: 32), Simpson-Vlach & Ellis (2010: 509) have
suggested in a recent study that three-word bundles constitute many important
recurrent word combinations. Therefore, for the present study lists of 3-grams (such as
we show that) have been extracted. Since the two corpora are of a relatively small size
and approximately equal, the cut-off frequency was established at a raw frequency of
3, occurring in at least three texts4. Table 2 and Table 3 show the threshold adopted as
sufficiently representative of the corpora being examined, i.e. the raw cut-off frequency
and the corresponding normalized frequency are set to 3 and 80, respectively.
Corpus

Set raw frequency threshold

Corresponding normalized frequency (per
million words)

ENG

3

79

SPENG

3

77.4

SP

3

87.8

!
Table 2. Raw and corresponding normalized frequency thresholds adopted

Corpus

Set raw frequency threshold

Corresponding normalized frequency (per
million words)

ENG

80

3

SPENG

80

3.1

SP

80

2.7

!
Table 3. Normalized and corresponding raw frequency thresholds for comparison

Frequencies of both tokens (in parenthesis) and types are provided. Overlapping
word sequences were checked manually through concordance to avoid inflating
quantitative results (cf. Chen & Baker 2010, Ädel & Erman 2012). Following Ädel &
Erman (2012: 84), overlapping grams such as here we report and we report the merged
into here + we report the, and the word is put in parenthesis when the sequence does
not occur with it in all instances. In addition to producing lists of repeated word
combinations, kfNgram also identifies patterns in the extracted n-gram lists and
groups n-grams that differ by only one word in the same position together, e.g. we
investigated the, we report the. Such groups of n-grams are called phrase-frames
(henceforth “p-frames”) and contain a wildcard character (*) that replaces any one
word. The p-frame we * the thus summarizes the 3-grams we investigated the, we report
the. kfNgram lists how many variants are found for each of the p-frames. A p-frame
analysis hence provides insights into pattern variability to inquire to what extent John
Sinclair’s Idiom Principle (Sinclair 1991) is at work, i.e. how fixed language units are
or how much they allow for variation across culture and/or languages.
For the analysis a contrastive L1/L2 English comparable corpus of research articles
will be used following Connor & Moreno’s (2005) comparability criteria for corpus

4

Following Chen & Baker (2010), in this study all the frequencies of 3-we-grams are raw frequencies.
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studies. To illustrate differences across cultures, a reference corpus of research articles
written in Spanish is used.

3. Data analysis
This section reports on the refined lists of 3-we-grams in ENG, SPENG and SP
groups of texts. In addition, the realizations of these sequences are compared across
cultures and languages and the structural variation in the corpus is presented, followed
by the functional classification of we 3-grams found in this study, i.e. discourse roles.
3.1. We 3-grams in Introduction sections
This part of the analysis consisted of finding both common and different 3-we-grams
together with their frequency of occurrence. Attention has recently been drawn to the
need to distinguish between type and token frequencies in comparisons across corpora,
since there might be differences and/or similarities which account either for a “narrow
range of bundles but have very high frequencies of them, while another [corpus] might
have the opposite pattern” (Chen & Baker 2010: 33). Therefore, the first step in the
analysis was to check for 3-grams either overlapping or embedded in larger sequences
(see also Biber et al. 1999). As shown in Table 4, the refinement prevented the retrieval
of inflated quantitative data that resulted in the exclusion of six types from both ENG
and SPENG, accounting for 24 tokens from the first and 26 tokens from the latter. As
can be seen (Table 4), ENG seems to be similar to SPENG with regard to both
occurrence (tokens) and types. These frequencies are in sharp contrast with the number
of the tokens (3) and types (1) found in the Spanish L1 corpus for the Spanish wesequence counterparts, i.e. queries of 3-grams containing nosotros and/or *mos.
Before refinement
Corpus

After refinement

No. of 3-we-grams

No. of 3-we-grams

No. of 3-we-grams

No. of 3-we-grams

(types)

(tokens)

(types)

(tokens)

ENG

22

93

16

69

SPENG

18

86

12

60

SP

1

3

1

3

!Table 4. Number of bundles before and after the exclusion of overlapping and embedded 3-grams
we-sequences

Although, as Ädel & Erman (2010: 85) have pointed out, in the lexical bundles
tradition only simple descriptive statistics have been used, more recent studies
(Simpson-Vlach & Ellis 2010; Chen & Baker 2010) have used statistics in their studies.
Therefore, the frequency difference across ENG and SPENG was tested for statistical
significance, using the log-likelihood statistic5. No statistical significance was found
5
To check statistical significance, Paul Rayson’s online calculator was used (http://ucrel.lancs.ac.
uk/llwizard.html), accessed August 2012.
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when comparing type frequency (LL= 1.33). However, in the case of tokens the loglikelihood value points to a significant overuse at the level of p<0.05 in ENG as
compared with SPENG (LL= 5.21, p<0.05).
3.2. Non-shared and shared we 3-grams
Table 5 provides a list of we 3-grams divided into those that are found in L1 and L2
English writers groups. Table 6 shows only those grams which are shared across
subcorpora, indicating in brackets first the frequency for the L1 English group, and
second the L2 English group. For the most part, as Ädel & Erman (2012: 85) argue, it
should also be taken into account that criteria, i.e. frequency and dispersion, influence
what is included in the list, but it does not necessarily mean that if an n-gram is
present only in the list from the L1 English writers it is not used by their L2
counterparts and vice versa.
Corpus

We 3-grams

ENG

SPENG

. we also (9)

#. we (10)

. we previously (4)

and we have (3)

. we therefore (3)

in addition we (4)

et al #### we (5)

in + this paper we (3)

(to test) + this hypothesis we (3)

in + this report we (3)

we have used (3)

we have recently (3)

we hypothesized that (7)

we investigated the (4)

we recently reported (3)
(here) + we report the (5)
we set out (+to) (3)
we sought to (4)
we studied the (3)
Type

11

7

Token

52

30

!
Table 5. Distribution of we 3-grams in ENG and SPENG, including raw frequency in brackets

Corpus

ENG & SPENG
. here we (4; 4)

SP
en este articulo presentamos (3)

. we have (4; 7)
We 3-grams

in the + present study we (4; 8)
in + this study we (3; 8)
we show that (6; 3)

Type

5

1

Token

21; 30

3

!
Table 6. Shared we 3-grams in ENG and SPENG
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As can be seen in Table 5, overall there are 52 we 3-grams in ENG and 30 in
SPENG, the second group representing around 57% of the tokens in the first subcorpus.
Thus, it can be said that L1 English scholars generally use more we 3-gram sequences
than their Spanish counterparts in their writing. With regard to the n-grams absent
from the non-native list, the sequence containing both the research noun, i.e. hypothesis
and the research verb, i.e. hypothesize and the grams we sought to, we set out to offer
a complex picture, in that native English scholars seem to show more variation as far
as the possibilities for structuring we sequences are concerned. Furthermore, another
difference is established in that non-native English scholars seem to draw on the
research noun report in the sequence in this report as an alternative to the noun
commonly used in this structure, i.e. study, whereas in the native list it appears in the
active voice construction we report the. In contrast, the use of the sequence and we have
might point to a cultural pattern specific to the Spanish language which favors the use
of long sentences, a claim supported by the use of the coordinating conjunction and in
this gram. Perhaps it is also important to consider that the we 3-gram which has the
highest number of occurrences in the native list, i.e. we also (9), is a sequence which
joins the human agent we and an adverb related to signalling the connection between
specific information and the authors’ point to ensure coherence in the development of
arguments. Since academic discourse has the reputation of foregrounding the
information being conveyed rather than the human agent, it is a pattern which should
not be ignored. If this is weighted against the most frequent sequence in the non-native
list which emphasizes the use of sentence-initial we after citation markers, i.e. #. we
(10), it could be inferred that these sequences would help to build a promotional space
in the Introduction section (cf. Bhatia 1993, 2004).
With reference to shared bundles, around 20% of the bundles are shared by the two
groups. However, there are differences in the frequencies of the majority of these
shared grams across subcorpora (as shown in Table 6). As such, non-natives use almost
twice as often the sequences .we have, present study we, this study we as compared to
the other group, whereas native English scholars use we show the more than their
Spanish counterparts. With regard to the sequence . we have, its use may be considered
as typical of academic discourse in that it implies the continuing validity of earlier
findings or practices (Biber et al. 1999: 465). It is also important to note that the
presence of the we 3-gram en + este articulo presentamos [in+ this article/paper/report
we present] in the SP corpus points not to a cultural pattern, but to a genre-related use
of these shared grams in the Introduction section, i.e. here we, present study we, this
study we, we show the, as they have been shown to be important devices in the CARS
model inasmuch as they introduce the purpose of the article (Swales 1990, 2004).
Furthermore, it is unclear whether the fact that non-natives overuse this type of
metadiscourse (such as in+this study we), but also that they use different wordings
from the native writers (e.g. in+this paper/report/study we) is related to a cultural
pattern.
3.3. P-frames in Introduction sections
Sinclair (1991) argued that multi-word sequences can be discontinuous, with high
frequency function words as fixed elements co-occurring with variable lexical slots.
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Here I turn from n-grams to p-frames to inquire into pattern variability: the patterns
that occur most commonly in the corpus are identified (with the floor set at three,
meaning that only items that occur three or more times are included). The different
ways in which those patterns are variable or fixed are also determined, contrasting
the overall patterns of use in ENG and SPENG. No instance of patterns for we 3-grams
has been recorded in the SP subcorpus.
Three type patterns can be distinguished (see Table 7), namely:
a) the pattern in which the first and second positions are fixed, while the third slot
is variable (12*), e.g. this study we/was, .we also/have/report/recently/
therefore, we report the/on; as can be seen from these examples, within this type
pattern it can be observed that there are cases in which we occupies the variable
slot (illustrate impersonal vs. personal constructions choices) and cases in which
we is fixed with other items in the variable slot (personal constructions);
b) the pattern in which the first and the third positions are fixed, while the second
is variable (1*3), e.g. we show/hypothesized that, this study/report/paper
(personal constructions);
c) and the pattern in which the first slot is variable, with fixed second and third
positions (*23), e.g. present/this study we, ./study/and we have (personal
constructions).

Figure 1. Pattern types and variable slots (*) in ENG and SPENG

Figure 1 shows the proportions for the two cases found for pattern type 12*, that is,
the case in which the third variable slot is filled by a word different from the personal
pronoun (impersonal construction) or in which the third variable slot is the personal
pronoun we (personal construction). These proportions indicate that the use of personal
constructions is more common in the non-native corpus (42%) than in the native corpus
(13%). However, if we compare impersonal and personal constructions, it seems that
the latter represent more than half of the total occurrences of the pattern 12* in
SPENG, whereas the highest percentage is found in ENG. The variable slot in this
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type pattern for impersonal constructions (see Table 7) is either a function word or the
copular verb be.

Table 7. Distribution of impersonal and personal constructions, the percentage of all sequences
patterned 12* in ENG vs. SPENG

Whereas the first pattern type subcategory (1a) can be considered a variable one
as regards the position of we in the 3-gram, the other subtypes show a fixed position
of we in all possible fix slots of the 3-gram. As far as the variable slot (*) is concerned,
this is filled either by function words or lexical items, i.e. research verbs and nouns
such as study, report, hypothesize/hypothesis, analyse, investigate, evaluate,
demonstrate. Contrasting across corpora, the pattern type (1b) records a wide range
of options in the variable slot in ENG, thus illustrating perhaps the most striking
difference between native scholars and Spanish scholars publishing in English
(Table 7).

Figure 2. Proportional distribution of all pattern types (personal constructions only) in ENG and
SPENG
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In relation to the distribution of the three patterns for personal constructions across
the native and non-native subcorpora, the following tendencies can be observed (see
Figure 2). SPENG writers use the pattern type 12* less than their native counterparts.
Conversely, the pattern *23 is used more in the non-native corpus than in the native
one. Finally, the pattern 1*3 offers a more balanced picture of its distribution across
ENG and SPENG. This is not unsurprising since the we 3-grams in this pattern are
discourse frames (Biber & Barbieri 2007), i.e. we (show) that, we (report) the, thus of
high importance in framing arguments and, consequently, of a more fixed or even
formulaic nature (formulaic frames).
3.4. Discourse roles
As Rounds (1987: 15) suggests, personal pronouns endorse discourse roles as “signs
waiting to be filled in the instance of discourse, since the deictics do not refer to any
objective reality but must constantly refer to the instance of discourse that contains
them”. Furthermore, based on interviews, Harwood (2007: 27) accounts for seven
textual effects of the pronouns I and we which
are said to help (i) make the readership feel included and involved in the writers’
argument; (ii) make the text more accessible; (iii) convey a tentative tone and hedge
writers’ claims; (iv) explicate the writers’ logic or method regarding their arguments or
procedures; (v) signal writers’ intentions and arguments; (vi) indicate the contribution
and newsworthiness of the research; and (vii) allow the writer to inject a personal tenor
into the text.

The textual effects of the personal pronouns may be summarized as a set of
discourse-defined semantic roles or functions which reflect the specific communicative
purpose of the writer (see also Tang & John 1999; Kuo 1999; Martín Martín 2003) in
a certain part of the introduction. The following discourse roles are considered here:
The author as describer of the research role, guiding the reader, underpins the
engagement of the writer with readers. The textual effect of we 3-grams may consist
in signalling writers’ intentions, as in the following examples:
– announcing present research (as in 1), or announcing principal findings
(examples 2 and 3) in Move 3, the last rhetorical move of the Introduction section,
that is, the “occupying the niche” move, using, for instance, we 3-grams such as
in the + present study we, in + this study we, .here we, we show that, we report the.
(1) In this study, we estimate the breast cancer risks for women with a strong family
history of breast cancer, but tested negative for a mutation in BRCA1 or BRCA2 (ENG
60)
(2) Here we show that dietary PUFAs themselves are not strong stimulators of CaP
invasion but require adipocyte processing. We also show that AA induces invasion itself
and induces differentiation of BM mesenchymal stem cells (MSC) into adipocytes,
which are themselves potent inducers of invasion (ENG 54)
(3) In the present study we show that this type of non-apoptotic Fas signalling during
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the process of T cell blast generation is needed for the induction of Bim expression and
the sensitization of these cells to death by cytokine deprivation (SPENG 6)

– outlining purposes (Move 3); here it can be seen how writers use adverbials to
develop arguments, e.g. in addition we, . we also (see examples 4 and 5):
(4) We also assessed the effects of FLT3 inhibition on proliferative and antiapoptotic
signaling to enable greater understanding of the inter-patient variations in signaling
patterns that appear to influence the onset of cytotoxicity. (ENG 16)
(5) (…) the objective of this study was to expand our understanding of the
antiaromatase properties of melatonin and to assess whether the promoters that drive
aromatase expression are regulated by melatonin and to evaluate (…). In addition, we
studied whether the effects of melatonin on aromatase expression are related to the
effects of this hormone on intracellular cAMP concentration (SPENG 42)

– or establishing a niche (Move 2); in the case of the sequence . we therefore it might
be said that, in addition to its linking role, it is used to connect the writers’ claim
to supporting facts, and thus it could be read as an attempt to make the reader
feel included and involved in the writers’ claims, through the emphasis of the
conclusions that the writer expects the reader to draw (as shown in 6). Perhaps
it is worth pointing out that although this expression did not occur in SPENG, it
does not mean that it is not used at all by the L2 scholars, but that it did not
meet the criteria previously established in the retrieval of these sequences in the
current study (see example 7):
(6) A range of tools is available for the genetic manipulation of the zebrafish, as are
extensive genomics resources, including a draft sequence of the entire genome. We
therefore selected this species as an ideal organism for the generation of a simplified,
genetically tractable model using fluorescent neutrophils to track the inflammatory
response (ENG 13)
(7) Moreover, a longer confirmatory study for this strategy in poor prognosis DLBCL
has not been reported. Therefore, we performed a prospective study with DA-EPOCH
plus rituximab (DA-EPOCH-R) in newly diagnosed intermediate-high and high-risk
DLBCL. (SPENG 29).

Inasmuch as the majority of we sequences in the above-mentioned examples might
represent fixed, formulaic discourse frames, no cultural-related patterns seem to be
recorded in SPENG Introduction sections concerning this role.
The author as experiment conductor role is related to explaining research or
reference to the main research procedure. The textual effect of we 3-grams for this
role is that of foregrounding the writer as agent in situations where it is necessary
to detail writers’ logic or method regarding their arguments or procedures, as
contributors in the development of arguments, e.g. we studied, we analyzed, we
demonstrate(ed), we investigated, we evaluated, we used, we hypothesized, (to test)
this hypothesis we. These are alternatives to impersonal expressions traditionally
used in academic writing.
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(8) To test this hypothesis, we developed and externally validated a contemporary
nomogram predicting the probability of SVI in a split-sample cohort. Moreover, we
used our external validation cohort to perform a head-to-head comparison of predictive
accuracy estimates of our nomogram with that of Koh’s and Partin’s tools [16,19] (ENG
61)
(9) […] we analysed the role of CB2 receptor in the androgen-resistant prostate cell
line, PC-3, which represents the androgen-refractory phase of advanced prostate cancer.
We used the anandamide analogue, R(+) Methanandamide (MET), for comparison
with previous results, and a potent and selective CB2 receptor agonist, JWH-015
(JWH), as well as CB2 antagonists and RNA silencing to show the role of CB2 in PC3 cells (SPENG 43).

The author as opinion holder role might be interpreted as allowing the writer to
inject a personal tenor into the text, the opposite of what has been done previously.
Only one we 3-gram could be said to fit into this category, namely we set out (to)
inasmuch as it marks the source of knowledge, and it was found in the native
subcorpus. Since this role is related to tenor, it might be expected that such expressions
would not occur in fixed continuous sequences. In example 10 this sequence performs
the rhetorical transition from establishing the niche (Move 2) to occupying it (Move 3).
(10) Previous studies examining gene regulation by COX-2 in CRC cells have focused
on long time points and have used relatively high doses of NSAIDs (Zhang and DuBois,
2001). With this in mind, we set out to explore early changes in gene expression in CRC
cells resulting from low-dose treatment with a selective COX-2 inhibitor, to improve
our understanding of the early signalling events downstream of prostaglandin
production. […] The aim of this study was to explore the relationship between COX-2
and DRAK2 as a potential downstream regulator of cell survival in CRC (ENG 57).

The author as cautious claim maker role puts forth a textual effect in which
communality can be said to be strong inasmuch as there is a concern to convey a
tentative tone and hedge writers’ claims, e.g. we sought to in ENG. As can be seen in
example 11, it could be used to establish the niche and mitigate the potential negative
effect of the gap indicated previously. Again, although this sequence or another similar
one was not observed in SPENG, as example 12 below shows, non-native scholars are
also cautions when making claims.
(11) To the best of our knowledge, no comparative study has evaluated the impact of
LRN and LPN on long-term renal function. We sought to investigate the long-term
effect of LPN and LRN on sCr in patients with two normal kidneys on imaging and
normal preoperative sCr (ENG 78)
(12) On the other hand, we should consider that the cellular type (tumoural
cell/stromal cell) expressing these factors might be of biological importance in breast
cancer (see Decock et al, 2005, for review) (SPENG 46).

The author as fully-committed claim maker role reveals the author as a committed
community member who indicates the contribution and newsworthiness of the
research. Consider for example the use of we 3-grams such as we (have) recently with
an emphasis on the temporal relationship between two events; furthermore, the use of
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the present perfect can be noted in the sequence we have, an aspect which has been
suggested as typical of academic discourse in that it implies the continuing validity of
earlier findings or practices (Biber et al. 1999: 465). For instance, in example 13 below,
the phrase we recently reported is part of the rhetorical move 1, establishing a territory
by placing their research within the field opting for the visible phrase rather than using
an impersonal construction. On the other hand, example 14 shows how non-native
writers also place their research visibly (we, the most important) within the field.
(13) Despite advances in therapy, there exists a growing recognition of potential longterm health problems related to therapies for childhood cancer. We recently reported
that by 30 years after a cancer diagnosis, 73% of survivors suffer from a chronic health
condition, with 42% of these individuals having a severe or life-threatening disease or
death owing to a chronic condition 2 (ENG 49)
(14) We have recently shown that the methylation of cytosine nucleotides in ALL cells
may be the most important way of inactivating cancer-related genes in this disease
(SPENG 1).

It could be claimed that, inasmuch as the agent is marked for the rhetorical purpose
of establishing a research niche, this fact points to and supports the previously
observed characteristic of the Introduction section as a promotional space (Bhatia 1993,
2004).

4. Conclusion
In this paper I set out to explore the phraseological profile of we first-person
pronoun references in native and non-native biomedical research article Introduction
sections and address the question of whether culture-specific features can be explored
through phraseological items in written academic English. I compared frequencies and
lists of we 3-grams and 3-p-frames taken from the corpus (each capturing native and
non-native productions) in order to see in what ways nativeness affects language
patterning and displays cultural patterns with regard to we sequences.
The section-based frequencies show that there are differences in that English L2
scholars show a greater degree of formulaicity. The 3-gram analyses show that there
is an overlap between the ENG and SPENG-based lists, but that there are also
differences among the two sets of scholars which cannot be explained only by the use
of personal references in Spanish L1. The latter group shows a high degree of
impersonality, seemingly almost avoiding the use of n-grams with we references.
Whereas similarities between English L1 and English L2 can be explained by the
disciplinary and genre-specific phraseology, differences can be interpreted as a sign of
the L1 vs L2 language user status. The 3-p-frame analysis supported the findings from
the n-gram explorations and also point towards specific genre strategies that the L1
writers use such as the use of fixed expressions to point out the characteristic
communicative purposes of Introduction sections.
As can be seen in the corpus used in this study, it is particularly common in
Introduction sections to use we 3-grams as part of textual sentence stems, that is, main
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clauses which present assertions and observations indirectly and emphasize the
interpersonal dimension. Some of these framing sequences have specific semantic
content (expressing attitude, e.g. we sought to), but others are discursive formulae
related to specific communicative purposes in the Create-A-Research-Space (CARS)
rhetorical structure of the Introduction section (see also Bondi 2010). Examples include:
in the + present study we, in + this study we, .here we, we show that, we report the, in
addition we, . we also, . we therefore, we (have) recently.
The we 3-gram found to be similar in the three subcorpora, ENG, SPENG and SP,
namely in+this study we may indicate a high awareness of genre-related phraseological
items commonly used in the Introduction section as discourse structuring devices on
the part of Spanish scholars publishing in English and Spanish, especially for the
rhetorical purpose of announcing present research to occupy the niche in Move 3 (cf.
Bondi 2010).
Overall, the set of discourse roles explored here for we 3-grams can be said to
support the claim that it is important to establish an interpersonal dimension in
discourse. The textual effects did not differ for the native and non-native scholars in the
cases where instances have been found in both subcorpora. This finding perhaps adds
to the hypothesis that the shared we 3-grams can be seen as formulaic discourse
frames, as suggested by their use in the L2 English non-native corpus. However, as
the contrast of the discourse roles across cultures shows, and perhaps as a limitation
of the approach adopted in this study for the analysis of we sequences, other we phrases
associated with the stance dimension (for instance the author as cautious claim maker)
cannot be captured with the continuous sequences methodology, and it might be the
case that cultural patterns could be revealed in these instances.
These items, together with their function and use, would probably be worth focusing
on in academic writing instruction for L1 and L2 English scholars. Their significance
consists in shaping a consistent disciplinary discourse identity, not necessarily
subjective but where writers are visible as agents in the organization of discourse as
shown by the discourse-structuring phraseological items, but also involved in
establishing a genre-specific interpersonal relationship with their peers.
Canagarajah (2002: 291) emphasizes that knowledge brokering should become a
multidirectional rather than unidirectional process with regard to content and
linguistic and rhetorical forms. In addition, a different linguistic background, when
factored into scientific discourse, brings to the fore social, cultural and personal factors
that interfere with the expression of disciplinary identity and draw the use of rhetorical
strategies when communicating research to a multilingual discourse community. First,
social and personal factors interfere in the context of publication in English. Thus
academics in Spain are under pressure to contribute to the advancement of knowledge
using the current lingua franca of academia, i.e. English (Curry & Lillis 2004; PérezLlantada et al. 2011; Tardy 2004); in particular, “Spain is giving priority to publication
in high impact international journals” (Pérez-Llantada et al. 2011: 22). As such,
research on phraseologies in Introduction sections is needed to reveal rhetorical
strategies of non-native scholars in internationally published research papers. Second,
from the standpoint of culture, phraseological items suggest that the linguistic
expression of identity is different in the two cultures, i.e. Spanish and English. Spanish
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scholars publishing in English-medium journals could thus be claimed to be in search
of a global identity, instead of bringing to the fore their national identity, as they work
in intercultural settings. Similar results have been shown in studies contrasting
English and Spanish academic writing (Burgess 2002; Lorés Sanz 2006; Mur Dueñas
2009; Murillo 2011; Pérez-Llantada 2012) or English and other languages (Bondi 2004,
2009; Dahl 2004; Duszak 1997; Shaw 2003; Vassileva 2001; Yakhontova 2006). As a
result, English can be argued to be “developing into an autonomous variety” which “is
far removed from its speakers’ linguacultural norms and identities” (Bondi 2004: 58).
An important implication for cross-cultural research is that there are similarities
of n-grams among scholars engaging in similar practices regardless of their national
affiliation. At this point, the control corpus allows us to turn from a focus on the
national membership of scholars to what they do, to their participation in practices.
In conclusion, the introduction of a research article is a negotiated intercultural
space which promotes a shared disciplinary identity across cultures to provide a
temporarily stable ground for further social action. However, the linguistic expression
of identity throughout the research article does not completely erase cultural identities
and it is difficult to disengage references to it in international academic writing
practices (see also Gotti 2009). These findings seem to indicate that when we deal with
research article Introduction sections, biomedical writers move beyond the subjective
vs. objective and L1 vs. L2 English distinctions to signal disciplinary and genre-related
roles and identities. In this context, communicative performance seems a more
important aspect to consider than nativeness/mother language status (cf. Bondi 2010;
Römer 2009; Swales 2004). Non-native authors seem to write in a style which they
consider to be similar to that of English L1 scholars.
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Appendix A
List of articles by native English scholars (judged by affiliation) from the ENG subcorpus,
and by Spanish scholars publishing in the same journals in English from the SPENG
subcorpus, used as data for the examples cited in the paper.
ENG Subcorpus
ENG 60 Genetics and Genomics KA Metcalfe, A Finch, A Poll, D Horsman, C Kim-Sing, J Scott,
R Royer, P Sun and SA Narod (2009) “Breast cancer risks in women with a family history of
breast or ovarian cancer who have tested negative for a BRCA1 or BRCA2 mutation”. British
Journal of Cancer 100(2): 421-425. doi:10.1038/sj.bjc.6604830.
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